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Despite the modern concep-
tion of justice as action—
something that must be done, 
blocked, brought about, or 
meted out—throughout histo-
ry justice has been understood 
first as a virtue, then as an ac-
tion. Philosophers and theolo-
gians over the centuries have 
agreed on the importance of 
justice for happiness and hu-
man flourishing, and Scripture 
supports this, emphasizing a 
call to be just,1 to seek jus-
tice,2 and to do justice.3

Justice is also an attribute 
of the Divinity. God is just,4 he 
loves justice,5 he does justice,6 
and his authority and actions 
are rooted in and demonstra-
tive of justice.7 At the end of 
this age, God will establish jus-
tice on the earth and eradicate 
injustice forever.8

So justice is not only a 
concern for God and His cre-
ation, but a defining charac-
teristic; as noted Jewish phi-
losopher Abraham Heschel put 
it, “Justice is as much a neces-
sity as breathing is, and a con-
stant occupation.”9 As a virtue 
and occupation, where should 
Christians begin to practice 
the virtue of justice? As sexual 
beings created in God’s image, 
this must be pursued first and 
foremost in our sexual rela-
tionships.

Justice in relation to love
“Righteousness and justice 
are the foundation of your 
throne;  love and faithfulness 
go before you,” writes the 
psalmist (Ps. 89:14), and in 
doing so he helps us begin to 
understand why justice really 
does belong in the bedroom. 
He speaks of the nature of 
God, who is the origin of all 
that is good, holy, and virtu-
ous, while demonstrating that 
righteousness, justice, faithful-
ness, and love are distinct, yet 
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deeply connected to one another.
First, righteousness and justice form the foundation of 

God’s throne. According to Heschel, “it is exceedingly difficult 
to establish the exact difference in meaning of mishpat (jus-
tice) and tsedakah (righteousness)…[but] it seems that justice 
is a mode of action, righteousness a quality of the person.”10 
In other words, doing justice and being just both require social 
interaction. Righteousness might be possible on an island, but 
justice is manifest only in the context of my relationship with 
another human, or God, or his creation.

It is justice in relation to love, however, that I find most 
intriguing, and distinguishing the two is an informative exercise. 
Cornel West has famously said that justice is love lived out in 
public—a pleasant and pithy thought—but are love and justice 
truly the same thing operating in different venues?

Look again at Psalm 89:14. We see that while justice is 
foundational and stable, love is active and dynamic, advancing 
outward from the just foundation.11 In essence: justice is giving 
people their due; love is the sacrificial act of giving them more. 
Jesus said to his followers that no one has greater love than one 
who lays down his life for his friends, which is nothing less than 
giving up our right to live (or, in a more quotidian but important 
sense, to get our own way) for the sake of another. 

Justice as the foundation of the sexual union 
Since love moves out of a foundation of 
justice, both love and justice are funda-
mental to a discussion of sex. In fact, the 
“one flesh” man-woman marriage relation-
ship represents a primary locus of justice in 
Creation and is the most intimate of rela-
tionships in which justice is pursued. God 
even frames his work of redeeming the 
earth as establishing justice12 by betroth-
ing a bride to himself in justice, love, and 
faithfulness.13

We can probably all think of men and 
women we know who are in marriages that 
are “just” in the sense that injustice is ab-
sent—nobody cheats or hits, and they live 
together in relative peace but without in-
timacy and passion. Why? Self-giving love 
is absent. It’s justice without the highest 
end—love, the greatest virtue according to 
Scripture,14 the ultimate reflection of God 

in us,15 and the realization of the greatest good of the other. 
Authentic love necessarily entails justice, but the existence of 
justice does not guarantee the presence of love. God’s design is 
that justice and love exist and operate together, in marriage, in 
the family, in the community, and in society as a whole.

Justice in his image
Tragically, that foundation of justice has crumbled in our so-
ciety. We are surrounded by promiscuity, pornography, prosti-
tution, trafficking, and sexual violence. Commercialized sex is 

channeled relentlessly 
into our homes and 
consciousness in the 
digital age. Headlines 
shout at us the lat-
est scandal involving a 
public figure sexting, 
cheating, buying sex, 
or otherwise behav-
ing not just boorishly 
but also unjustly. This 
contemporary reality 
has the terrible ef-
fect of commodifying 
women and girls as 
sexual objects, and 
degrades men and 
boys, who are por-
trayed and groomed 
to be neurotic, narcis-
sistic, self-indulgent 
buffoons who are ad-
dicted to crass and 
vulgar sex.

Instead of 
today’s sexual union 
being defined by 
justice (mutual rights 
and duties) and love 
(self-giving surrender 
of one’s rights for the 
highest good of the 
other), it’s become a 
transaction divorced 
from obligations, an 
unabashed pursuit 
of immediate self-
gratification. Follow-
ers of Jesus, however, 
are called to pursue 
a purity that embod-
ies love and justice. 
Sexual purity—fidelity 
in marriage, celibacy 
outside of it, rigor-
ous repentance, and 
continuing sanctifica-
tion of our hearts 
and minds—rejects 
the injustices of 
self-worship, adultery, 
covetousness, and 
objectification. It is a 
continuing act of jus-
tice and love toward 

What Does It Look Like?

Beyond fidelity, what does the justice 
of sexual purity look like within 
marriage? 

Caring for and sharing with, rather 
than using and doing to, our partner. 
Nurturing, listening to, respecting, and 
being honest and generous with our 
partner. There is no room for shame, 
deception, or degradation in sexual 
purity; where they creep in, repen-
tance and forgiveness are the remedy.

Beyond abstaining from sex, what 
does the justice of sexual purity look 
like outside marriage?

“Marriage and celibacy,” writes Chris-
topher West, “are much more closely 
related than most people realize. Both 
vocations provide ’a full answer’ to the 
meaning of sexuality. That meaning is 
’self-donation’ in the image of God.” 

Self-donation for celibate persons 
means living a full, creative, connec-
tive, and generous life within a healthy 
community. Unmarried people may 
not be invited to express themselves 
genitally, but “each is called to be a 
generative and loving person, to be 
a life-giver and a lover.”(Fran Ferder 
and John Heagle in Tender Fires: The 
Spirituality of Sexuality)

Beyond bodily self-control, whether 
married or single, what does sexual 
purity look like in the individual?

Pursuing purity as a sexual being im-
pacts our thoughts and words, as well 
as our deeds. Scripture makes clear 
that God desires to purify our whole 
person—including our hearts (Psalm 
51:10) and our minds (Romans 12:2). 
Purity is thus not simply abstinence 
from immorality, but a process of be-
ing sanctified and transformed into 
the likeness of the Son (Romans 
8:29). This process is marked by a life-
style of repentance and reliance on the 
atoning blood of Christ, for “all we like 
sheep have gone astray” (Isaiah 53:6).

Justice 
is giving 
people 
their due; 
love is the 
sacrificial 
act of 
giving 
them 
more.

Continued on page 39



39

them from re-offending, johns school can have a lasting 
positive effect. The Brooklyn DA’s office reported a re-
cidivism rate of .005 percent (12 out of 2,218 men) since 
the johns school was put in place. In Ohio, the recidivism 
rate in Cincinnati and Columbus has been reported as zero 
since the introduction of johns schools. In Marion County, 
Ind., only 2 percent (eight out of 400 men) of the gradu-
ates of the diversion program have been rearrested over a 
period of nine years. In Pittsburgh, Pa., a recidivism rate 
of .004 percent (two out of 500 men) has been reported 
since 2008. Breaking Free, in the Minneapolis, Minn., 
area, reports a recidivism rate of .004 percent (three out 
of 700 men) as of 2009. SAGE reports a recidivism rate 
of 1 percent (14 out of 1,512). Lacking a control group, 
most of these studies are not scientifically significant. 
Much more research is necessary to draw final conclusions 
about the johns schools.

Most significant are statements made by the men 
themselves. “I used to laugh at prostitutes,”  one young 
man said. “Now I see them as people with real feelings.” 
Another emerged from johns school asking, “Why didn’t 
I have this [training] when I was 17? My whole life would 
have been different if I had known then what I know 
now.”  Another participant, a 37-year-old unemployed 
mental-health counselor, said that when his wife left him, 
he vowed never to get emotionally involved with another 
woman. Seeking out women in prostitution was the per-
fect answer, he thought, since “no one would get hurt.”  
Today he says, “Now I realize [people do get hurt, and] it 
isn’t the solution. If they had put me in jail, I’d probably 
have gone back to it. It … wouldn’t have changed any-
thing. But now I have been exposed to that information. 
I’m transformed.” 

Is there justice in johns schools? The full evidence isn’t 
in yet, but it points in that direction. At the very least, 
johns schools can play an important role in reeducating 
men who have grown up in a culture that commodifies sex.

Laura J. Lederer was Senior Advisor on Trafficking in Per-
sons in the Office for Global Affairs for the US Department 
of State from 2001 to 2009. Today she is president of 
Global Centurion Foundation, an international organization 
that fights human trafficking by focusing on demand. Glob-
al Centurion assists communities, states, and governments 
in developing a comprehensive demand-reduction strategy. 
Visit GlobalCenturion.org for more information and to see 
a global map of demand hubs for sex trafficking.

(Editor’s note: due to space limitations, the endnotes for 
this article have been posted at EvangelicalsforSocialAc-
tion.org/PRISM-endnotes.)

God, one’s spouse (or future spouse), one’s children, women 
and girls in general, and the community as a whole.16

In his first epistle to the Thessalonian church, the apos-
tle Paul informs us that God’s will is our sanctification, that 
we pursue purity and abstain from sexual immorality (porneia 
in the Greek).17 Through that pursuit we enter into God’s 
heart for justice, rely on his grace for the practical applica-
tion of justice, and proclaim to a dying world the One who 
has betrothed us to himself “in righteousness and in justice, 
in lovingkindness and in compassion.”18

Coming to understand this aspect of justice has trans-
formed my life and marriage.  As a young law school gradu-
ate in 2005, I reveled in the calling to advocate for the rights 
of the oppressed, but I missed the mark when it came to 
doing justice in my marriage.  I failed to view my vows to 
my wife as the primary set of rights and duties I needed to 

uphold and protect, and, as a result, my love for her suf-
fered—and selfishness, lust, and impure thoughts found 
footing in my heart.  It took a crisis in our marriage for me 
to begin to understand what the virtue of justice looks like, 
and that Jesus—the “faithful and true” bridegroom to a now 
and future bride—is the ultimate model of that virtue.

Today, God continues to reveal to me the importance 
of purity in thought, word, and deed as Christ-followers seek 
justice in this pornified age.  Pursuing purity every day honors 
our spouses and guards our marriage covenants; it protects 
our children’s innocence; it shields women from objectifica-
tion; it prevents us from contributing to the exploitation of 
those caught in the flesh trade; and it produces the fruit of 
humility, transparency, and love in our lives.  Personally, this 
pursuit is reshaping my marriage, my ministry, and my man-
hood.  Will you join me on the journey?

Noel Bouché (noel@purehope.net) is vice president of pure-
HOPE, a ministry committed to opposing sexual exploitation 
and equipping for sexual purity. A husband and the father 
of two young daughters, he speaks regularly on the topics 
of Christian sexual ethics to churches and Christian schools. 
He also directs the pureJUSTICE summer internship, which 
trains college-age leaders as advocates for purity and justice 
through spiritual formation and professional development.  

(Editor’s note: due to space limitations, the endnotes for this 
article have been posted at EvangelicalsforSocialAction.org/
PRISM-endnotes.)
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Purity is not simply abstinence from 
immorality, but a process of being sanctified 
and transformed into the likeness of the 
Son.




