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"But It’s My Body! . . . Or Is It?”

1 Corinthians 6:19-20

“Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit,

who is in you, whom you have received from God? 

You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.”

This is not your typical “pro-life text.” And yet the ramifications of this teaching on the lives of Christians are staggering—and particularly as we as Christians confront our pressing “life” issues.

This week (on January 22nd) marks the 30th anniversary of the infamous Supreme Court decision Roe v. Wade, along with its companion Doe v. Bolton, which together legalized abortion throughout our nation, ultimately allowing the termination of pregnancy at any stage of development for almost any reason (notably, the mental/emotional “health” of the mother), thus granting unhindered liberty and judicial sanction—rights—for mothers to abort their babies at any time from conception to birth. This “liberty,” this “right” climaxes in the grotesquely inhumane, monstrously common, and never necessary practice of “partial birth abortion” (of an otherwise viable infant). And in these 30 years, 40 million abortions have been performed in this nation alone: over 3,500 every day, almost 1,300,000 every year. Such staggering figures are overwhelming, mind-numbing. Put into perspective, it would be like the entire greater Seattle and Eastside cities combined—every man, woman, and child—being annually obliterated. And yet this is what quietly happens every year in this great land. There is blood on our hands. It is because of this tragic ruling, and the ensuing consequences, that the “Sanctity of Human Life Sunday” was set up as an annual event: for people and churches who passionately believe, based on the Word of God, that human life at any stage of development, from womb to tomb (so to speak), is sacred and is to be—especially in its utter dependency and vulnerability (whether not yet born, or with severe handicap or deformity, or in extreme age or infirmity [for it is in these that our beliefs and morals are tested])—it is to be affirmed and protected; to “remember” and to be mobilized for prayer and action, repentance and reformation, that we might see a culture of death (and self-interest) transformed into a culture for life. 

The status of the abortion debate, as it continues to rage in our nation, is both one of “life” and “rights.” It is becoming more and more obvious to all (as even abortion proponents have sometimes reluctantly admitted), that the “thing” in the womb is indeed “a human life” (and not a “potential” human life, but a “developing” human life); so the issue often devolves to the issue of rights. “Regardless of all else: it’s my body; it’s my right!” One abortion advocate, when questioned that if it is finally and undeniably demonstrated that the fetus is indeed a human person, and thus that the willful and premeditated termination of a pregnancy would be (at some level) murder, would you still do it, answered (surprisingly) “yes.” Thus, from the pro-abortion position, the fundamental issue is not the issue of life but the issue of rights: “It’s my body; it’s my right; and nobody has any business interfering with my body!” This position was judicially underscored in the Planned Parenthood v. Casey Supreme Court decision (1992), which effectively gutted the dually protected “liberty and life” of the 14th amendment in favor of “liberty,” making the mother’s unhindered “choice” the sole and reigning factor, at the expense of the “life” of the child in her womb (which was relegated to the realm of mystery and autonomy). If there were only one “life,” the ruling would be (somewhat) sound. But there is more than one life, and so “liberty” must be balanced with “life”: choose . . . but choose life. 

Now, the text before us does not address the question of women in general and their rights over their own reproductive system. But it does address the issue of a Christian woman’s rights—indeed, the ownership rights of all Christians—and it does so with finality. It’s my body! . . . Or is it? “You are not your own; you were bought at a price.” In the Corinthian situation, Christians were freely engaging in sexual immorality, in frequenting prostitutes, and justifying their “rights” to do so: their mantra is heard in the repeated “everything is permissible to me” (6:12)—since the body is mine, and the body really doesn’t matter (just the spirit). But Paul answers, and he answers unequivocally: that the body does matter—Christ redeemed both spirit and body, and blessed the body with God’s own presence in the Holy Spirit—and that the body thus redeemed is ultimately His, not ours. Therefore our obligation is to Him and not to ourselves or to our own supposed liberty. For the Christian has no “liberty” to sin. “You are not your own. Therefore honor God with your body.” And this issue of sexual immorality continues to plague the Christian church: when you’re sleeping around, indulging in pornography, engaging in slander (etc.), do you know that you’re taking Jesus with you, that you’re uniting Him with sin? (cf. 6:15). “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you.” When Paul speaks of Christ’s ownership of us (“you were bought at a price”), he uses the offensive language of “slavery” (cf. 7:22-23), in order to graphically underscore the issue and drive home the point: we have been “bought,” we are “owned.” We do not have fundamental “rights,” for we belong to someone else. We are all “Christ’s slaves.” This is a fundamental Christian recognition; and it must govern all we do. But it is a slavery (paradoxically) of life and freedom, and the purchase price was the “death” of our new owner (cf. 1 Pet 1:18-19; Rev 5:9-10).

And this issue of “ownership” also has particular ramifications for the “life” debate that rages in our country and culture: whether the “right” to terminate a pregnancy or the “right” even to terminate one’s own life (or to “replicate” one’s life). Again, for the Christian the question remains: “Whose body is it, and for what purpose?” But what we see too often is Christians (as in Corinth) conforming to the culture, rather than transforming the culture. Many Christian men and women, “Christian” politicians, even whole denominations embrace the so-called “reproductive right” of abortion, and conveniently use it as the easy way out, that quietly fixes the problem. It’s an intimate, personal decision. And no one needs to see or know . . . except for this text: “Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you.” Much of America claims the title “Christian,” and yet it is estimated that 43% of American women will have had at least one abortion by the time they reach the age of 45. That means this scourge is in our midst. We have failed to teach and live the truth, especially here where it is so often hard (for often pregnancy is the result of physical and emotional trauma, and often results in physical and emotional trauma; but “you are not your own . . . honor God with your body”), and so the culture and law is not changed. But it’s my body! . . . Or is it?

This calls for reformation: multi-faceted, fully-orbed reformation; reformation of the mind and heart and will and action, as our forebears of the Reformation modeled for us. It must be a reformation based on truth: transforming action that issues from a transformed heart, that transforms whole nations for the betterment of humanity and the glory of God. We must begin with first “owning” the recognition that we are not our “own”: Christ “owns” us. Thus, all we do in and with our bodies, we are to do for Him. Then we must examine our own hearts. Have we been complacent, considering the issues of life as issues of the individual or of politics (and so “washed our hands”)? Have we been judgmental and forgotten mercy, forgetting that we are all fallen humans in need of the grace and power of God? Have we even compromised “life” for the sake of our own supposed “liberty?” In this there are genuine Christians who have undergone abortions, or who are even now devaluing the infirm (for example). Perhaps you are aching in your soul. There is blood on our hands, yes. But the blood of Christ cleanses us from all sin (1 Jn 1:7). There is forgiveness; there is renewal. As Jesus said to Peter, “Do you love Me?” (Jn 21:15-17). Then we must step out in bold action: to refuse to accept the proposed dichotomy between liberty and life, but to embrace both, to support people and organizations that assist those in crisis situations, that they might choose to express their liberty in ways that affirm life. And it is a call for Christian activity in public life, in cultural engagement, in politics and law; and that those placed in those places of authority and responsibility stand for the issues of right and wrong, for both life and liberty, to take the heat, to overturn bad laws and enact good laws, for those who are perceived as a “burden,” to be the voice of the vulnerable, to protect the helpless . . . who are yet human. 

And always remember: one person can make a difference. In the Casey case, the Supreme Court was sharply divided 5-4, the minority favoring an upset of the initial Roe decision, which means one man or one woman allowed the continuance of these millions of deaths. Just like President Clinton’s veto against both houses of Congress and the consciences of a majority of Americans allowed the thousands of partial birth abortions to continue. Can one man or woman make a difference? Profoundly, yes—either for good or for ill. One wondrous note here: in God’s surprising (should it be?) irony of grace, exchanging “beauty for ashes,” both the “Roe” of Roe v. Wade and the “Doe” of Doe v. Bolton have since come to Christ, have found His life and forgiveness . . . and in accordance with their new life are seeking to see those decisions ignominiously attached to them overturned! (cf. the most recent edition of “Focus on the Family”). We must repent; we must pray; we must act.

The abortion debate currently rages over the issue of rights: it’s my body; it’s my right. But for the Christian, this can never be; it is never “ours” in anything we do. Our life has been purchased by the “life” of Christ; our body and spirit together have been bought by the body of Christ and indwelt by the Holy Spirit. At its fundamental level, it is not ours, it is His; the sovereign rights are not ours; they are His. Thus, we must ask not, “What rights do I have?” but “What will honor Him?” And for our Christian men and women, this changes the whole focus and the whole debate. First we must come to relinquish our “rights” in the death of Christ, and then work for both liberty . . . and life.

