theology
James Paul looks at the
biblical message about the
physical creation and the
gospel of Christ to explore
our calling to care for
the sick

A HEAVENLY REASON TO CARE FOR

BODIES
key points
■

What is the relevance of
physical medicine when our
ultimate hope is in Christ and
a heavenly existence after
death? The author deconstructs
the common misconceptions
about heaven and the kingdom
of God and how the Scriptures
show us an embodied, physical
existence for God’s people in
the age to come.

■

As a result, the physical and
the spiritual are not as
separate or distinct in the
biblical understanding of
humanity as they are in
popular, Western culture.

■

The role of medicine and
healthcare as part of God’s
redeeming work in creation
is explored – while not
diminishing the importance
of repentance and faith.
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‘Why be a doctor? Why should I bother to heal and cure
bodies if everyone is going to die in the end? Why don’t
I become an evangelist?’

I

was leading a discussion group for medics
when one of them asked this question. At first
hearing, her line of reasoning seemed logical.
If the most important concern of our lives on
earth is the eternal destination of our souls, then
why do health professionals spend their time
healing bodies that will only get ill again and
eventually die? Why spend countless years studying
and practising our professions if our bodies are
destined to become nothing but dust? Surely,
if we take our faith seriously, then we should all
be evangelists and spend our energies saving souls
for heaven. Would this student be right to give
up medicine and become an evangelist? Well,
it depends on your view of ‘heaven’.
A common way we think of heaven is as a place
where God and Jesus live and where the nonmaterial part of us, our soul or spirit, goes when we
die. Many Christians believe that at the end of time,
when Jesus returns, he will destroy this sin-infected

material creation and take the souls of the righteous
to be with him in heaven. In this understanding of
the afterlife, the mission of the Christian on earth
is to save as many souls as possible for a future of
heavenly bliss. The main question that the gospel
answers is, ‘how do I get to heaven when I die?’
But if we look at the Bible, we see that the idea
of heaven as an escape route is a reduction of the
gospel that owes more to a dualistic worldview
than it does to the Christian Scriptures.
It is a common feature of many religions to
propose a dualism between heaven and earth as
part of a larger opposition between a perfect, higher
spiritual realm and a fallen, lower material world.
In this worldview, if we want to pursue the spiritual
quest, we must ignore the pleasures and pains of our
bodily existence and focus on the inner spiritual
ascent of the soul. The apostles had to counter such
dualistic teachings spread by Gnostic religious sects
that were infiltrating the first Christian congregations. 1 But it was in the third and fourth centuries
after the death of Jesus that dualistic beliefs began to
have a more pervasive influence on some parts of the
early church. These came through a group of Greek
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philosophers known as the Neoplatonists who
taught that humans were comprised of a pure
immortal soul trapped within a sinful material body. 2
As Neoplatonic philosophers began to engage
with Christian theologians, this dualism between
spirit and matter began to permeate parts of the
early church so that heaven and earth, spirit and
matter, soul and body became in opposition to one
another. This dualistic thinking has affected the
church in various ways ever since. One example is
the enduring negative attitude to bodily sexuality
that some churches have. But in the Bible, there
is no such dualism between spirit and matter.
The Christian story begins in Genesis with the
goodness of the created physical world 3 and ends
in Revelation with the redemption of the created
physical world. 4 God didn’t create humans as souls
trapped in bodies but as integrated physicalspiritual beings. 5 He gave us bodies because he
wanted us to be a part of his physical creation.
Our bodies are not barriers to spirituality, as the
Neoplatonists taught, but an essential part of our
spirituality since they are integral to us fulfilling the
mission God gave us on earth. 6 The brokenness we
experience in the world is not because the material
creation is inherently evil but because human hearts
have turned away from God. Yet God has not given
up on his world or on humanity.
God’s work of grace in human history is not to
destroy the earth but to bring heaven and earth
together in one glorious, renewed reality. 7 Until that
day, the whole creation is groaning as it waits to be
‘liberated from its bondage to decay’. (Romans 8:21-22)
We too groan with creation as we suffer sickness,
disease and death that marks this fallen world. But
God’s answer is not an escape into an otherworldly
heaven but to work towards the restoration of the
creation by bringing the kingdom of heaven to
earth. This work of re-creation includes our physical
bodies, something that is clearly demonstrated by
the healing miracles that Jesus performed in his
earthly ministry.
When Jesus began to preach, his message wasn’t,
‘escape with me into a spiritual heaven’ but, ‘Repent,
for the kingdom of heaven is near’. (Matthew 4:17) His
message was about the kingdom of heaven coming
to be near us, here on earth. And the first signs of
this kingdom were healing miracles. Social outcasts
with leprosy were restored to health, 8 a man so
violent that he had to be constrained by chains was
returned to his right mind, 9 a dead girl was brought
back to life, 10 and a man born blind could see for
the first time. 11 These were miracles that required
complete re-creation of a broken and fallen world.
Only the re-creative power of heaven could re-wire
a visual cortex that had never received neural input
so that it could see again. However, it took Jesus’
resurrection to really convince the disciples that
Jesus had come to bring the restoring power of
heaven to this material world.
When the disciples first encountered the risen
Christ, they assumed he was a ghost, a disembodied
spirit. 12 But Jesus encouraged them to touch him
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A Christian
view of the body
By Matthew Hosier and James Haslam
hat is a human
eing? A typi al
response from our
Western ulture
to this question is the famous line of
PETA (People for the Ethi al Treatment
of Animals) o-founder Ingrid Newkirk,
‘A rat is a pig is a dog is a oy.’ 1 Keep
drawing the line a k and a rat is a worm
is an amoe a is primordial soup.
A ording to this world view human
eings are essentially uilt from gunge
– a mira ulous yet mindless oming
together of gunge in hromosomes and
mito hondria and ones and emotions
and rains and personality,
ut gunge none the less.
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We also tend to view human beings
through the lens of our current technology.
In the era of the industrial revolution and
the steam age, human beings were
described in mechanistic terms: workers
became cogs in the machine; when humans
functioned well, they were operating like
clockwork. In our electronic age, we speak
about people being hard-wired for certain
behaviours; of genetic engineering; of the
mind as software and the body as hardware.
Biblically speaking these views of
human beings are entirely wrong. The Bible
begins in a very different place, defining
human beings in relationship to God.
‘Then God said,“Let us make mankind in
our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule
over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky,
over the livestock and all the wild animals, and
over all the creatures that move along the
ground.”’
‘So God created mankind in his own image,
in the image of God he created them; male and
female he created them.’ 2
This very different anthropology has
profound significance for how we regard
and treat one another. If we see people as

machines or as processors, we are likely
to treat them in a mechanistic fashion:
as means to an end and not as ends in
themselves. Genesis 1 tells a far superior
story – we are not machines and the human
brain is not a computer. As we shall see, the
implications for medicine are fundamental.
Today’s prevailing view of human beings
is not as new as the technology that has
given it a new vocabulary. Mind-body
dualism has long regarded human beings
as a composite of two separate entities:
a physical body and a non-physical mind,
as argued by Descartes. 3 The philosophy is
older still, having its roots in the teachings
of Plato who presupposed that body and
immortal soul are distinct substances. 4 The
result is a form of Gnosticism in which the
mind is elevated above the grime of the
material; the body seen as something to
escape, a mere vessel. 5
In this view, the body is seen as a shell
for the ‘real’ human, like the hardware of
a smartphone. The true self (the mind or
consciousness) is the software that inhabits
the body, a concept currently being explored
in the transhumanism movement.
The Christian understanding of human
beings is much better: it is more satisfying,
more hopeful and ultimately it has the ring
of truth.
According to the biblical, teleological
world view our bodies are made of dust,
yes, but made with a purpose – somehow
like God. Body and soul together form an
integrated whole, a unity designed to enjoy
relationship with God whilst acting to fulfil
his purposes on the earth. Scripture speaks
of human beings as temples, 6 bridges
between heaven and earth precisely
because we are both body and spirit;
equally embodied souls and ensouled
bodies. We have the unique ability to know
upward communion with God, horizontal
relationship with other human beings,
and downward stewardship of the rest of
creation. This gives a unique dignity and

worth to the human body. The body is not
merely a shell that contains the ‘real’ person;
rather, the real person is embodied.

A biblical overview
Throughout the biblical narrative we see the
significance of humans as embodied beings.

A Christian view
of the body

Creation
God created flesh and blood human beings,
male and female, in his image as the
pinnacle of creation. This act of first creation
is echoed in the beginning of every life, as
we are known to God in the womb, even
from the moment of conception – he has
plans for our lives. 7 Scripture sees body
and soul as two sides of the same coin,
demonstrated in the parallelism seen
throughout its Hebrew poetry. 8
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Fall
Human beings fell not only spiritually
but physically, with bodies and souls both
subject to disease and death yet crying out
for redemption. 9

Incarnation
God himself took on human flesh, not
despising human experience, but bestowing
on it a divine dignity. 10
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Redemption
Christ bore our sins in his body on the
cross, reconciling us to God as holy. 11 The
sacrament of communion symbolises and
remembers Christ’s bodily sacrifice until
he returns. 12 The sacrament of baptism
symbolises our death and burial to sin and
union by faith with Christ in his bodily
resurrection. 13 Both these sacraments are
enacted bodily, not merely ‘spiritually’.
Pentecost signifies God coming to dwell
in us; our bodies becoming temples of
the Holy Spirit. 14

Glorification
Christ’s resurrection represents the first

The divine image and
the embodied soul
Restoring the theology of the body
Saunders P
Triple Helix. Winter 2018. cmf.li/2mbLR7L

Love thy Body
Answering Hard Questions
about Life and Sexuality
Pearcey N
Cranleigh: Baker Books. 2018

and even ate some fried fish to prove that he still
had a body. 13 When he ascended into heaven, he
did not leave his body behind on the hillside but
took it with him. 14 And when Jesus comes to earth
again, it will not be to take our souls to heaven
but to reunite the souls of the dead with their
re-created bodies. 15 This is why the earliest
Christian confessions of faith affirmed their belief
in ‘the resurrection of the body’. 16
So, when as health professionals we care for
bodies, we are not wasting our time. Rather,
we are participating in the work of restoring God’s
creation. It is not the case that to be a doctor or a
nurse is a secular occupation and the ‘really spiritual
calling’ is to be an evangelist. Of course, telling
people the gospel is vitally important because they
need to know about the forgiveness and new life
that God offers through Jesus Christ. But to care for
bodies is to participate in the hope of recreation just
as much as evangelising. When we care for bodies,
we proclaim the uniquely Christian hope that God
is bringing his kingdom of heaven to heal and
restore the earth. The gospel is a lot bigger than just
saving souls for heaven because God’s will is to
‘bring everything in heaven and on earth under Christ’
(Ephesians 1:10). God’s work in and through Jesus
and his church is to save not just individual souls
but to save whole human beings – including their
bodies – entire cultures, and all earthly history,
for the glorious joy of his new creation.
Dr James Paul, director of the English branch of
L’Abri Fellowship and a former palliative care doctor
in London.
This article is based on James’ brand-new book, What
on earth is heaven? (IVP Books), in which he explores
what the Bible has to say about questions such as ‘what
is heaven?’, ‘where is heaven?’, ‘why can’t science find
heaven?’, ‘what happens to us after we die?’, and ‘what
does heaven have to do with our lives now on earth?’

Our bodies are
not barriers to
spirituality... but
an essential part of
our spirituality since
they are integral to
us fulfilling the
mission God gave
us on earth
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