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Fearfully and Wonderfully, Article 2 
Body Wisdom 

by Philip Yancey 
 
The theologian Miroslav Volf describes evangelism as “sharing God’s wisdom.” The God 
who created human beings knows what kind of life works best for us. Some things are 
obvious—don’t steal, don’t lie, don’t murder—and human society clearly works better that 
way. Some things are counter-intuitive: care for the vulnerable, find your life by serving 
others, forgive when wronged, love your enemies. Yet that way of life ultimately proves 
most satisfying, for in following it we become the persons God intended us to be. 
 
As my aging body needs attention and repair, I have increasing appreciation for one of the 
titles given to Jesus: the Great Physician. A doctor cannot heal unless the patient presents a 
complaint. (The great tragedy of leprosy, diabetes, and other pain-numbing conditions is 
that the affected person cannot sense something is wrong and so doesn’t seek help.)  No 
one, not even God, can help a person who sees no need for healing. “Do you want to be 
healed?” Jesus asked those who came to him with a physical ailment, a question that 
applies to those who suffer spiritually as well. 
 
The Christian notion of sin establishes a clear line of accountability—but to a God who 
loves me and has my best interests at heart. Again, the parallel to a doctor applies. Each 
time I visit my doctor for a checkup he goes through a list of questions that in any other 
context would seem intrusive. Do I drink alcohol? How much? What about coffee? Do I 
smoke? Use drugs? Am I sexually active? Do I exercise regularly? I take no offense at his 
prying into my personal life because I know we have the same interests at heart: my health. 
 
When I’m recovering from an injury my doctor gets even bossier. “I don’t want you running 
or playing golf for a month,” he told me after surgeries on my foot and knee. “Whatever you 
do, don’t drive!” he ordered while I was wearing a brace for a broken neck. I accepted his 
counsel willingly because I recognized he was prescribing what was best for me and not 
just depriving me of pleasure. 
 
Coming from a strict church background, I missed the good-news aspect of God’s wisdom. I 
thought of God as a cosmic policeman enforcing arbitrary rules rather than a doctor who 
wants me to thrive. My conversations with nonbelievers convince me that many people 
have a similarly erroneous concept of sin. At the heart of sin lies a lack of trust that God 
intends the best for us. Ignatius of Loyola defined sin as refusing to believe that God wants 
my happiness and fulfillment. 
 
Christians trace the initial human rebellion to an incident in the Garden of Eden when God 
said in effect, “Trust me. I know what is best for you.” Adam and Eve failed the test, and we 
have paid the consequences ever since. Today, some likewise insist that we humans should 
decide for ourselves what is best. A damaged human making that judgment is like an 
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alcoholic deciding whether or not to drink. For our own well-being we need to trust God for 
basic guidance about how to live. 
 
As pastor of a thriving church in Manhattan, Tim Keller often converses about faith with 
skeptics and post-Christians, and he has learned to present sin not so much as “doing bad 
things” as “making good things into ultimate things.” Says Keller, 
 
Instead of telling them they are sinning because they are sleeping with their girlfriends or 
boyfriends, I tell them that they are sinning because they are looking to their romances to 
give their lives meaning, to justify and save them, to give them what they should be looking 
for from God. This idolatry leads to anxiety, obsessiveness, envy, and resentment. I have 
found that when you describe their lives in terms of idolatry, postmodern people do not 
give much resistance. Then Christ and his salvation can be presented not (at this point) so 
much as their only hope for forgiveness, but as their only hope for freedom. 
 
Unless we love natural goods—sex, alcohol, money, success, power—in the way God 
intended, we become their slaves, as any addict can attest. “I run in the path of your 
commands, for you have set my heart free,” wrote the psalmist. Jesus demonstrated in 
person how to live freely and fully, and not surprisingly he upset the religious 
establishment in the process. I cannot imagine anyone following Jesus around for two or 
three years and commenting, “My, think of all he missed out on.” More than likely they 
would say, “Think of all I am missing out on.” 
 
Eugene Peterson points out that “the root meaning in Hebrew of salvation is to be broad, to 
become spacious, to enlarge. It carries the sense of deliverance from an existence that has 
become compressed, confined and cramped.” God wants to set us free, to make it possible 
for us to live open and loving lives with God and our neighbors. We need not hide, like 
Adam and Eve in the garden. We have been forgiven, and transformed so that, according to 
the apostle Peter, we actually “participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in 
the world caused by evil desires.” 
 
When I leave the doctor’s office after an annual checkup, I have a clearer picture of my ideal 
health, which will include exercise, proper diet, and careful attention to some nagging 
ailments. From time spent with God, I have a clearer picture of spiritual health, too: not an 
anxious, furrow-browed perfectionism, or an uptight legalism, but a relaxed confidence in 
God’s love and a trust that God has my very best interests at heart. 
 
Perhaps the most powerful thing Christians can do to communicate to a skeptical world is 
to live fulfilled lives, exhibiting proof that Jesus’ way truly leads to a life most abundant and 
most thirst-satisfying. The fruits of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control—flow out of a healthy soul and in the 
process may attract those who have found such qualities elusive or unattainable. 
 


