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      “I’ve spent a lifetime in athletics but never thought this deeply about the glory of God in training the body, mind, and soul. David’s vision (and Scripture’s!) of a vigorous life to the glory of God truly inspires, and I’ll walk into the gym differently this week.”

      Rick Barnes, Head Basketball Coach, University of Tennessee

      “In A Little Theology of Exercise, David Mathis has written a unique and timely book to help Christians think spiritually about exercise in a sedentary age. Specifically, he answers the question ‘How can the joy of exercise serve joy in God?’ David skillfully avoids the pitfalls of either idolizing or ignoring the body by presenting a theology of the body from creation to fall to redemption to glorification. And so he presents a short theological manual packed with godly motivations for the use of the body to the glory of God. This book will challenge you, but it will also change the way you think about spiritual pleasure and physical exercise.”

      Gavin Peacock, former professional footballer; Locum Pastor, Bethersden Baptist Church, UK; author, A Greater Glory: From Pitch to Pulpit

      “‘Little’ is putting it lightly. David Mathis’s A Little Theology of Exercise is a work for such a time as this. Despite spending more on being healthy than ever before, Americans live in a largely sedentary culture and face a growing obesity epidemic. Given that context, his work strikes a necessary balance between convicting admonitions and instructive exhortations. Filled with biblical truths that highlight the remarkably designed human body with its God-given capacity for exercise, the book provides an excellent theological framework by which Christians should engage in exercise. I am especially grateful for David’s enlightening, embodied approach to exercise, one that recognizes the value of both soul and body health. Whether you exercise five days a week or five days a year, if you desire to glorify God with your life—with your body—I highly recommend his book.”

      Lainey Greer, Founder, Your Body Matters; author, Embodied Holiness: The Biblical Call to Bodily Care

      “David Mathis offers a biblical vision for physical exercise that reveals the deep connection between body and soul. Rather than viewing exercise as a secular activity or a means of self-improvement, Mathis reframes it as a God-given gift that can enhance joy in Christ to the glory of God. Whether you’re an athlete or someone simply seeking a more faithful approach to fitness, this book will challenge and encourage you.”

      Jeremy Treat, Pastor for Preaching and Vision, Reality LA, Los Angeles, California; Professor of Theology, Biola University; author, The Crucified King; Seek First; The Atonement; and Renewal in Christ

      “There is a growing obsession on social media with health matters. Apparently, everyone has a health tip! There’s a type of idolatry and legalism that creeps into such discussions. The solution isn’t to avoid these worthwhile topics but to look at them as Christians should: We are body-souls; and any discussion that considers exercise, for example, should remember that fact. David Mathis has offered a highly useful book that highlights the importance of exercise, but he does not forget that we are made in the image of God, created for his service, and most useful as we give our whole person to the Lord’s work.”

      Mark Jones, Senior Minister, Faith Reformed Presbyterian Church, Vancouver, British Columbia

      “The importance of regular exercise is an oft-overlooked topic in the Christian community. In A Little Theology of Exercise, David Mathis provides a theologically rich yet accessible look at how bodily stewardship serves our joy in God. This brief and inviting book will benefit those who already enjoy regular exercise as well as those who need a little motivation to get moving. I look forward to giving it to the men and women who take my fitness classes!”

      Sharonda Cooper, Bible teacher; elite fitness instructor

      “David Mathis has written this wonderfully helpful book about the vital role of using our bodies in our enjoyment of God. I loved reading his biblically grounded thinking that insightfully shows that the body is a marvelous gift from God but, like all his gifts, is a means to the much greater end of glorifying God through delighting in him. This book will make you want to go for a run and worship God as you do.”

      K. Erik Thoennes, Professor of Theology, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University; Pastor, Grace Evangelical Free Church, La Mirada, California

      “Mathis opens A Little Theology of Exercise with 1 Corinthians 6:19–20: ‘You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.’ He then dives deep into this truth, clarifying what our culture has obscured. God amazingly designed our bodies not for self-worship but for his glory—not to remain sedentary but to be vigorously used in service to him. Mathis urges us to be wise stewards of our bodies by staying fit, which enables us to serve God more fervently, find greater delight in him, and glorify him through our bodies. Read this book! Its rich theology will transform your perspective on exercising and help you find joy in offering your body as a living sacrifice to God.”

      Bobby Scott, Pastor of Discipleship, Community of Faith Bible Church, South Gate, California; Council Member, The Gospel Coalition; former track and field all-American

      “At the core of every Christian’s perspective on physical health and fitness is a motive that either seeks transformation or opts for the status quo. In this important book, David Mathis makes the biblical and gospel-centered case for joyfully pursuing a fit and balanced life for its physical, mental, and spiritual benefits—for the glory of God. In a Christian culture that rightly rejects the extremes of a sedentary or idolatrous life, we find in this Scripture-saturated work a joyful rationale for doing hard things as a means to meeting the needs of others, enjoying God more deeply, and experiencing the joy God has on offer.”

      David Bush, Founder, Fit for the King; author, The Body Gospel and Fit for the King: Your Health and God’s Purpose for Your Life
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      To John and Jon

      Founders,

      Desiring God

      





You are not your own,

      for you were bought with a price.

      So glorify God in your body.

      1 Corinthians 6:19–20
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      Preface

      “Man has held three views of his body,” writes C. S. Lewis in his 1960 book The Four Loves.

      First there is that of those ascetic Pagans who called it the prison or the “tomb” of the soul, and [others] to whom it was a “sack of dung,” food for worms, filthy, shameful, a source of nothing but temptation to bad men and humiliation to good ones. Then there are the Neo-Pagans . . . , the nudists and the sufferers from Dark Gods, to whom the body is glorious. But thirdly we have the view which St. Francis expressed by calling his body “Brother Ass.”1

      Lewis then comments, “All three may be . . . defensible; but give me St. Francis for my money.” He continues, “Ass is exquisitely right because no one in his senses can either revere or hate a donkey. It is a useful, sturdy, lazy, obstinate, patient, lovable and infuriating beast; deserving now a stick and now a carrot; both pathetically and absurdly beautiful. So the body.”2

      Just as Lewis saw these three enduring views of the human body in his day, so too we see them today. We have our ascetic (or digital) pagans, who find their physical body a prison that holds them back. But now screens and virtual reality create new possibilities. Life, for many, in the tech age has become shockingly sedentary, planted endlessly in front of screens and living increasingly through their devices.

      Meanwhile, those same screens display image after image of meticulously sculpted and enhanced human bodies—these are Lewis’s neo-pagans (half-nudists, at least) for whom the body is glorious or must be glorious, no matter the cost, however much dieting and exercise and surgery it requires.

      Yet third, we have perhaps the road least traveled: Saint Francis’s road. Lewis’s road. And the road I aim to travel in this book. We might even call this the road of Christian Hedonists—Christian Hedonists. Today’s non-Christian hedonists may divide themselves up, more or less, between sedentary, digital paganism and semi-exhibitionist neo-paganism, while we Christian Hedonists are gladly left with “Brother Ass.”

      I recognize the word ass is arresting. It accents our natural, sinful laziness and obstinance—the “infuriating beast” deserving the stick, as Lewis says. But let’s not miss the affection and warmth in the word brother. Lewis does not say “brother” lightly. Just as Jesus doesn’t say “brother” lightly. And I don’t repeat “brother” lightly. Brother accents the usefulness, sturdiness, patience, and lovability of these bodies that are “absurdly beautiful.” And even here, in recognizing their beauty, Lewis steers a careful course between genuine appreciation and holy reverence—our bodies are not to be worshiped but acknowledged and enjoyed as, in the words of the psalmist, “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14).

      We Christian Hedonists

      I am a pastor and Christian teacher. I am not a personal trainer. I am not a dietician. In fact, I have hardly anything to say in this book about diet—except a general plug for moderation and a broad warning about drinking sugar. But as a Christian Hedonist—as one persuaded that God is most glorified in us when are most satisfied in him—I have a serious interest in how the human body serves not only natural joy but also spiritual joy. And I hope, as a Christian Hedonist, that the approach of this book will land on the reader far more like a carrot than a stick.3

      Question 1 of the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) asks, “What is your only comfort in life and in death?” The answer is this: “That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ.”4 Much could be said about how the life of the soul affects the life of the body, and this will be implicit at some places in the following study. But in this short book, I’d like to focus on stewarding the body—and in particular moving the body, exercising and exerting the body, even training and conditioning the body—in service of the soul (our joy), for the praise of God (his glory), and for the good of others (love).

      My hope is that this book will be useful to a wide swath of Christians—not just those already convinced of the opportunity physical exercise can be to serve spiritual life. My prayer is that Christians who are living largely sedentary lives, who are ready to consider some new habits, and who want to harness the possibilities in bodily exertion to assist their joy in God will find this short study accessible and inspiring. I hope it will help you, in the context of our sedentary age, to realize and leverage the potential of your body in the service of Christian joy. I want you to freshly appreciate the gift and wonder of our bodies, designed by God for movement and exertion, as aids in our call to glorify him and as assistants (rather than obstacles) to life-transforming joy in Christ and acts of love toward others.

      I also hope that Christians who are already active in physical fitness but often tempted by shallow and sinful motivations will find here the (little) theology to undergird, inform, and shape their bodily training. I pray that those who are already dedicated to exercise but driven by worldly and selfish reasons would find solid, reinforcing biblical reasons to modestly train their bodies in service to their calling as Christians to be happy in God and glorify him in their bodies.

      David Mathis

      Saint Paul, Minnesota
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