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To my wife, Nora.

For well over two decades, I’ve intended to write this book 
and dedicate it to you.

In the meantime, other books have consumed my attention.
But I never lost sight of one day writing the book  

I’ve always longed to write, and the book  
you’ve inspired and patiently waited for me to write.

That day has come, and I joyfully dedicate
Embodied: Living as Whole People in a Fractured World to you!

You, as God’s embodied gift to me, are the best wife, friend, 
and partner I could ever imagine.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Why This Book?

Drake was usually a self- assured, steady, and social person.
But not that day when he came to my office.
Seemingly impatient with the small talk that began our con-

versation, he leaped at the first chance to address why he had 
come to see me: “I’m not doing well. I’m not doing well at all,” 
he doubly announced.

A bit shaken because of his directness, I asked him what was 
bothering him.

Drake rehearsed a list of disconcerting physical problems: He 
had difficulty sleeping. He was experiencing stomach problems 
and constipation. He was lethargic, barely having energy for nor-
mal life activities. He had spied blood in his urine. He found it 
difficult to pay attention in conversations. He couldn’t remember 
the ideas he had just read in books.

So here he was in my office. He wondered what spiritual causes 
could lie at the heart of these physical symptoms, and he wanted 
my advice about how to become well again.

I didn’t need to probe much, but my questions caught him off 
guard because they focused on physical matters.
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Introduction

What are you eating? Drake was consuming a large and regular 
amount of junk food, living like a couch potato.

Are you scheduling rest periods? He explained that he was too 
busy for relaxation.

How are you exercising? Drake dismissed that question because 
he had no need for workouts.

Are you getting good sleep? Perturbed, he reminded me that 
one of his problems was insomnia.

 Drake was clearly becoming irritated with my line of question-
ing, and he offered the following: because his body was going to 
be sloughed off at death anyway, he didn’t need to be concerned 
about eating well, resting well, exercising well, and sleeping well. 
All those bodily matters were irrelevant— and useless.

I countered with an observation. His body was (literally) break-
ing down before his eyes. If he kept it up, he would soon be no 
good for himself, his family, and the church ministry for which he 
was preparing. And, I added, I thought the problem was a physical 
one, not a spiritual one.

To put it mildly, Drake was not pleased. My response wasn’t 
the answer a “spiritually minded” Christian like him was accus-
tomed to hearing— or wanted to hear. Besides, he had come to 
me with an expectation that I’d share something with him from 
the Word of God.

With an angry huff, Drake stormed out of my office.
My lack of preparedness for that encounter with Drake started 

me on a journey. As a theologian, I’ve spent the past two decades 
working out an understanding of life in the human body that is 
well- grounded biblically and sound theologically.

This book is the fruit of that journey prompted by Drake’s 
crisis.1

1. An earlier version of this story was published in Gregg R. Allison, “Toward 
a Theology of Human Embodiment,” Southern Baptist Journal of  Theology 
13.2 (2009): 4.
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What This Book Is About

This book is about human embodiment. Simply put, embodiment 
is the condition of being a body or having a body.

A moment’s reflection will reveal that in reading this book, you 
as an embodied person are engaged in a bodily activity. With your 
eyes, you’re reading the words that I’ve written on this page. With 
your brain, you’re processing and understanding those words. 
With your hands, you’re holding the book or electronic device 
containing my words. In all likelihood, you’re sitting at a desk 
with your feet on the floor, your behind nestled in a chair, and your 
back nice and straight for good posture. Or, maybe you’re reading 
while running on a treadmill to exercise your legs and arms and 
to strengthen your core.

You are an embodied person engaging in a bodily activity.
Human beings aren’t unique in being embodied. Birds are em-

bodied with wings and feathers. Lizards are embodied with legs 
and scales. Bears are embodied with claws and fur. Fish are em-
bodied with fins and scales.

We could say that all living things are embodied.
But that wouldn’t be completely true. Angels are living things, 

but they aren’t embodied. Well, unless they take on a human body 
so they can rescue wayward Lot or imprisoned Peter. And sub-
atomic particles— electrons and quarks, the basic components of 
living things— aren’t embodied either.

But our concern isn’t with angels and particles that aren’t em-
bodied. Nor are we concerned about owls and frogs and lions 
and salmon.

This book is about human embodiment.

What Human Embodiment Is

To understand life in the human body, we need to know a few 
basic concepts. Body is the material aspect of human nature. It’s 
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composed of five essential organs— the heart, brain, kidneys, 
lungs, and liver— and thirteen systems, including circulatory 
(blood), respiratory (oxygen), reproductive (sperm and eggs), 
skeletal (bones), digestive (nutrition and waste), and muscular. 
The body is one of two aspects of human nature, the other— 
often called the soul or spirit— being the immaterial aspect. So we 
human beings are complex people, consisting of both a material 
aspect and an immaterial aspect.2 

This book focuses on the body.
Embodiment has two definitions. In the first sense, it’s simply 

having or being in a body. Embodiment is the proper state of 
human existence. This statement simply refers to the reality that 
people have or are in a body. In this earthly life, if we aren’t em-
bodied we don’t— even more, we can’t— exist.

In a second sense, embodiment is a field of study that explores 
how people are present bodily and engage physically in the world. 

2. To avoid confusion and anticipate questions that may arise from my focus 
on the body, a couple of comments about the soul or spirit are in order at the 
start of this book. Scripture affirms that human beings are complex creatures. 
Our immaterial element is called a soul or a spirit. Our material element is a body. 
In this earthly existence, we are a body- soul or body- spirit unity. That is, I affirm 
some type of dualism and reject all forms of monism, which asserts we are only 
material (a body) or only immaterial (a soul or a spirit). Additionally, the church 
historically has held to some form of dualism: we consist of both a material and 
an immaterial aspect. As I will discuss later, the intimate connection of our ma-
terial and immaterial elements makes it impossible to assign certain actions and 
functions to either our body or to our soul. Neuroscience confirms this intimate 
unity. Our mind and brain, for example, are so connected that if we experience 
brain trauma, our mind is significantly damaged. 

What, then, happens when we die and go into the presence of the Lord in 
heaven? Traditionally, we say that our body is sloughed off and put in a grave or 
cremated while our soul or spirit continues to live with Christ. This description 
is fine. My preference, however, is to express life in the intermediate state in this 
way: we as disembodied people continue to live with Christ in heaven. It is I, not 
a mere aspect of myself—a soul or a spirit— that will praise God and rest from 
my labors. Moreover, because the proper state of human existence is embodiment, 
as (strangely) disembodied people in heaven, we will long for and anticipate the 
resurrection of our body. Then, and only then, will our salvation be complete. 
Then, and only then, will we be restored to our proper state of human existence, 
with this twist: our proper state will be that of glorified embodiment. 
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Thinking, feeling, willing, purposing, moving, and acting are 
common activities, all of which include some bodily component. 
Many of these expressions are observable, so embodiment as a 
field of study requires alertness to lived embodied experience. We 
can pay attention to how people actually live and experience life 
in their body. Familiarity with neuroscience, physiology, genetics, 
and other related sciences can also be of help. The most important 
elements that this book brings to this field of study are Scripture— 
the inspired, truthful, and authoritative Word of God— and sound 
theology— Christian beliefs and practices that arise from Scripture.

This book develops a theology of human embodiment.

Why This Book Is Needed

A theology of human embodiment is important for many reasons. 
It intersects with other important Christian doctrines. As part of 
the doctrine of creation, a theology of human embodiment helps 
us understand God’s creation of human beings and his design for 
human flourishing. As an aspect of the doctrine of humanity (tech-
nically called “theological anthropology”), embodiment theology 
addresses the composition of human nature. In relation to the doc-
trine of sin, a theology of embodiment traces the bodily effects of 
the fall and sin. With respect to the doctrine of Christ, embodiment 
speaks to the nature of the incarnation. Connecting to the doctrines 
of the Holy Spirit and salvation, a theology of embodiment helps 
us understand the Spirit’s indwelling of, and divine action through, 
redeemed people. In relation to the doctrine of future things, em-
bodiment theology highlights the strangeness of disembodiment 
in the intermediate state (the period between our death and the 
return of Christ). It also fosters hope in the completion of God’s 
redemptive work through the resurrection of the body.

Beyond touching on these other important Christian doctrines, 
a theology of human embodiment addresses numerous contem-
porary moral and social issues: human personhood, gender 
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dysphoria, transgenderism, heterosexuality and homosexuality, 
dehumanization and objectification, body image, the obesity ep-
idemic, anorexia and bulimia, compulsive exercise, orthorexia, 
body modification, selfie dysmorphia, and more. Embodiment 
theology isn’t a cure- all when it comes to caring for people who 
wrestle with these and other issues. But it does provide the proper 
theological foundation on which Christians and the church should 
construct their mercy and caring ministries.

Finally, a theology of human embodiment exposes the dev-
astating impact of Gnosticism/neo- Gnosticism on the American 
society and church. Gnosticism/neo- Gnosticism underscores that 
material things (like the body) are inherently evil or at least not as 
important as spiritual things. If this view is true, then our body 
is at least insignificant, if not the major cause of sin and the key 
hindrance to Christian maturity. But if God’s design for his image 
bearers is that we are embodied, then we will need to rethink and 
reject this far too prevalent perspective that diminishes or demon-
izes human embodiment.3 

In other words, a theology of human embodiment will help us 
live as whole people in a fractured world. We’ll be more connected 
with God and his design for us. We’ll be better prepared to face 
the cultural challenges around us. And we’ll be more integrated 
and sound— not divided— people for ourselves and for others.

For these reasons, this book is needed— maybe even long 
overdue.

How This Book Unfolds 

This book consists of thirteen chapters, each of which is struc-
tured in the following way: topic, big idea, and application, that 

3. For further discussion of Gnosticism as the theological foundation of con-
temporary social developments such as same- sex marriage and transgenderism, 
see Robert P. George, “Gnostic Liberalism,” First Things (December 2016): 33–38. 
Available at https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/12/gnostic- liberalism.
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is, how to concretely live out the topic. Additionally, if you want 
to do a deeper dive into the topic, each chapter concludes with a 
section titled “For the Curious.” For example, you can do some 
extra thinking about relationships with the other gender, lust and 
masturbation, same- sex attraction, gospel liturgy, tattoos, tradi-
tional burial versus cremation, and phantom limbs.

Chapter 1 is about the creation of the body. The big idea is that 
embodiment is the proper state of human existence. God’s design 
for his image bearers is that we are embodied people. I affirm, “I 
am my body.” The application question is, Are you thankful for 
God’s creation of you as an embodied human being?

Chapter 2 addresses sex/gender (I’ll clear up this distinction 
in the chapter). The big idea is that an essential given of human 
existence is maleness or femaleness.4 God’s design for his image 
bearers is that we are sexed/gendered people. The application 
question is, Are you thankful for the gender that God created 
you?

Chapter 3 discusses particularity. The big idea is that an es-
sential given of human existence is particularity, which is defined 
as the condition of being an individual. God specifically designs 
and creates each human being to be a particular gendered em-
bodied individual. The application is to map out who you are as 
a particular person designed and created by God.

Chapter 4 raises the issue of sociality. While some people use 
the word “sexuality” for this category, I’ll explain why I avoid 
that term and use instead “sociality.” The big idea is that an es-
sential given of human existence is sociality, the condition that 
tends to bring individuals together. God’s design for his image 
bearers is that we are social people who express our sociality in 
appropriate interpersonal relationships and, in the case of mar-
riage, through sexual activity. The application question is, How 

4. When I use the expression “essential given,” I refer to a necessary fact, a 
reality established as it is by God himself. 
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are you expressing your sociality in God- honoring, self- valuing, 
and others- respecting ways?

Chapter 5 is about sexuality. The big idea addresses one par-
ticular aspect of sociality: sexual activity. God’s design for his 
image bearers is that, as social people, we express our sociality in 
the case of marriage through sexual activity. The application ques-
tion is, How are you expressing your sexuality in God- honoring, 
self- valuing, and spouse- respecting ways?

Chapter 6 is about the incarnation of the Son of God as Jesus 
Christ. The big idea is that the incarnation is about God the Son 
becoming embodied. The triune God’s design was for the eternal 
Son of the Father to become the God- man by virtue of the Holy 
Spirit’s uniting him to a human nature just like ours. The purpose 
of this embodiment was so the Son, without spot or blemish and 
perfectly prepared for his mission, would be the once- and- for- all 
embodied sacrifice for sin. The question for application is, How 
does the embodiment of the Son of God instruct you about your 
existence as an embodied person?

Chapter 7 treats the sanctification of the body. The big idea 
is that maturing as Christ’s followers is not only about spiritual 
and moral progress but physical development as well. God’s de-
sign for his embodied image bearers is that we are holistically 
sanctified, which includes growing in holiness in our body. Such 
progressive embodied sanctification fights against “deadly” sins 
of the body— lust, gluttony, and sloth. It also pursues physical 
wellness through sleep and rest. The question for application 
is, How should you progress in sanctification as an embodied 
believer?

Chapter 8 addresses bodily blessing and discipline. The big idea 
is that through the physical senses, human embodiment brings 
blessings that are too numerous to count. At the same time, it 
also demands bodily discipline. God’s design for his embodied 
image bearers is that we live physically blessed and disciplined 
lives in areas such as regular exercise, good nutrition, fasting, and 
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feasting. The application is to design a personal program of bodily 
discipline that you consistently follow.

Chapter 9 connects human embodiment with worship. The big 
idea is that embodied worshipers properly render worship to God 
through whole- body devotion to him, expressing praise, thanks-
giving, confession, repentance, joy, obedience, faith, lament, and 
love. God’s design for his people gathered to worship him is that 
we express bodily what is transpiring in our heart and mind. The 
question for application is, How can you ensure that your phys-
ical posture and bodily activity during worship expresses what is 
transpiring in your heart and mind?

Chapter 10 explores some implications of human embodiment 
for clothing. The big idea is that clothed embodiment is the proper 
state of human existence after the fall. God’s design for his em-
bodied image bearers after sin entered the world is that we are 
clothed for the purpose of covering the shame of nakedness. The 
only exception is nakedness between husband and wife.5 Moreover, 
clothing expresses something important about human beings. The 
application is a call to thoughtfulness with respect to the clothes 
we choose to wear.

Chapter 11 is about suffering and healing. The big idea is that 
suffering is part and parcel of embodied existence, and that suffer-
ing may persist, worsen, or improve, perhaps even be healed. God’s 
design for his embodied image bearers after the fall is to permit 
us to suffer the physical consequences of living in a fallen world. 
Moreover, he calls Christians to suffer for the sake of Christ, even 
to the point of martyrdom. At all times, God’s grace is sufficient 
to sustain his people, and sometimes he will physically heal us or 
rescue us from persecution. The question for application is, How 
should you face suffering and how should you seek healing as an 
embodied Christian?

5. There are other occasions—e.g., during a physical exam by a doctor— when 
nakedness is permitted, and these will be addressed in that chapter.
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Chapter 12 is a consideration of the death of the body. The 
big idea is that human existence plays itself out from conception 
through eternity. Death is an enemy intruder that, at the end of 
our earthly existence, results in the cessation of the body’s proper 
functioning. God’s design for his embodied image bearers after the 
fall is to permit us to die as a physical consequence of living in a 
fallen world. Because of their salvation through Christ, Christians 
are able to face death with hope and not fear. The application 
question is, How should we face death?

Chapter 13 addresses the future of the body. The big idea is that 
after death, which is a temporary separation from our body, we 
live in an abnormal condition of disembodiment. At the return 
of Christ and the accompanying event of bodily resurrection, we 
will be re- embodied. God’s design for his embodied image bearers 
is that as we are in this earthly life, so we will be for all eternity: 
embodied. The application question is, How does the resurrection 
(with eternal physical life) confirm our first big idea that embodi-
ment is the proper state of human existence?

Finally, I conclude with an invitation to embrace our embodi-
ment. 
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CHAPTER 1

THE CREATED BODY

“I am my body.” Do you agree or disagree with this statement,  
and why? 

Embodiment is the proper state of human existence. God’s design 
for his image bearers is that we are embodied people.

Application Question

Are you thankful for God’s creation of you as an embodied  
human being? 

Our Contemporary Context and Problems  
with Embodiment

We are troubled by our body.
I’m not just talking about the physical illnesses that beset us and 

the increasing aches and pains that come with age. The trouble I 
refer to is more subtle and insidious than those evident problems. 

Consider

Big Idea

Application Question
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We are troubled by our body because we find our value in accor-
dance with cultural expectations of physical appearance. Men, 
for example, are to be chiseled with steel- like abs. They should 
be tall, dark, and handsome, preferably young and muscular, and 
have thick hair. Women likewise are to be shaped according to a 
certain ratio between breasts, hips, waist, and legs. They should 
be beautiful, young, and fit, and have a glowing face.

These norms dictate what our body— our perfect body— should 
be like in order for us to have value, feel successful, be accepted, 
enjoy relationships, and be appreciated. And more often than not 
(never?), our body doesn’t match up to these cultural norms.

This disconnect between our society’s expectations for our out-
ward appearance and our actual physical self creates a problem 
for our body image. And, to say the least, an inordinately high 
percentage of people today suffer from the problem of body image.

By body image I mean the subjective picture or mental image of 
your own body, how you see yourself when you look in the mirror 
or when you picture yourself in your mind. As a mental represen-
tation that you create, it may or may not bear close resemblance 
to how others see you. Importantly, body image, as a perception, 
leads to thoughts, feelings, and behaviors about that perception. 
These thoughts, feelings, and behaviors can be positive, negative, 
or both.

Let’s break down body image into four categories: perceptual, 
affective, cognitive, and behavioral.

Perceptual body image is how you see your body. This percep-
tion isn’t necessarily a correct representation of how you actually 
look. For example, a woman may view herself as overweight when 
she is actually underweight.

Affective body image is how you feel about your body. This 
aspect relates to the amount of satisfaction or dissatisfaction you 
feel about your shape, weight, and individual body parts. For ex-
ample, a man may be disappointed with his physique, even though 
his body is well sculpted.
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Cognitive body image is how you think about your body. Such 
thinking can lead to an unhealthy preoccupation with body shape 
and weight. For example, a woman may think that if others see 
the real her, they will be repulsed by that appearance.

Behavioral body image is the way you act as a result of your 
body image. Such behavior may bear little or no connection to 
how you actually appear. For example, a man may be displeased 
with the way he looks and thus isolate himself from others, even 
though they find him attractive.

Importantly, when our body image is distorted, it often leads to 
mistreatment of the body, which takes on many forms of abuse or 
harm, including negative emotions (fear, shame, insecurity), eating 
disorders (binge eating, anorexia, and bulimia), compulsive exer-
cise, body modification, substance abuse, and selfie dysmorphia 
(using filters to embellish your social media image, then undergoing 
cosmetic surgery to conform your actual appearance to your filtered 
image). Though you may think women struggle with negative body 
image more than men do, estimates suggest as high as 95 percent 
of both men and women suffer from negative body image.1 

The following narrative of the struggle with body image repre-
sents the tragic experience of millions of girls and women:

As a participant on a competitive swimming team starting at 6 
years old, I practiced intensely every day. My favorite part was 
the excited, heart- racing feeling I’d get before every race. Unfor-
tunately, it didn’t take long before that anxious, heart- pounding 
started to stem from the way I thought I looked in my swimming 
suit, rather than my performance. In third grade, I stood in front of 
a full- length mirror, noticed one dimple in the side of my little girl 
thigh and desperately felt the need to cover up. I vowed to remind 
myself to keep my left hand covering the dimple on my left thigh 
at all possible moments I wasn’t in the water.

1. “The Body Project,” Bradley University, https://www.bradley.edu/si t e s /b o d y  
p r o j e c t /m a l e - b o d y - i m age- m- vs- f/.
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My newly heightened awareness of my looks quickly gave way 
to a relentless preoccupation with weight loss, starting around age 
11. Journals and notebooks filled with weight- loss goals, motivat-
ing thoughts and tips, food logs, and my most depressing thoughts 
were lined up in my home bookshelf, stacked next to piles of teen 
magazines. For a long time, my weight defined my days— either 
successful or a waste. One step closer to happiness or another day 
of worthless disappointment.

I wasn’t alone. My friends suffered the same preoccupation with 
weight and appearance. Heather, the president of the ballroom 
dance team, could tell you her weight from any given day of the 
previous years. One of our most popular friends cut out dozens 
of lingerie models from Victoria’s Secret catalogs and stuck them 
all over the back of her door for “motivation.” Another friend, a 
cheerleader, bragged to everyone that all she had eaten in days was 
five Doritos. I wondered how she found the motivation to be so 
strong. We were all middle- class white girls from Idaho, with happy, 
successful families of all shapes and sizes, but we all shared the 
deep- seated idea that the only way to attain happiness, popularity 
and love was to be as thin and beautiful as possible. . . .

Being stifled by a preoccupation with my appearance was not 
a natural part of me. I learned to hate my body from sources sur-
rounding me, including peers, family, media, and cultural messages. 
When I became more worried about the dimple in my thigh than 
my race time, I stopped excelling as a swimmer. When I am fixated 
on keeping my clothes in the most flattering position and every-
thing sucked in just right, I can’t concentrate on anything else at 
all. I was overwhelmed just thinking of the number of activities 
I could have excelled at, the relationships I could have cultivated, 
the goals I could have pursued, and the girls feeling the exact same 
way I did that I could have helped if I hadn’t spent so much of my 
life preoccupied with the way I looked.2

2. Lexie and Lindsay Kite, More Than a Body (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt, 2020), forthcoming. Used by permission. Because the narrative is told 
from Lindsay’s perspective, I’ve slightly altered the story to be told from the first 
person singular. For an online version of the story see https://beautyredefined.
org/body- anxiety- to- body- image- activism/.
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This heartbreaking story of the struggle with negative body image 
is a tragedy that repeats itself over and over again.

We are troubled by our body.

An Old Problem with a New Look

A second, totally different worldview contributing to our struggles 
with our physicality is Gnosticism. Unlike body image problems 
that flow from an overemphasis on the body, Gnosticism flows 
from an underemphasis on the body. With roots in ancient (pre- 
Christian) philosophy, Gnosticism is the perspective that spiritual, 
immaterial realities are inherently good, while physical, material 
realities are inherently evil. As we will learn, this view is strongly 
contradicted by Scripture, and because it’s so wrong, the early 
church condemned it as a heresy— false doctrine to be avoided 
at all costs.

In early Christian times, Gnosticism clashed with key doctrines. 
For example, because of its scorn for physical matters, Gnosti-
cism denies that the Son of God became incarnate. How could 
God, who is holy, become embodied by taking on material human 
nature, which is inherently evil? How could the Word of God be-
come flesh? Gnosticism rejects the incarnation, believing instead 
that Jesus only appeared to be a man; he is certainly not God the 
Son incarnate. As another example, because of its rejection of all 
things physical, Gnosticism believes that salvation consists of the 
escape of the soul— the immaterial aspect of human nature— from 
the body. The body is like a prison in which the soul is confined. 
So salvation is the soul casting off the chains of imprisonment and 
breaking out of the body.

Sadly, Gnosticism continues to infect us today and leads to 
disregard for the body. Some of us may equate biblical references 
to the flesh with the body. For example, Paul complains, “I am 
of the flesh, sold as a slave to sin” (Rom. 7:14), adding, “Those 
who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Rom. 8:8). If “the flesh” 

_Allison_Embodied_AN_bb.indd   25_Allison_Embodied_AN_bb.indd   25 1/7/21   3:04 PM1/7/21   3:04 PM

Gregg R. Allison, Embodied 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



EmbodiEd

26

equals our body, then by all means let’s seek to subdue our body 
by mistreating it! However, in these contexts the flesh refers not to 
our body but to our sinful nature. It’s that tendency toward sin that 
infects not just our body but also our entire being. It’s our sinful 
nature that we should war against and seek to overcome. Others 
of us reason that because our body is going to stop functioning 
and be discarded at death, we should give no attention whatso-
ever to it now. Our body doesn’t matter, so any concern for it is a 
complete waste of time.

Neo- Gnosticism continues this early heresy in new forms today. 
It continues to infect the church, leading to disregard for, distanc-
ing oneself from, or disparagement of the body.

Because of neo- Gnosticism, we sometimes view the body as 
an instrument, not dismissing it as inherently evil but diminish-
ing its importance. We may even consider the body as good, 
but not as good as the soul. So we spend our time pursuing 
“spiritual” disciplines while viewing “physical” disciplines as 
only serving an instrumentalist purpose: to keep our body func-
tioning well so we can engage in the more important matter of 
spiritual growth, which is unrelated to our body. Others of us 
imagine that human embodiment is a mistake. For example, 
C. S. Lewis quipped that “the fact that we have bodies is the 
oldest joke there is.”3

Such ambivalence toward embodiment may manifest itself 
as indifference toward proper nutrition (potato chips for couch 
potatoes), dismissal of proper exercise (CrossFit is for gym rats, 
not for people), disdain for rest and sleep (I’ll sleep when I’m 
dead), and a general apathy for embodied existence (Why bother 
at all?).

Thankfully, the church has confronted and continues to con-
front Gnosticism and neo- Gnosticism. God’s creation of the phys-
ical universe challenges the notion that matter is inherently evil. 

3. C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1960), 101.
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God’s creation of embodied image bearers contradicts the idea 
that the human body is sinful in and of itself. The mandate in 
Genesis 1:28 to engage in procreation (“be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth”; ESV) and vocation (“and subdue [the earth] 
and have dominion”; ESV) emphasizes that life in this physical 
reality is a divinely given responsibility. For the sake of our salva-
tion, the Son of God became incarnate, a miracle that could not be 
possible if Gnosticism’s rejection of physicality is correct. And if 
embodiment is evil, why would Jesus’s resurrection be a bodily res-
urrection? And how could the Holy Spirit indwell us if we weren’t 
embodied Christians? Even our future bodily resurrection and the 
physicality of the new heaven and new earth contradict Gnosticism 
and neo- Gnosticism.4 

So, following Scripture, the church has always denounced and 
continues to contradict the heretical worldview that material re-
ality is inherently evil. Human embodiment— life in a physical, 
material body— is the proper state of human existence.

To summarize our discussion to this point: We are troubled 
by our body for various reasons. It may be due to struggles with 
body image. Our perception of our body may become distorted, 
and we may be obsessed with our outward appearance. Oppo-
sitely, we may totally dismiss our body or, if we don’t go to that 
extreme, we may relegate our embodiment to secondary status. As 
the pendulum swings from one side to the other— overemphasizing 
or underemphasizing our body— Scripture challenges both errors 
by emphasizing that the proper state of human existence is em-
bodiment. And it calls us to live as whole, embodied people in the 
midst of a fractured, body- troubled world.

4. In a humorous summary of the Gnostic error of elevating the soul and scorn-
ing the body, Wendell Berry offered that Gnostic- influenced preachers thought 
“that the soul could do no wrong, but always had its face washed and its pants 
on and was in agony over having to associate itself with the flesh [body] and 
the world. And yet these same people believed in the resurrection of the body.” 
Wendell Berry, Jayber Crow (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2001), 49. 
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Biblical Affirmations

In one sense, Scripture assumes from beginning to end that human 
existence is properly an embodied existence. It specifically ad-
dresses this matter in its opening chapter: 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. 
And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 
birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth 
and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”

So God created man in his own image,
in the image of God he created him;
male and female he created them.

And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and 
multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over 
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every 
living thing that moves on the earth.” (Gen. 1:26–28 ESV)

This passage comes at the climax of the creation narrative. 
Everything that has been brought into existence thus far— light, 
the expanse, dry land, vegetation, the sun and moon and stars, 
water creatures and flying birds and wildlife of the earth— has 
been created in preparation for, and anticipation of, this climactic 
moment.

This creative event is preceded by a divine deliberation (v. 26). 
The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit determine to create a 
being that is more like God than any other creature.5 God plans to 
create human beings in the divine image, according to his likeness, 
and to give them certain responsibilities. Then he actualizes this 

5. Though v. 26 doesn’t specify that this divine deliberation is trinitarian, 
Genesis 1 indicates that the Creator is (at least) God the Father and God the Holy 
Spirit, and later Scripture affirms the creative agency of the Word, who is God the 
Son (John 1:1–3; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2). Appropriately, early confessions of faith 
such as the Nicene- Constantinopolitan Creed (AD 381) affirmed creation as the 
work of the three Persons of the Trinity. 
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plan (v. 27). God creates human beings in his image, with a crucial 
qualification: his image bearers are either male or female. That is, 
God creates men in his image and women in his image (we will 
return to this distinction in genders in the next chapter). Finally, to 
his image bearers, God announces a blessing and mandate (v. 28). 
These divinely created male and female image bearers are to re-
produce other image bearers and to produce an ordered society. 
That is, in accordance with the divine deliberation to create human 
beings as divine image bearers who have a specific purpose and 
responsibility, God creates such image bearers with that purpose 
and for that responsibility.

Human beings, as divine image bearers, are embodied beings 
by divine design. This point is confirmed in Psalm 139:13–16, 
which poetically presents God’s creation of individuals as em-
bodied human beings:

For it was you who created my inward parts;
you knit me together in my mother’s womb.
I will praise you
because I have been remarkably and wondrously made.
Your works are wondrous,
and I know this very well.
My bones were not hidden from you
when I was made in secret,
when I was formed in the depths of the earth.
Your eyes saw me when I was formless;
all my days were written in your book and planned
before a single one of them began.

Not only did God once create an original pair of human beings, 
and not only does God continue to create human beings; God also 
personally creates each and every individual.6 He is intimately 

6. I am thankful for the small but growing scholarship that addresses a theology 
of creation and the reality of disabilities. Michael S. Beates, Disability and the 
Gospel: How God Uses Our Brokenness to Display His Grace (Wheaton: Crossway, 
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engaged in each and every aspect, the minute and large details, of 
embodied creation, which include the following: (1) a mental com-
ponent, associated with intellect, cognition, the mind, thinking, 
memory, and reasoning; (2) an emotional component, associated 
with feelings, sentiments, the heart, passions, motivations, and 
affections; (3) a volitional component, associated with the will, 
judgment, decision- making, purposing, and choosing; (4) a moral 
component, associated with the conscience, ethical awareness, 
scruples, a sense of right and wrong, and feelings of guilt/inno-
cence, shame/honor, and fear/power; (5) a physical component, 
associated with the body, action, agency, and effecting change.

Importantly, these components can’t be sequestered into dis-
crete parts of  human nature, some pertaining to the soul and 
others to the body. Rather than thinking in terms of isolation 
or even of influence, we should think in terms of interconnec-
tivity. All of these aspects are inextricably linked together. For 
example, grief  over the loss of  a loved one or trauma due to 
verbal abuse doesn’t only affect one’s soul; it’s carried physi-
cally. These bodily manifestations may not occur for months or 
years after the grief  and trauma, but when they exhibit, they 
come with a vengeance: insomnia, digestive problems, fidgeti-
ness, lack of  mental clarity, proneness to disease, chronic fa-
tigue, migraines, uncontrollable sobbing, and much more.7 Our 

2012); Amos Yong, The Bible, Disability, and the Church: A New Vision of  the 
People of  God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011); Deborah Creamer, Disability 
and Christian Theology: Embodied Limits and Constructive Possibilities (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Joni Eareckson Tada and Steve Bundy, Be-
yond Suffering: A Christian View on Disability Ministry (Agoura Hills, CA: The 
Christian Institute on Disability, 2011). I’ll have more to say about disabilities in 
the chapter on suffering. 

7. For further discussion of grief and its effects, see Elisabeth Kübler- Ross and 
David Kessler, Grief  and Grieving: Finding the Meaning of  Grief  through the 
Five Stages of  Loss (New York: Scribner, 2005). For further discussion of trauma 
and its effects, see Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, 
and Body in the Healing of  Trauma (New York: Penguin, 2014). My thanks to 
Gracilynn Hanson and Colleen Ramser for their insights into grief and trauma. 
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mental, emotional, volitional, moral, and physical components 
are dependent on one another and together are determinative 
for human existence, whether for suffering and misery or for 
flourishing and happiness.

And it is embodied individuals whom God designs and creates.

Theological Reflections

On the basis of these biblical affirmations, an important theo-
logical reflection is that embodiment is an essential feature of 
God’s creation of us as human beings. It should be recalled that 
another realm of created beings is immaterial: angels don’t have 
bodies or any other material element. While they may appear in 
human form, these temporary manifestations are exceptions to 
the normal existence of angels as spiritual or immaterial beings.8 
But human beings are material. We are embodied beings by divine 
design. As whole people, we face this fractured world.

What about the intermediate state, the period of existence be-
tween our death and the return of Jesus Christ (with its accompa-
nying event of our bodily resurrection)? In this state, believers are 
disembodied. True, we are full of joy, worship God as we see him 
face- to- face, and enjoy rest from our earthly labors and troubles. 
Still, we exist without our body. It has been sloughed off and laid 
in a tomb or grave, cremated, buried at sea, or some other means 

8. Beyond this created realm is God himself, who is immaterial. Thus, given 
the reality of the immateriality, or lack of embodiment, of both God and angels, 
William Alston is correct: what is essential to acting is not bodily movement (God 
doesn’t have a body), only that “an agent with knowledge and purposes wills, 
or intends, to produce certain effects in the pursuit of those purposes.” But in 
this case, what is true of God and angelic beings is not true of human beings. 
Bodily movement is indeed essential to human activity. The purposeful effects that 
human beings will or intend to produce require a body. By God’s design, human 
beings are embodied creatures. William Alston, “How to Think about Divine 
Action,” in Brian Hebblethwaite and Edward Henderson, eds., Divine Action: 
Studies Inspired by the Philosophical Theology of  Austin Farrar (Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 1990), 57.
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by which it becomes separated from us. Doesn’t this disembodied 
existence contradict the big idea of this chapter that the proper 
state of human existence is embodiment?

Actually, this temporary disembodiment provides support for 
our big idea. This condition isn’t the way human existence is sup-
posed to be. As he considers the intermediate state and its con-
sequence of disembodiment, Paul shudders in horror: he doesn’t 
want to be “naked” or “unclothed,” that is, without his body 
(2 Cor. 5:1–9). Thus we shouldn’t allow this unusual condition to 
define what we are as human beings. Rather, embodiment is the 
proper state of human existence. It is so during our earthly exis-
tence, and it will be so for eternity following our re- embodiment 
as we are resurrected at Christ’s return. The temporary state of 
disembodiment does not— cannot— contradict our essential real-
ity as embodied human beings.

A second theological reflection concerns the purpose of this 
creation of embodied human beings as divine image bearers. It 
can be summed up in two interrelated aspects, both leading to 
human flourishing. The first aspect is procreation, underscored by 
the mandate to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen. 
1:28 ESV). This responsibility means that the majority of people 
will be married, and that the majority of married couples will 
have children. That some of us remain single doesn’t signify that 
we somehow miss God’s purpose for us, that he’s punishing us in 
any way, or that we cannot be whole people. On the contrary, Paul 
commends the state of singleness, explaining that it’s a divine gift 
with numerous personal benefits. Single people enjoy freedom to 
focus on their relationship with God and have opportunity to serve 
him with undivided attention (1 Cor. 7:25–35). Moreover, some 
couples experience infertility and are unable to have children. Still 
others decide not to have children out of concern, for example, 
that a pregnancy will put the wife at very high risk for serious 
physical problems or even death. In these cases of childlessness, 
the couples aren’t shirking their divinely given responsibility and 
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aren’t somehow outside God’s purpose for them as married image 
bearers.9 

The second aspect of human purpose is vocation, highlighted 
by the mandate to “subdue [the earth] and have dominion” over 
the rest of the created order (Gen. 1:28). This responsibility means 
that able- bodied people will work. Rather than a burden to endure 
or a curse from which to escape by exerting minimal effort, work 
is a purposeful human activity. It comes with great dignity and 
produces concrete results: personal fulfillment, creative expres-
sion, as well as support for oneself, one’s family, one’s church, 
and the poor.

At the heart of human life are procreation and vocation. Impor-
tantly, this divinely given purpose— the so- called cultural mandate, 
or the duty to build human society— is accomplished by, and only 
by, embodied image bearers.

The particular place that God designed for the beginning of 
this civilization building was the garden of Eden: “The Lord God 
took the man and placed him in the garden of Eden to work it and 
watch over it” (Gen. 2:15). He was joined by Eve, with whom he 
would begin to expand the human race through procreation and 
to build human society through vocation. Together they would 
carry out the task of “Edenizing” the world— enlarging the small 
space and budding society into all the parts of the world. Gen-
esis 4 presents the beginning of the fulfillment of this mandate: 
“The man was intimate with his wife Eve, and she conceived and 
gave birth to Cain. She said, ‘I have had a male child with the 

9. The church must show compassion to and not marginalize members who are 
experiencing infertility or, for medical reasons, decide to forego having biological 
children. The couple’s suffering is already great. For example, an infertile wife 
may view her body as a failure or be angry at her situation. An infertile husband 
may feel sadness over his brokenness or struggle with contentment. When church 
members, even with good intentions, pass on trite advice like “Just trust God” 
or “Just wait and you’ll have children someday,” they compound the heartache. 
Rather, church members should join infertile couples in mourning their loss and 
lamenting before the Lord. My thanks to Lindsay Simpson for her insights into 
this topic. 
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Lord’s help.’ She also gave birth to his brother Abel. Now Abel 
became a shepherd of flocks, but Cain worked the ground” (Gen. 
4:1–2). Here is both procreation and vocation. And the story 
continues, with people being engaged in both procreation—“she 
conceived,” “he fathered”— and vocation: shepherding, farm-
ing, city building, tending livestock, musical artistry, and tool 
making (4:17–22). Genesis narrates the initial fulfillment of the 
original mandate to human beings to “be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over” all other 
earthly creatures.

To contemporize the ongoing fulfillment of this divine man-
date, we build civilization through generating (reproducing and 
raising) about 130 million new human beings worldwide each year 
and by engaging in politics, education, business, construction, 
arts, athletics, science and technology, economics, agriculture and 
food preparation, clothing and fashion, city planning, and much 
more. As beings created in the image of God, we are designed for 
procreation and vocation and are given the responsibility to build 
society for human flourishing.

Again, this divinely given purpose is accomplished by, and only 
by, embodied image bearers.

In summary, embodiment is the proper state of human exis-
tence. God’s design for his image bearers is that we are embodied 
people.

Application

Are you thankful for God’s creation of you as an embodied human 
being?

To press in a bit more, how can you embrace the goodness of 
your physical nature and distance yourself from wrongful attitudes 
toward your body?

In what ways have you been troubled by your body? 
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How do you see yourself when you look in the mirror or when 
you picture yourself in your own mind?

Have you ever found yourself thinking of your body as inher-
ently evil? Or not as good and valuable as your soul? Or as the 
ultimate source of sin? Or as necessarily a hindrance to your spiri-
tual and moral development? Or as being outside God’s purposes 
and plans for you? How can this chapter help you to overcome 
these wrongful attitudes? 

As a whole person living in a fractured world, how can you 
reject the dictates of our culture concerning body image so as not 
to be conformed to our society’s definition, norm, and expectation 
of your body/embodiment?

When you think about our human responsibility to build soci-
ety, how does that apply to you particularly as married or single, 
with children or without, and as working in a job or ministry?

Part of refuting the cultural trend includes embracing your 
two (intimately connected) identities. The first is your created 
identity as a divine image bearer. The second is your re- created 
identity in Christ as an image bearer who is being transformed 
more and more into his image. How would your struggle with 
body image be different if you valued these two identities above 
everything else?

For the Curious

“I am my body.” Did you agree or disagree with this opening state-
ment? (Remember, I’m not asking about your agreement or dis-
agreement with the statement “I am only my body.” That can’t be 
true— so you’d better not agree!— because we exist as disembodied 
people in the intermediate state. But our focus is on human embodi-
ment, so I frame the statement to highlight being embodied.) I agree 
with the opening statement, and this chapter provides support for 
affirming it, or something like it. Put differently as a question: “Am 
I who I am principally in virtue of the fact that I have the body I 
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have?”10 I respond positively. Put as another statement: “Without 
this body I do not exist, and I am myself as my body.”11 I agree.

This position contradicts the popular contention that “You 
don’t have a soul. You are a soul. You have a body.”12 This view 
seems to reflect the influence of Gnostic thought, which privileges 
the immaterial aspect of human nature— the soul— over the ma-
terial aspect— the body. Rejecting such influence, I affirm to the 
contrary, “I am my body.”13

Still, there is a way to affirm that “I have a body.” As Luke 
Timothy Johnson explains, “Whereas there is some truth to the 
claim that I have a body, since I can in fact dispose of it in a num-
ber of ways, there is at least equal truth to the claim that I am 
my body. I cannot completely dispose of my body without at the 
same time losing myself. In strict empirical terms, when my body 
disappears, so do I.”14 I would slightly modify Johnson’s view by 
contending that the statement “I am my body” is the ground for 
the statement “I have a body.” 

Let me illustrate Johnson’s point. Because I have a body, I can 
sacrifice certain parts of it for the sake of others. For example, 
I can donate one of my kidneys so that someone whose kidneys 
are failing may, by organ transplantation, live. But if I sacrifice 
too much of my body, which I have— for example, if  I donate 
both kidneys for the sake of others— then I (and I am my body) 

10. Justin E. H. Smith, “Introduction,” in Embodiment: A History, ed. Justin 
E. H. Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 2.

11. As expressed by the Russian philosopher Vladimir Iljine. Quoted without 
bibliographic detail in Elisabeth Moltmann- Wendel, I Am My Body: A Theology 
of  Embodiment, trans. John Bowden (New York: Continuum, 1995), 2.

12. This sentiment is often attributed (as I myself  have done) to C. S. Lewis, 
but careful research demonstrates that he isn’t responsible for it. Rather, George 
MacDonald seems to have expressed the basic idea with similar wording in 
chap. 28 of his Annals of  a Quiet Neighborhood (London: Hurst and Blackett, 
1867).

13. Again, this affirmation isn’t a denial of the soul or immaterial part of 
human nature. 

14. Luke Timothy Johnson, The Revelatory Body: Theology as Inductive Art 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 80. 

_Allison_Embodied_AN_bb.indd   36_Allison_Embodied_AN_bb.indd   36 1/7/21   3:04 PM1/7/21   3:04 PM

Gregg R. Allison, Embodied 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.



The Created Body

37

no longer exist (that is, I’m dead). Thus “I am my body” is the 
ground for “I have a body.”15 

So do you agree or disagree with this statement, and why? “I 
am my body.”

If you agree, an implication to be drawn is to stop viewing 
your body as an instrument, an object to be used and stewarded. 
When my wife and I were on the staff of Campus Crusade for 
Christ (now called Cru), one of our regular topics in discipling 
Christians was stewardship, which is defined as “the careful and 
responsible management of something entrusted to one’s care.”16 
Ideas that were included under this subject were the stewardship 
of our time (how we work our schedule), the stewardship of our 
treasures (how we manage our money), the stewardship of our 
talents (how we invest our abilities and gifts efficiently and fruit-
fully), and the stewardship of our body. It was this last item that 
always caught my attention, because it seemed like it belonged 
in a different category than the other topics. For example, our 
money and possessions are disconnected from us, but our body 
isn’t outside of us. We have a different relationship to our body 
than we do to our abilities and gifts. We use our intelligence. We 
put our skills to work. We lend our insights to counsel others. But, 
as I propose, we are our body.

Still today I often hear people talk about the stewardship of 
their body. It appears in statements like, “I need to exercise in 

15. For further discussion, see Moltmann- Wendel, I Am My Body, 1. She 
further illustrates this point:

“I’ve a fever,” “my stomach’s on strike,” “my back’s out of action”— that’s 
how we first perceive our illnesses. We keep them from us, see them as an 
isolated defect which can be remedied in isolation, until one day we have to 
say, “I’m sick.” Then we are saying something that we do not normally say 
of ourselves: that our destiny is to be bound up with our bodies. In a variety 
of situations we can distance ourselves from our bodies, but at some point 
they get hold of us and will not let go. “I am my body.” . . . It is not only my 
body that is sick; I am sick. I am in my body. I have no other identity. (21–22)

16. Merriam- Webster Dictionary, s.v. “stewardship,” https://www.mer r i a m 
- w e b s t e r .c o m /d i c t i o n a r y /s t e w a r dship.
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order to keep my body functioning at peak performance” or “I 
prefer to eat only certain foods in order to fuel my body properly.” 
These expressions, while valid in one sense, can appear to regard 
our body as a mere instrument to leverage, a machine to tune up, 
a tool to keep sharp.

But is this the right way to view our body? It is certainly com-
mon to do so. But the fact that God designed and created us to be 
his embodied image bearers weighs against this view. As Frederica 
Mathewes- Green offers, “The initial impression that we stand 
critically apart from our bodies was our first mistake. We are not 
merely passengers riding around in skin tight racecars; we are our 
bodies. They embody us.”17

17. Frederica Mathewes- Green, “The Subject Was Noses: What Happens 
When Academics Discover That We Have Bodies,” Books and Culture (January/
February 1997): 14–16.
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