
1 Corinthians 6:19 

Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are 
not your own?  

 

We’re continuing our series on spiritual practices. These are ways we can deepen our awareness of God. We spend a lot 
of time talking about what we believe about God, but this is about real life and practice. How do we actually experience 
God, feel the Holy Spirit? How do we nurture our spiritual lives? That’s what spiritual practices are for. 

Today we’ll be talking about bodies—our bodies—and how they can be a doorway to the divine. 

In a lot of ways Christianity has a problem with bodies. We act like the flesh is bad, and the spirit is good. We conflate 
bodies with sex and declare the whole thing a problem we should avoid if at all possible. 

We’re going to try to undo some of that today. We’ll talk about this specific verse, and then we’ll talk about Christianity 
in general, and then some ways we can redeem this history and use our bodies to become more aware of God. 

If you’ve heard this verse before about being a temple of the Holy Spirit, it’s often because it was used in the context of 
waiting until marriage for sex. Don’t you know your body is a temple? Save it. 

But the wider context of the verse isn’t about premarital sex. It’s about fornication, specifically prostitution. Beginning in 
verse 13, it goes like this: “The body is meant not for fornication but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. …Do you 
not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Should I therefore take the members of Christ and make them 
members of a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that whoever is united to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For 
it is said, “The two shall be one flesh.” …Shun fornication! Every sin that a person commits is outside the body; but the 
fornicator sins against the body itself. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which 
you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a price; therefore, glorify God in your 
body.” 

This passage has been used to create shame about sex and our bodies and our desires. I was reading this passage with a 
group of pastors this week, and we got to talking about the messages we’d received about our bodies from the church. 
Here’s what my colleagues said: 

• We were taught to be ashamed of our bodies. 
• We were taught that whatever our bodies desired was wrong. 
• We were taught that sexuality was something dangerous, and we needed to remain pure until marriage. One 

person summed this up as “Sex is dirty. Save it for someone you love.” 
• At best the whole thing was handled with conspicuous silence. 

Notice: the primary messages we received about our bodies were all related to sex. There was no conversation about our 
bodies except in the context of sex. And the key message is that it’s dangerous and bad. 

This verse has been used to justify these kinds of purity messages, but that’s not really what it’s about. The precise word 
Paul uses before this deals with prostitution. Less concretely it can be translated as fornication. But Paul’s not actually 
talking about prostitution or sex in general. He’s responding to a specific situation. If we backtrack a chapter, we’ll see 
what prompted all of this. At the beginning of chapter 5 Paul says that he’s heard reports of a man in the community 
who’s sleeping with his father’s wife. This is what Paul says is unacceptable—sleeping with your stepmother—incest. He 
extrapolates from that to talk about the commodification of sex, and then he makes a wider point: we want to be 
thoughtful with our bodies because they’re temples. God dwells in our bodies. 

In our obsession with premarital or extra-marital sex we completely miss Paul’s point: incest is a problem; 
commodification of sex is a problem; and our bodies are worthy of deep respect because God dwells in our bodies. 

That last part is kind of a radical message: our bodies are worthy of deep respect because God dwells in our bodies. 

Now to be sure, there are other passages that seem to insist that our flesh is bad and only the spirit is good. But those 
passages aren’t the overarching perspective of Christian theology in general. They’re just the verses that get the most play. 



In fact, Christians were remarkably body positive for their time. The general cultural message in the first century was that 
the flesh was bad, and the spirit was good. That’s what the broader culture thought. So, of course, it pops up in the bible 
to some extent. We always reflect the wider culture. 

But Christianity also had its own perspective, that was different. It’s captured most succinctly in the beginning of John: 
“the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” That’s the central message of Christianity: God dwells in human flesh. It 
was a radical claim then, and it still is: Whoever and whatever we conceive God to be, It dwells in flesh. 

And as this passage takes it a step further: God doesn’t just dwell in Jesus’ flesh, but in ours. “Don’t you know?” asks Paul. 
Don’t you know your body is a temple, a sanctuary, a home for the Holy Spirit? 

What if we really did know that? God dwells in our bodies—when they run and jump and sit and lie down, when they 
move gracefully and awkwardly, when they laugh and weep and get sick and heal, when they are strong and when they 
are dying—in every case and every situation, God is in our bodies. 

Our bodies are a place where we can feel God’s presence. 

That was radical in the first century, and it still is. God is in our bodies. What if we dared to believe that? What would 
happen? Would we be kinder to our bodies? Would we be kinder to other people’s bodies? 

Our bodies are a home for God. Our bodies are a place where we can feel God’s presence. Which means that paying 
attention to our bodies is a Christian practice, a way we can become more aware of God. So, how do we do that? 

How do we become more aware of God through our bodies? 

For a start we might try not treating our bodies like an enemy, or as a project to constantly be improved up. Your body is 
a temple of the Holy Spirit—even if it’s too fat or too skinny or too wrinkled or too weird or too disabled or too weak. It’s 
a temple. Just as it is. A temple to the Holy Spirit. 

One of my favorite authors recommends praying nude in front of a full-length mirror on a regular basis. I can’t actually 
imagine doing that. 

But maybe you can. Look at the scars, the stretch marks, the loose skin, the fat, the muscle, the worn-out places and see 
the life that’s been lived in this body, look how God has been present in strength and in weakness, in illness and in 
healing. Your body is amazing. God is in it. 

If you’re like me and you can’t quite imagine praying naked in front of a mirror, maybe we could start by paying attention 
to our bodies when we bathe. We all bathe—with some regularly. Use that time as a meeting time with God. When we 
bathe, we tend to our bodies with care. Like children in the bath, we’re holy and beloved. We wash and we can 
remember our baptism. We relax and are renewed. Next time you take a shower or a bath or just wash your hands, try 
feeling how sacred your body is, how God is within you. That’s a spiritual practice. 

Another way to feel God in our bodies is to pay attention to our body’s wisdom. Our bodies are wise. They’re telling us 
stuff all the time. That gut feeling, those butterflies in your stomach, that stress headache, those jittery hands—this is the 
wisdom of your body. They’re not just psychosomatic reactions; they can be ways that God is speaking to us. The 
wisdom of the body can be the wisdom of the Holy Spirit if we’re paying attention. 

We can also pay attention when we feel disappointed with our bodies. Everyone feels disappointed at some point. When 
we feel that, let that be an invitation to come back to this verse and remind ourselves that this body is not disappointing 
to God. In fact, the Divine finds it lovely enough to call home. 

Maybe the most important practice of all is just to enjoy our bodies. Whatever it is that makes you enjoy your body, do 
that. Is it a run and the way you feel exhilarated afterward? Is it a walk and the calm it gives you? Is it a meal or a nap or 
sex? Whatever makes you delight, whatever feels good—instead of distrusting that, consider that it might be a meeting 
place for the divine. After all, God is exhilarating, and calming, and satisfying, and restful, and loving. We meet God in 
our bodies, because our bodies are temples to the Holy Spirit. 

Take a breath. Take another. This is the breath of God entering your body, giving oxygen to your blood, removing carbon 
dioxide on each exhale. Your breath is the breath of the Holy Spirit nourishing you, saving you. 



Feel yourself on your seat, your feet on the floor, your back on the pew or the chair. This is God grounding you, 
supporting you, holding you. This is the Ground of your Being 

Look at your hands; look at your feet: these are the hands and feet of Christ. 

Really feel your body—your head, your shoulders, your heart, your gut, your pelvis: this is the temple of the Holy Spirit. 
Your body and none other. 

In every moment of your life, from your first breath to your last, your body is home to the Holy Spirit. What an amazing 
thing. 
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