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Two thousand years ago, the Holy Spirit, speaking through the Apostle Paul,
warned believers in Jesus about sexual immorality. Writing to the church in
Ephesus, in a letter that would be shared worldwide in coming years, the apostle
declared, “But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of
any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy
people.”1 Given this ancient warning, we should not be surprised that sexual
immorality is a besetting sin with which we struggle in affluent western culture. As
with greed, sexual sin involves the elevation of the self ourselves over God and
others.2 Sadly, today such self-centred idolatry is common among Christians as well
as in society at large.3
Pornography is a particularly insidious aspect of sexual immorality. The goal
of this article is to provide those who are responsible to shepherd God’s people
crucial information about why they must and how they can come to the aid of users.
Through the ancient prophet Jeremiah, God promised, “Then I will give you
shepherds after my own heart, who will lead you with knowledge and
understanding.”4 This article will discuss the prevalence and consequences of
pornography and appropriate responses to pornography use.
Research Methodology
The research starting point for this article has been interviews with people for
whom pornography has been a personal problem and with those who are seeking to
help them find freedom. The latter group includes leaders of church ministries
geared to children, youth, and adults, in addition to counsellors and pastors.
Interviews have also included denominational leaders, former pastors who now have
the responsibility to assist churches under their oversight to be healthy and helpful to
their congregants and others. The selection of the twenty-one interview subjects who
participated in this study involved fervent prayer for God’s guidance and for
discernment in learning from their lived experience. This pastoral approach was
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chosen in the belief that understanding and assisting those who need freedom from
pornography must include conversations with those who need help and those who
help them. In addition, the writings of other researchers and practitioners have been
consulted.
Prevalence of Pornography
Encyclopaedia Britannica defines pornography as “representation of sexual
behaviour in books, pictures, statues, motion pictures, and other media that is
intended to cause sexual excitement.”5 The purpose of pornography is sexual
arousal. Sensual images have been around for thousands of years in the sculpture
and art of ancient religions.6 In Europe, the advent of the printing press in the midfifteenth century facilitated the creation and circulation of pornographic materials.7
However, the rise in popular use of the internet in the 1990s and of smart phones in
the 2000s has made pornography more available, accessible, and affordable than
ever for people of all ages.8 Smart phones have brought the internet into a majority
of pockets and purses around the world.
While the internet is a significant tool for helpful information and
communication, it is also massively infected with pornography.9 For example, just
one of the many pornographic websites worldwide, Pornhub, a Canadian
pornographic video sharing and pornography site, reports as follows for the year
2019:
Pornhub keeps on growing and it doesn’t show signs of letting up. In 2019
there were over 42 Billion visits to Pornhub, which means there was an
average of 115 million visits per day. One-Hundred-Fifteen Million – that’s
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the equivalent of the populations of Canada, Australia, Poland and the
Netherlands all visiting in one day!
This year must have been an adventurous one because there were over 39
billion searches performed, which is 8.7 billion more searches than last year.
Celebrities, trending terms, and characters – if you can think it, it’s probably
been searched for.
In 2019 there was a record amount of video uploads, over 6.83 million new
videos were uploaded to Pornhub. To put this in perspective – if you strung
all of 2019’s new video content together and started watching them way back
in 1850, you’d still be watching them today!10
Pornhub also reported that the mobile viewing of pornography from its site,
by the end of 2019, which is growing significantly in many countries, had grown to 84
percent in the United States and 77 percent in Canada.11 This is remarkable growth
from a mere 1 percent of online pornography viewed on mobile devices in 2008.12
Given this ready accessibility of pornography, it is not surprising that, in the United
States, a reported 29 percent of teens (12-17) and 48 percent of young adults (18-24),
most of whom carry smart phones, come across pornography daily or weekly
without seeking it out or that 32 percent of teens and 49 percent of young adults say
all or most of their friends regularly view pornography.13
The pornography industry is big business. A two-year-old estimate places its
net worth at about $97 billion. In comparison to Hollywood, which releases roughly
600 movies a year for $10 billion in profits, the pornography industry releases
13,000 films annually for close to $15 billion in profits.14 This industry, which is after
pocketbooks, is capturing minds in the process.
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Local church pastors hope their congregants are not involved with
pornography, yet they see statistics that are concerning, statistics that they hope are
not true in their own congregations. For example, Covenant Eyes, a ministry that
provides filtering software and helpful information, reports that one in five youth
pastors and one in seven lead pastors are themselves struggling with regular
pornography use, adding up to 50,000 American church leaders. Covenant Eyes also
reports that 64 percent of Christian men and 15 percent of Christian women admit
to watching pornography at least once a month.15 If these statistics are accurate,
concerned church leaders are asking themselves why more people in the churches
that they lead are not coming forward for help.16
When one turns to scholars who have studied the incidence of pornography
use among Christians, assertions about its prevalence vary significantly. In his book,
Addicted to Lust: Pornography in the Lives of Conservative Protestants, University
of Oklahoma sociologist Samuel Perry defines American Conservative Protestants
according to their theological beliefs. He identifies Protestants as those “who believe
that faith in Jesus Christ alone grants them eternal salvation…” and conservatives as
those “who view the Bible as inerrant, supremely authoritative, and best interpreted
literally.”17 Perry interprets data gained from the General Social Survey (GSS)18 to
support his conclusion that pornography use by Protestant men under 40 years of
age, who affirm that the Bible is the “actual word of God and is to be taken literally,
word for word,” has hovered at around 40 percent since 1984, while it has increased
about 15 percent for other American men. Perry also identifies the same 40 percent
level of use, since 1988, “for Protestant men under 40 who have had a ‘born-again
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experience’ or who have tried to convert someone to Christianity.”19 Perry asserts
further that, while “[i]n the 1970s around 26% of women who affiliated with a
‘fundamentalist’ Protestant denomination reported viewing an X-rated movie in the
past year,” a percentage that increased to 37 percent in the 2010s and to 49 percent
in 2016.20
By contrast, Lyman Stone, a Research Fellow at the Institute for Family
Studies21 and an Adjunct Fellow at the American Enterprise Institute,22 believes the
GSS contains more encouragement to conservative Protestants than Perry’s
understanding of the data suggests. Says Stone, “But when I cut the data by religious
identity and religious attendance (that is, actual religious behaviors that signal costly
commitments to faith and who actually participates in church life), the difference
becomes stark.”23 According to Stone, when these variables are applied to the data,
one learns that the percentage of Protestant males who viewed an X-rated film in the
previous year, while at 45 percent for those who attend worship services only several
times a year, drops to approximately 15 percent for those who attend weekly.24
While this revelation may come as a relief to church leaders, it still indicates a
significant spiritual and moral problem among devout followers of Jesus.
Furthermore, both Perry and Stone acknowledge that pornography use is growing
among conservative Protestants.25 That said, Perry insists that pornography use
among conservative Christians is not increasing as much, or leading to as much
addiction, as pornography opponents fear.26
Church leaders should not overestimate or underestimate the extent of
pornography use in the lives of those for whom they are responsible.27 Dan Gowe,
the founder of Men’s Group in Vancouver, BC, suggests that one way to do that is to
take an anonymous, informal survey in a worship gathering. Gowe conducted such a
survey in a vibrant, urban, evangelical church with a large young adult representation.
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Worshippers were asked to respond on their cell phones to statements regarding
their own pornography use. Due to the volume of response, the church’s server
crashed, but not before 170 males and 193 females had completed the survey. Of
the respondents, 70 percent of males and 29 percent of females sought out
pornography repeatedly on the internet or elsewhere, 60 percent of males and 21
percent of females feared that pornography was becoming an addiction for them,
and 84 percent of males and 62 percent of females would like help overcoming the
problem of pornography if they knew there was a way out that really worked and that
they would not be judged, shamed, or exposed by stepping into it.28
Consequences of Pornography Use
Given the prevalence of pornography use both in the population at large and
in the Christian community, church leaders will want to clarify for themselves how
pornography is impacting its users’ lives. They will be most concerned about the
damage it inflicts on its users’ relationships with God. While God says, “But among
you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality…,”29 men and women
involved in pornography are viewing and masturbating to orgasm aided by images of
men and women to whom they are not married. Although the images being used for
sexual arousal are virtual, the men and women pictured in those images are real.
Such violation of the seventh commandment, “You shall not commit adultery,” is an
offense against God. Furthermore, Jesus’ Sermon-on-the-Mount definition of
adultery as ”look[ing] at a woman lustfully” is as applicable to sensual thoughts and
arousal by means of pornography as it is to lustful thoughts when encountering a
woman in person.30 Pornography harms its users’ fellowship with God, the vibrancy
of their faith, and the effectiveness of their service for Him.31
Those who have struggled with pornography use report other significant
harms that began for them as early as childhood.32 As a six-year old, Henry
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encountered pornography in an alley garbage can. Although he did not know what it
was, he reports that it intrigued and altered him. When he was in grade five, he
babysat at a neighbour’s house where he happened upon pornography in the
basement bathroom. He returned to that pornography stash every time he babysat.
This led to stealing money from his parents to buy pornography at the corner store.
Soon other rebellious behaviours, which included drugs and pornography, were a
way of life for him. His first experience of intercourse came at fifteen years of age, at
which time he left home to live with the girl who was a bit older. Decades of
pornography use and broken relationships followed. Even after finding Jesus in
midlife, his road to freedom has been long and difficult.33
The average age of childhood exposure to internet pornography is eleven
years of age (which means for many first exposures when they were younger than
that). 34 The harms to children and teens who develop an obsession with
pornography are considerable. Psychiatrist W. Dean Belnap reports that childhood
exposure to pornography “imprints, in the nervous system of the brain, pathways
and neural structures that sometimes are premature to the slow, healthy states of
development.” He states further, “If [children] are imprinted early, they become
motivated and fascinated to indulge in sexual things.” He asserts that pornography
tends to interfere with the prefrontal cortex of the brain resulting in a loss of free
agency.35
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Pornography use by children and teens has the potential to impact users and
their sexuality for life.36 Exposure to pornography is associated with many issues such
as “poor concentration, low motivation, depression, social anxiety, negative selfperception, erectile dysfunction, decreased interest in sex with a partner, more
forgiving attitudes towards violence against women and increased comfort with the
idea of rape, [and] increased likelihood to have an affair.”37 It also offers an
education about relationships and sexuality that is “dishonest, inaccurate and
harmful. It teaches that sex is detached from intimacy, love, mutuality or respect.
That it is impersonal and adversarial.”38
In response to the current prevalence of pornography, the dating expectations
of some teenage girls appear to be changing.39 Interviews indicate that teenage girls
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are influenced in everyday life. In her interactions with fifteen- and sixteen-year-old
girls, soccer coach Andrea learned that the many girls on her team think that all the
boys at school are involved with pornography. The girls believe that when a girl dates
a boy, he expects her to send him a nude picture of herself. If she does not, she does
not expect to be asked out by him again. Andrea also has learned that girls on the
team go online to view pornography in order to see what the boys expect of them
sexually.40 This sort of teen girl experience is confirmed by Pastor of Care Thaleia
Sawatzky. In addition, Sawatzky observed that teen girls’ exploration of same-sex
pornographic material is contributing to confusion regarding sexual orientation for
these girls.41 Marriage and Family Therapist Jill Manning adds, “The pornography
industry tells youth that pornography will aid them to prepare for healthy sexuality.
In fact, it handicaps them, creating fear and insecurity.”42
The harms resulting from pornography involvement persist long after the teen
and even the young adult years. In their book More Than Talk: A Covenantal
Approach to Everyday Communication, Bill Strom and Divine Agodzo cite
experimental studies that compared men and women exposed to a steady diet of
filmed pornography with those who watched non-pornographic films.43 A study by
Manning found that those who watched pornographic films tended to “dislike their
spouse’s sexual performance, affection, and attractiveness; judge their spouse as not
being sexually curious; wonder if marriage and monogamy were worth it; view out-ofwedlock sex as common and okay; [and] report having an unhappy marriage.”44
Using data in the GSS on 20,000 married adults who are married or have been
married, Doran and Price “found that individuals who reported seeing an X-rated
movie in the last year were 25% more likely to be divorced and 101% more likely to
have had an extramarital affair. They were also 12% less likely to report having a
very happy marriage (if they were still married) and 7% less likely to report being
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very happy in life in general.” They also found that pornography use correlated with
less sexual satisfaction and more infidelity.45
Those who struggle with pornography addiction also report feelings of shame
and hopelessness.46 Henry felt so sick and tired of his way of living that he wanted to
kill himself.47 Sawatzky reports heightened shame for women. Their first
conversation with anyone about their own pornography use is usually with a
counsellor, if they have had the courage to seek help. While the women who have
come to Sawatzky for help expect that men might well use pornography and talk to
each other about it, they do not feel pornography use is expected of women and do
not tend to confide in each other when they use it.48
Men and women using pornography for arousal, masturbation, and orgasm
describe to Sawatzky that they are not actually having sex.49 She believes that they do
not realize the addictive nature of what they are doing and the way in which
pornography use can alter brain chemistry.50 Sawatzky observes that Christian
married couples are increasingly using pornography to add variety to intercourse.
She notes with respect to female partners: “It wrecks their sense of self. They feel
less than, not beautiful, not good enough. Some are turned on by it. They
experience the whoosh. But it comes to the point where they can’t have sex with
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each other without it.”51 Sawatzky is concerned that holy sexuality may be
disappearing.
Counsellor Dave Currie reports that 65 percent of his counselling is sex
related. He argues that the PMO sequence—Porn Masturbation Orgasm—creates
havoc for sexual fulfillment in committed relationships: “[T]he brain gets trained that
something other than real sex is the real thing.”52 Currie is certified with the
American Association of Sexual Addiction Therapy (AASAT) in the specialization
of intimacy anorexia, another of the troubling harms of pornography.53 Psychologist
Douglas Weiss, a recovered pornography addict and the founder of Heart to Heart
Counseling Center and the AASAT, coined the term “intimacy anorexia” to
describe a “relationship disorder that is marked by a lack of intimacy…It occurs
when someone in a relationship actively withholds emotional, spiritual and sexual
intimacy from their spouse or partner. This lack of intimacy harms the marriage,
damages the relationship causing pain and loneliness and impacts the spouse or
partner significantly.” Sexual addiction, including pornography addiction, is a cause
of this disorder.54
When considering the consequences of pornography use, church leaders
should be aware that various academic studies have found that pornography’s
impacts are most pronounced for members of religious groups that are most
opposed to its use. Using the GSS, Richard Patterson of Cornell University and
Joseph Price of Brigham Young University studied self-reported happiness, as
“means of assessing individual well-being,” for men and women who did and did not
use pornography.”55 They learned that “[m]en who attend church regularly and have
51
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not reported seeing an X-rated movie in the last year report the highest level of
happiness….” At the same time, “[m]en who do not attend church regularly and
report watching an X-rated movie in the last year report the lowest level of
happiness….” Patterson and Price discovered that “[t]he happiness gap, or the
difference in the fraction of men who report being very happy when comparing
pornography users and nonpornography users” is significantly greater for individuals
who are regular church attenders. The same is true for women.56 Further, they found
the largest happiness gaps for individuals from groups that have the strongest
attitudes against pornography use.57 Patterson and Price theorize that the greater
happiness gaps for churchgoers and adherents to groups more strongly opposing
pornography may be either from cognitive dissonance or club goods. In other words,
the psychic costs for church goers using pornography may be imposed by either the
pornography users themselves (cognitive dissonance) or by the religious groups (club
goods).58
Samuel Perry agrees that pornography use, especially compulsive use, “does
indeed have concrete, negative effect on peoples’ mental health and personal
relationships….”59 Further, he argues that the negative effects of pornography use are
“decidedly worse for conservative Protestants,” that is, “uniquely damaging to their
mental health, spiritual lives, and interpersonal relationships.”60 He acknowledges
that “much of the content of pornography is filled with misogynistic and racist
messages.”61 His explanation of the negative effect of pornography, however, points
beyond the use of pornography itself to “the cultural meaning this activity has for a
group in combination with the various cultural idiosyncrasies of that group that
exacerbate its influence (e.g., sexual exceptionalism, complementarianism, pietistic
idealism, biblicism).”62 In short, he considers that the uniquely harmful effects of
pornography use in the lives of conservative Protestants are caused by “the inner
dissonance caused by moral incongruence,” which he defines as “the experience of
violating one’s own moral values.”63
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Lyman Stone agrees with Perry that “struggles with pornography are indeed
harming the relationships of many people and seem to be especially painful for
conservative Protestants.”64 Yet Stone offers an alternative explanation to Perry’s
conclusions about moral incongruence. Stone argues that, like a husband who
professes to be egalitarian but does not live it out, it is not surprising that men or
women who profess to believe pornography is sinful but do not live out their
conviction suffer from “psychological discomfort, even distress.”65 Stone asserts that
violating our own standards of behaviour “ought to create” such feelings and that
“virtually all people have some kind of standard to which they hold their spouse.”
Furthermore, he insists that the GSS data shows that “Protestant males…who abstain
from porn are as happy or happier than married men of other faiths who abstain
from porn, while married Protestant males who have viewed pornography in the last
year are far happier with their marriages than men of other faiths who did so.” He
concludes, “Our porn issues are not severe enough to offset the fact that our lifestyle
model of chastity until marriage66 and commitment within marriage67 is, in fact, the
most strongly happiness-associated lifestyle in America today.”68
Prevention of Pornography Addiction
The potential harms associated with pornography raise the question as to how
men and women can stay free from pornography in the first place. Asked about
prevention, Currie is emphatic about the necessity of preparing children to use the
internet safely. When parents ask for help because their son or daughter has
accessed pornography online, Currie tells them to go home and apologize to their
child for not doing more to protect them. Prevention requires having ageappropriate conversations with children, starting when they are very young. These
conversations must include instructing them about how to respond to naked
pictures. Currie also urges parents to put a filter on their home internet for their
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children’s protection. He recommends KidsWifi.69 It “filters, monitors, and controls
all their online devices, even devices brought by visiting friends.”70
When it comes to children encountering pornography, Sawatzky observes:
Parents expect it in their sons but don’t prepare their daughters. They also
don’t prepare their daughters for the dating and naked pictures issue. Parents
train their kids about inappropriate touching but not about inappropriate
sending of pictures. Christian parents think their kids know better.71
Sawatzky urges parents to be wise about phones for young children, including
concerns about music, and sleep overs. Various internet sites such as Covenant
Eyes72 and Protect Young Eyes73 have numerous helpful resources to educate both
parents and their children. Covenant Eyes’ “Safe Digital Conversation Guides” offer
age-specific suggestions to assist parents to talk with their children.74 Sawatzky also
recommends that parents read a book called Good Pictures Bad Pictures to their
children to explore what pornography is, why it is dangerous, and how to reject it.75
Much has been written about the important preventative role played by
accountability in relationships for both men and women.76 Currie quotes the last line
of a TED talk on addiction: “The opposite of addiction is not sobriety. The opposite
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of addiction is connection.”77 The “one another” statements of the New Testament
remind believers that they are not meant to walk alone as followers of Jesus. They
are meant to “be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one
another in love,” “accept one another…just as Christ accepted [them] in order to
bring praise to God,” “confess [their] sins to each other and pray for each other so
that [they] may be healed,” and “love each other deeply, because love covers over a
multitude of sins.”78 Followers of Jesus need each other to follow Jesus well.
Pastor of Care Connie Siebert cautions that accountability is not simply
reporting to another. It involves active participation in each other’s lives. Genuine,
healthy accountability invites vulnerability and provides encouragement towards
God-honouring patterns of thought, conversation, and behaviour. 79
Artist, pastor, and spiritual director David Darbey, who describes himself as a
self-recovered sex addict of 30 years, argues that “[t]he sexual problem is not the
core problem. The core problem is spiritual weakness.” The only sure safeguard
against any sexual addiction, according to Darbey, is a close relationship with Jesus
Christ. Referencing Psalm 84’s multiple statements about the presence of God such
as, “Better is one day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere; I would rather be a
doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of the wicked,” Darbey
contends that when being in the presence of the Lord is the most important thing in
individuals’ lives, they will not succumb to pornography.80
As churches fulfill their mission, they are simultaneously preventing
pornography use. The mission, with which Jesus left every local church, “to make
disciples…teaching them to obey everything [Jesus] commanded [us],” is a lifelong
assignment.81 Steve Jones, president of the Fellowship of Evangelical Baptist
Churches in Canada and former local church pastor for 30 years, is clear that sexual
purity is a discipleship issue.82 David Horita, regional director of the Fellowship of
Evangelical Baptist Churches in British Columbia and Yukon and a veteran pastor
and church planter, calls the ninety-plus churches, which he supports, to develop a
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holistic discipleship plan. He asserts that everything on which a church spends time,
energy, and money must contribute to making disciples who are motivated not by
guilt but by their identity in Christ and their desire to be like Him.83
This makes every ministry, including the preaching of God’s Word,
preventative when it comes to sin of any sort. While the pulpit is not the place for
pastors to express their own struggles with pornography, Henry is clear about the
need for pastors to speak about themselves with “honesty and transparency from the
pulpit.”84 Sawatzky urges preaching pastors to tackle issues of sexual morality when
they come up in their preaching: “Don’t dodge the difficult verses!”85
Assisting Those Who Struggle with Pornography
Many children, teens, and adults have surrendered their minds and bodies to
pornography, with devastating consequences. If preventative measures have not been
in place or the surrender has occurred regardless, shepherds after God’s own heart
must leave the ninety-nine and go after the sheep that is lost.86 Likening discipleship
to a journey down a river, Horita contends, “As we help people get down the river,
there will be a need for various lifelines. Most everyone will need some sort of
lifeline at some point.”87
Henry advises, “Don’t shame anyone that comes to you…. By the time they’ve
got to you, [those who are addicted to pornography have] already cried a lot.”88
Sawatzky agrees,
There is a huge freedom that they experience when they actually disclose
[pornography use] with a trusted person who treats it with confidentiality and
with dignity. I say, ‘You are welcome at [our church] with your muck. God
loves you still.’ Being heard, being understood, not being tossed out of the
church because of the sin, is what is needed to find healing.89
Currie adds, “Power grows in secret. If you don’t break the silence, you don’t break
the power.” But, Currie warns, there is a danger: “When people come forward and
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ask for help and they don’t get it, they never come forward again.” Currie has
developed a conversation guide to assist with such critical conversations.90
Pastor Craig Thiessen is delighted by the small but significant start taken by
his church’s men’s ministry towards helping men find freedom from pornography.91
At least twice a year, the men’s ministry runs a “His Shop” series in an automotive
shop. In the spring of 2019, about forty men responded to the His Shop invitation to
view and discuss the six videos of the Conquer Series, Volume 1.92 After viewing
each presentation, the group debriefed and divided into small groups for discussion,
sharing, and prayer. Noting that numerous ministries have DVD series,93 Dennis and
the other members of the men’s ministry team reviewed several. He says, “We had
reservations about our series choice but it came down to something that would start
the conversation.”94
On the first evening, Darbey shared his experience of finding freedom from
pornography and offered to meet for twelve additional weeks when the Conquer
series was over, using his study guide God’s Little Book of Fire,95 and to provide a
trained mentor to anyone desiring that level of help. Six men continued to meet for
twelve weeks after the initial series was over, after which four chose to continue
meeting with a mentor. One of these men found the study guide potent but that it is
the relationship with a trained mentor that is enabling him to unpack its vital truths,
to draw closer to the Lord Jesus Christ, and to find more complete freedom.96
Darbey asserts that three things must happen if men and women are to get
free from sexual addiction.97 First, they need to develop a close relationship with
Jesus Christ to overcome the issue of spiritual weakness. Although prayer and
worship are important, says Darbey, the most effective means of starting and stoking
a passionate love of Jesus is significant time every day in God’s Word: “The focus is
always to discern what God is saying to us. This is life-changing.”
Counsellor Dave Currie, PhD, can be contacted through his ministry’s website,
https://www.doingfamilyright.com.
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Second, Darbey calls those who struggle with pornography to complete
surrender: “Only when we are surrendered to the Lord Jesus Christ, are we free
from the power of sin.” Complete surrender to Jesus requires repentance from sin
and a commitment to live a life pleasing to Him.98
Third, Darbey believes freedom is found with the help of a spiritual mentor
who comes alongside as a genuine, humble, respectful friend and support person.
The mentor must be one who is walking in freedom, able to listen well, and willing
to challenge. Darbey points to Paul’s instruction, “Brothers and sisters, if someone is
caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person gently.”99
Darbey also points to James 5 to underscore the significance of such mentoring:
“My brothers and sisters, if one of you should wander from the truth and
someone should bring that person back, remember this: Whoever turns a
sinner from the error of their way will save them from death and cover over a
multitude of sins.”100
The three elements advocated by Darbey are characteristic of other successful
pornography ministries, one of which is led by Gowe. Since Gowe found freedom
from alcoholism and pornography addictions several decades ago, he has been
learning how to apply these essentials in one-hour small group experiences. Gowe
developed his addictions as a teen. Shortly after a last-gasp prayer to Jesus to rescue
him, he tried to buy opium from a fellow who, it turned out, had just become a
Christian. The man he hoped would sell him opium prayed for him instead.
Amazingly, he was set free from his addictions.
Enrolling at Regent College in Vancouver, BC, to train for ministry, Gowe
experienced some continuing struggles with lust that troubled him. Learning from
his failures, from those who came alongside to help, and from other ministries such
as Living Waters101 and Neil Anderson’s Freedom in Christ Ministries,102 Gowe
developed an AA-like meeting format he called Men’s Group.103 These weekly, Godfocused groups, described on the Men’s Group website, emphasize scripture
memory, prayer, praise, worship, and surrender to the Lord Jesus. At the end of
each meeting, participants practice renouncing unclean thoughts and announcing
who they are in Christ. Together they proclaim: “I announce that I belong to my
98
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Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Lord Jesus, I worship you!” The leader, a person
who has learned to walk in freedom, plays the key role of godly mentor.104
Care pastor Paul Siemens knew that pornography was a troubling issue for
Christian men, yet, despite the size of the church in which he serves, only a handful
of men, perhaps five a year, ever approached him for help. As he sought God’s
direction about how to come alongside those needing help, he heard about Men’s
Group. After research and careful planning, Siemens launched a group at his
church. He invited Gowe to describe Men’s Group to the 70 men who were at a
Wednesday night men’s Bible study. When Men’s Group was launched shortly
thereafter, enough men came to make a start. Siemens says,
It doesn’t take a lot of men. Ten to twelve is an optimal size. There is an
energy. We do it at 8:00 p.m. Guys with young kids can get them to bed first.
Guys with older kids can help them with homework. Some men are
experiencing freedom for the first time in twenty years. Others are still
struggling. They are all finding community and help.105
Men’s Group is proving to be effective in about a dozen churches in BC’s
Lower Mainland. Its simplicity makes it readily transferrable. The free, weekly, hourlong meetings make it accessible. Follow-through is built in because the meetings
continue year-round. The format is suitable for women, who meet in their own
groups. Gowe advises doing an anonymous survey in a weekend service with a
sermon on sexual purity, a video testimony from the Men’s Group website, and an
announcement that a Men’s Group is being launched. Those interested in joining
are directed to the website and asked to arrange an appointment for a personal
conversation before the first meeting.106
Currie urges men and women to see a counsellor trained in sexual issues,
particularly if they have not found freedom after several months of trying other
alternatives. Currie and his fellow counsellors assist those seeking freedom to admit
their addictions and commit to a clear path to freedom. For Charles, counselling was
an essential component for both his wife and himself in the saving of their marriage
as he sought freedom from pornography and she sought freedom from the pain of
betrayal.107 Besides counselling and accountability, Currie’s Doing Family Right offers
recovery group experiences—Regroups, they call them—in which participants work
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through a rigorous, AA-like, twelve-step program focused on freedom from sexual
addiction.
Currie observes that sometimes men and women are more comfortable
getting help away from their local church. His Doing Family Right website itself is a
resource for people who are looking for encouragement and empowering
information as they seek freedom from pornography use.108
Doing Family Right works in tandem with Dr. Doug Weiss’ Heart to Heart
Counseling Center in Colorado Springs, Colorado. Those who struggle with
pornography can receive telephone counselling from Heart to Heart at reasonable
rates.109 For Henry, who has benefited from various ministries yet continues to
require consistent support even while serving as a group leader with Doing Family
Right, Heart to Heart phone counselling has been a lifeline.110 Because not all
counsellors are equally competent to deal with sexual addiction issues, church
leaders are urged not to wait until a congregant requires referral to identify
counsellors who are highly competent to deal with habituated pornography use.
The same internet that brings sexual temptation to congregants is a source of
plentiful, relevant information both for freedom seekers and those who desire to
help them. In addition to those already mentioned, Careforce Lifekeys,111 Covenant
Eyes,112 Evangelical Fellowship of Canada,113 Family Life Canada,114 Focus on the
Family Canada,115 Josh.org,116 Pure Desire Ministries,117 Restored Ministries,118 Setting
Captives Free,119 and XXX Church120 offer resources. Church leaders are urged to
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diligently seek God’s heart to discern which approaches and which resources are
best suited to the individuals in their care.
Conversations with men and women who have found freedom from sexual
addiction frequently reveal that breaking the power of pornography in their lives has
taken great perseverance over extended periods of time.121 Pornography habits that
are hardest to break may, in part, be due to the length of time pornography has been
used and the frequency of its use. Freedom seekers often have benefited from
several different ministries, learning from each as they gain more and more freedom.
Pastors and other local church leaders must themselves be living in freedom
to be most effective in helping others.122 Aware of the discouraging statistics regarding
clergy involvement with pornography, Darbey references the Sovereign Lord’s
revelations to Ezekiel in chapter eight. When Ezekiel followed instructions to dig
into the wall of the temple, he found a hidden doorway. Instructed to go through the
door, Ezekiel came upon the seventy elders of Israel in idol worship. Thereupon,
Ezekiel’s supernatural guide queried him: “Son of man, have you seen what the
elders of Israel are doing in the darkness, each at the shrine of his own idol? They
say, ‘The LORD does not see us….’”123 Darbey believes that sexual purity begins with
church leaders. When church leaders, in the power of the Holy Spirit, live in the
light of God’s goodness, righteousness, and truth, there is hope for those within their
care.124
One of the challenges of addressing complex needs, especially in smaller
churches, is that to do so is very labour and resource intensive. For that reason,
church leaders may be wise to consider teaming up with other churches to establish
a ministry of coming alongside those who struggle with pornography. Alternatively,
church leaders may discern that it is best for them to establish a recovery ministry
that addresses more than one area of dysfunction. Many churches are unilaterally or
collectively choosing Freedom Session as such a ministry.125 One church began using
Freedom Session several years ago with 20 participants. Of its current 80
participants, about one third come from the host church, one third from other
churches, and one third from no church. Although large group teaching includes
Williams, 56, 68-72; Kelsey Burke and Trenton M. Haltom, “Created by god and wired to porn:
Redemptive Masculinity and Gender Beliefs in Narratives of Religious Men’s Pornography Addiction
Recovery,” Gender & Society 34, no. 2 (Apr 2020): 252, https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0891243220905815.
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both men and women, they are separated in small groups. Finn, a facilitator in the
program, points out: “The specifics of people’s struggles are always in the small
group. Freedom Session is very effective with all addictions as long as the person
who is afflicted completely buys in.” Because Freedom Session is open to people
struggling with any of life’s challenges, even such issues as people-pleasing, many find
it an easy and safe place to attend.126 In Alan’s long journey to freedom, the various
inventories required of him by Freedom Session helped him to finally understand
the roots, triggers, and patterns behind his pornography obsession. Freedom Session
also played a key role in empowering him through the Holy Spirit to cleanse his
mind from pornographic thoughts.127
When asked what he would say to other local church leaders about addressing
sexual purity, Dennis did not hesitate: “Start with something! There is no silver
bullet. Failing to address the topic is not helping.”128 In response to the same
question, Gowe’s answer was just as clear, “Care for your people! You don’t have to
be a porn addict to help a porn addict. The reward is immense!”129 Darbey, who
devotes much of his energies to helping men find freedom as they grow in their love
for Jesus, agrees: “I’ve seen men turn around. The most exciting thing is the love
that they have for the Lord Jesus Christ.”130
Conclusion
Local church leaders know they must never take their eyes off their disciple
making mission — helping people to find the Lord Jesus Christ and to follow Him
fully. They must be ready to throw lifelines to those whose discipleship is being
hijacked by various sins and dysfunctions. Pornography use is one such distraction —
for some, nothing less than bondage — that is robbing men and women of freedom,
the joy of their salvation, vibrancy of spiritual life, and effectiveness in service for
God. Addressing pornography use–preventing exposure to pornography and
assisting pornography users to come to repentance and freedom–is an important
disciple-making mission of the church.
Rather than wait for pornography users to come to them, pastors and other
church leaders are wise to be proactive. Equally important, they should not
sensationalize pornography use or treat sexual sin as worse than any other sin.131 For
Christians, regardless of the claims of those who justify it and even recommend it,
126
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pornography use is off limits, yet it is a sin that can be forgiven and from which there
is freedom in Christ.
Church leaders will find that some men and women are able to discontinue
their pornography use with relative ease, once they have brought it into the light,
fully repented of their sin, and established an accountability relationship. Internet
filters and accountability software help to make pornography harder to access and to
hide, although their greatest usefulness may be helping to facilitate conversations
between those seeking consistent freedom and their accountability partners or
mentors.
Leaders will also find that other men and women who are repenting of
pornography use have a long road to recovery ahead of them. They will need a godly
mentor to guide them. Surrendering fully to the Lord Jesus Christ and developing
the abilities and practices of feeding themselves spiritually through substantial Bible
reading and study will be essential. Group ministry such as Freedom Session and
Men’s Group are ideally suited to facilitate the relationships and practices that are
essential for freedom. Leaders will encourage those who are struggling not to give
up, no matter how disappointing their relapses. Expert, godly counselling may be
part of the solution for some. And long-term follow up through ongoing support by a
mentor or involvement in a group will be needed by many.
For leaders, living out the call to journey with fellow disciples as together
leaders and congregants learn to walk in freedom, brings its own immense rewards.
As the ancient song of ascent declares:
When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who
dreamed. Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy.
Then it was said among the nations, ‘The Lord has done great things for
them.’ The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy.
Restore our fortunes, Lord, like streams in the Negev. Those who sow with
tears will reap with songs of joy. Those who go out weeping, carrying seed to
sow, will return with songs of joy, carrying sheaves with them.132
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Appendix A
The Growth of Mobile Pornography Viewing on PornHub

Source: Katie Fustich, “Maybe they found something more stimulating! Porn site reveals people are watching
far LESS adult content than they did 10 years ago,” Dailymail.com, May 26, 2017,
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-4545854/10-year-pornography-survey-reveals-surprisingstatistics.html
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Appendix B

Source: Lyman Stone, “The Truth About Conservative Protestant Men and Porn,” last modified June 19,
2019, accessed December 10, 2019, https://ifstudies.org/blog/the-truth-about-conservative-protestant-menand-porn.

25

Appendix C
Informal Anonymous Survey Conducted by Dan Gowe in a Vibrant, Urban,
Evangelical Church
Respondents: 170 Males and 193 Females
M Yes
Have you accidentally encountered pornography
on the internet or elsewhere, knew you should stop
82%
watching, but kept on watching anyway??
Have you sought pornography repeatedly on the
70%
internet or elsewhere?
Have you feared that pornography was becoming
60%
an addiction for you?
If you know that there was a way out that really worked
and that you would not be judged, shamed, or exposed
84%
by stepping into it, would you like help overcoming this
problem?

F Yes
45%
29%
21%

62s%

From chart by Dan Gowe
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Appendix D
Problems Experienced as a Result of Viewing Internet Pornography
A Survey of 751 Male and Female Students in a Christian University
Problem
Worsened my relationship with God/Christ
Led to an increase in my own sexual behavior (from
masturbation to intercourse)
Increased negative emotions (e.g.: guilt, shame, low self-esteem,
etc.)
Led to more permissive attitudes concerning sexual behavior
An increasing amount of time spent viewing Internet
pornography
Lost interest in spiritual things
Damaged relationship with other people (from intimacy to
withdrawal from others
Attitudes about or toward the opposite sex deteriorated
Has affected the quality of school work
Has led to a decrease in family values (e.g.: less committed to
marriage, etc.)
Has led to a dissatisfaction with my partner (e.g.: their
performance or looks, etc.)
Increased aggression (sexual or non-sexual) toward the opposite
sex
Have spent too much money viewing Internet pornography
Has led to reprimands at school, job, or other

Male
43%
40%

Female
20%
25%

26%

12%

22%
21%

15%
4%

20%
10%

4%
0%

10%
9%
6%

2%
0%
1%

5%

0%

5%

4%

2%
2%

0%
0%

Source: Alina Baltazar, Herbert W. Helm, Jr., Duane McBride, Gary Hopkins, and John V. Stevens, Jr.,
“Internet Pornography Use in the Context of External and Internal Religiosity,” Journal of Psychology and
Theology 38 no. 1 (2018), 36, https://doi-org.ezproxy.student.twu.ca/10.1177%2F009164711003800103
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