Death: The Final Foe #10

“The Circumvention of Death”

selected Scriptures
What is the one type of prayer request we make more than any other?

I have never taken count and complied statistics, but from general observation I would have to conclude that we pray for physical healing more then anything else. It may be for ourselves, a family member, a close friend, or even someone we don’t know personally but we’ve heard of their plight. In fact, in most gatherings I have attended that take prayer requests, I would venture to say that requests for physical healing would outnumber all others combined.

Why is that? Physical needs are the most observable, for one, and nobody wants to watch another person suffer—especially those closest to us. Furthermore, we don’t want to see these physical needs get worse, for that may lead to greater suffering or even death. So we ask for God to intervene, “to place [His] healing hand upon them.” 

Don’t misunderstand…I’m not being critical of this practice. We are told in the Bible to pray when we are sick, to call on the leaders of the church to pray over us in the name of the Lord. Certainly we have seen in our midst answers to these prayers, and we greatly rejoice in them.

But what about the prayers that aren’t answered…at least not in the way we wanted them to be? Why does it seem that God heals some and not others? Whose fault is it—the sick person or the ones who pray? These are very real questions that are often thought but seldom asked aloud. I want to address them this morning in a message I have entitled, “The Circumvention of Death.”

The Principal Power of All Physical Healing

First, we need to understand the principal power of all physical healing. Who does the healing? Certainly there is no hesitation in our answer to this question. There can be but one answer. The all-powerful God who created us can just as easily heal our bodies if it is His will. Without question we believe God is able to heal.

The Bible teaches that God is all-powerful; He is able to do anything He chooses to do. He made the world and everything in it—including us. Psalm 135:5-6 states , “For I know that the Lord is great and that our Lord is above all gods. Whatever the Lord pleases, He does, in heaven and in earth, in the seas and in all deeps.”

This applies to physical healing as well. We read in Exodus 15:26, “I am the Lord, who heals you.” God says in Deuteronomy 32:39, “See now that I myself am He! There is no god besides me. I put to death and I bring to life, I have wounded and I will heal, and no one can deliver out of my hand.” David writes in Psalm 103:2-3, “Praise the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits—who forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases…”
This may seem too obvious to even consider, but this must be established as a foundation for everything we believe about physical healing. God is always the Healer. He alone has the power to heal the human body.

There are some who claim otherwise. Kenneth Hagin, considered the father of the Word-Faith Movement, writes, “I believe it is the plan of God our Father that His children should never be sick.” Elsewhere he declares, “Divine health is my covenant right!” stating that “the devil is behind all sickness.” His disciple, Kenneth Copeland, author of God’s Will is Health and similar garbage, proclaims, “When you are walking in the Word of God, you will prosper and be in good health,” misrepresenting 3 John 2.
Benny Hinn writes in his book “Rise and Be Healed!” “There will be no sickness for the saint of God.” Several pages later he writes, “He promises to heal all—every one, any, any whatsoever, everything—all our diseases! That means not even a headache, sinus problem, not even a toothache—nothing! No sickness should come your way.”
 Later he exhorts his followers to “never, ever, ever go to the Lord and say, ‘If it be thy will…’ Don’t allow such faith-destroying words to be spoken from your mouth. When you pray ‘if it be your will, Lord,’ faith will be destroyed. Doubt will billow up and flood your being. Be on guard against words like this which will rob you of your faith and drag you down in despair.” 
 As such, Hinn agrees with other Faith preachers. Frederick Price, for example, instructed his followers that praying for the Lord’s will to be done is “really stupidity.” He calls such prayers a “farce” and “an insult to God’s intelligence.” In fact, says Price, “If you have to say, ‘If it be Thy will,’ or ‘Thy will be done,’ …then you’re calling God a fool.” 

Price goes on to say, “When you have developed your faith to such an extent that you can stand on the promises of God, then you won’t need medicine. That’s the reason I don’t take medicine.” 
 He proudly proclaims, “We don’t allow sickness in our home,” yet the reality is when his wife was stricken with cancer, he profusely thanked her doctors for the radiation and chemotherapy she received from them.

Hagin writes in his book How to Have Faith in Your Faith that the act of believing is more important than the object of faith. He claims, “It is not God that heals you; it’s your faith.”  This faith in one’s faith is nothing short of idolatry.
 Copeland goes so far as to say that “God cannot do anything for you apart or separate from faith” because “faith is God’s source of power.”

This popular concept of “faith” healing is really humanistic.  It implies that the mental act of faith effects a cure—that man can heal himself. Christ is the effective cause of healing.  Faith is power​less by itself without the touch of Christ.
 Simplistic teaching like this about healing must be rejected. It is not true that “if you have faith, you will be healed”; and such a suggestion can have disastrous consequences, leading to deep depression, feelings of failure, and even utter despair.

Someone might ask, “But what about James 5:15 that says, ‘the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well’? Or the times Jesus said, ‘Your faith has made you well’ (Luke 17:19)?” I would tell such a one to continue reading James 5:15, “…the Lord will raise him up.” Who does the healing? God! As to the statement of Jesus, it is possible that we should take the verb to mean more than cure; the Greek literally reads “has saved you.”
 The physical healing was an outward indication of spiritual salvation.

Since James 5 has been brought up, let’s look at that closer. The passage reads,

Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.

Clearly we are instructed to pray whenever we find ourselves “in trouble,” and specifically when we are sick. Notice, first, that the initiative is to rest with the person who is unwell.
 “Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church…” It is the responsibility of the sick person (or his family, if he is unable) to contact the pastor or elders. I can’t tell you how many times church leaders are blamed for not attending to and praying over an ill person when they are never notified of the need!

The elders are to respond with prayer and anointing. The Greek text combines these two actions, one accompanying the other—“pray, while anointing him with oil.”
 Now, what is the significance of “anointing with oil”? We find two distinct uses of anointing with oil in the Bible. One involves a religious or ceremonial act as a symbol for consecration—as in the anointing of David as king of Israel. A second type of anointing was more mundane and common—for medicinal or hygienic purposes. Like the use of lotion for dry skin or the use of ointments for wounds, oils were used to affect the body in specific ways. We see this use when the Samaritan pours wine and oil on the injured man in Luke 10:34. The wine cleansed the wounds while the oil soothed and protected them.

Which is it here in James 5? The Greek verb used is not chiro, the ceremonial act, but rather aleipho, the medicinal act. This has led many, including Chuck Swindoll, to conclude that, “Most likely James has the second use of oil in mind. The idea behind the use of both prayer and anointing is that the church should seek to come to the aid of both the physical and spiritual needs of a sick person.”
 Elsewhere he writes, “‘Anoint’ here refers to the practical application of proper medicine, or, in today’s terms, to the appropriate professional help as well as prescribed medication. In other words, ‘See your doc​tor and follow his instructions.’ That comes first. Then, after ap​propriate medical attention, there is to be prayer.”

However, Mark 6:13 also refers to anointing the sick with oil: “They [the Twelve] drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.” Such healings were miraculous signs of power. Oil, as a medical treatment, did not produce im​mediate healing.  Those scholars who contend for the medical use of oil in James 5 admit that the usage in Mark 6:13 cannot be medical. Yet the same Greek verb is used in both passages.
 Alan Cole writes in his commentary,

Anointing with oil was not in this case a medical treatment but a spiritual symbol…. The anointing by the disciples practiced here seems to be the matter-of-fact anointing of James 5:14, which, accompanied by prayer, can heal the sick. Oil is [sometimes] a biblical symbol of the Holy Spirit’s presence, and so the very anointing is itself an “acted parable” of divine healing by the Spirit’s power.

I would agree with those who conclude that the anointing with oil in James 5 refers to a physical action with symbolic significance.
 This is no way discounts the medical profession or use of medical means to treat illness or injury. I believe that God has given medical science every insight that has been gained. We should use medicine and prayer together as we care for the sick.

That being said, we are not to imagine that there is anything “magical” about the anointing with oil. Although medicinal properties were attributed to olive oil, these are not emphasized. Rather, importance is attached to the prayer that accompanies the anointing.
 

Most importantly, leave the results up to the Lord. Ultimately God does the healing—not the oil, not the elders, not the prayer. Praying “in the name of the Lord” means praying according to His will. This in turn means accepting His plan and purpose.

The Primary Prerogative of All Physical Healing

This leads us to the second truth: the primary prerogative of all physical healing. The prerogative to heal (or not) belongs to God alone. It is His will that must be done.
  Our God cannot be coerced, tricked, manipulated, or bribed into doing anything. He freely chooses to act (or not) at His own inclination, though His actions are always consistent with His unchanging, holy character.
 This is where the Word-Faith preachers are dead wrong in their assertions that “it is not God who heals you, but your faith.”

God often does grant fullness of health, and sometimes he grants what seem to be miraculous healings. But nowhere in Scripture does God promise that health is the birthright of every Christian. The case of Job should dispel any such notions. Job suffered not only by the loss of his possessions and family but also by the loss of his health, and the sole reason for his suffering was that God might be glorified. Although God eventually restored him to health, health was certainly not his birthright, and he certainly did not suffer bad health because he lacked faith, as some of these false teachers argue.

The truth is that God’s answer to prayer is based on His will in every situation. He always answers prayer, but sometimes the answer is “No.”
 Look at Elisha in 2 Kings 13:14 and 20.  He was not healed of his sickness.  How about David’s son in 2 Samuel 12:15-23? David certainly had the faith, but God did not heal. Jesus did not heal everyone at the pool of Bethesda in John 5:3, only one. Dorcas was a disciple “full of good works,” but she got sick and died in Acts 9:36–37. Look at Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10.  This “thorn in the flesh” was probably physical, but God did not heal him, even after much “faithful prayers.” Timothy appears to have been sickly, but instead of Paul healing him, he advises the medicinal use of wine in 1 Timothy 5:23. We read in Philippians 2:25–30 how Epaphroditus became sick while doing the work of ministry—near the point of death—yet Paul did not heal him, either. Through this we see that physical healing is sometimes God’s will, but not always.
 My former pastor, Michael A. Vayda, taught,

God may be glorified in healing an individual, but in another individual God may be glorified by withholding that healing. We cannot program God. We cannot put Him in a little box and say He will respond this way in every situation. There is that sickness that is for God’s glory. At times God will heal, at other times He will not, but He can receive the glory through it.

We need to be careful not to put the cart before the horse; to put physical needs before the spiritual is to reverse God’s order.
 Of course, God cares about every part of our lives—the physical as well as the spiritual. Yet, as difficult as it may sound, God is more concerned about our obedience and faithfulness to Him than He is about our physical well-being.
 

It is a fundamental principle that divine sovereignty supercedes human faith. There comes a point in the quest for healing where the results must be unconditionally committed to God, accepting whatever answer He provides.
 I like how R. V. G. Tasker put it, “Prayer may not remove the affliction but it most certainly can transform it.”

The Proper Perspective of All Physical Healing

In conclusion, I want to spell out the proper perspective of all physical healing. Based on what we have covered, we can make the following deductions.

First, God is the ultimate Healer and He alone determines who, what, when, and how healing will occur. We categorically reject any notion that puts man in control over God, that man can dictate what God must do, or that God is obligated to always provide physical health and healing. God is God, and must be acknowledged as such.

Second, God heals medically as well as miraculously. Every time healing happens, God has done it. It occurs daily. Occasionally it is miraculous. More often, it is aided by proper diagnosis, expert medical care, essential medicinal assistance, plus common sense.
 It is always God who heals—not faith healers, and not your faith. 

Divine healing does not make doctors and nurses obsolete. God uses medical means of healing; He uses the natural talents of doctors and nurses. Sometimes [medical] means are used; sometimes God heals miraculously.
 The noted physician Ambrose Pare had it right when he displayed a sign in his office which said, “Dr. Pare treats wounds, God heals them.”

Third, sometimes God says, “No.” Part of this is purely practical. As we have seen throughout this series of sermons on death, we will all die (except for those who are alive when Christ returns). If healing could cure every illness of a particular person, conceivably this person would live forever.
 Yet Hebrews 9:27 states, “man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment…” Something—ailment, accident, or age—will eventually end our physical lives on earth. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, sometimes God says “no” to physical healing in order to say “yes” to something greater—your salvation or spiritual growth, or the salvation or spiritual growth of others your life touches. Physical health and happiness should not be our highest priorities in life.

Fourth, related to the third, even when God does heal, all physical healing is temporary. Even the greatest of miracles do not resolve the problems of sin and its curse on earth: all people who find physical healing eventually die.
 When God heals the body, rejoice! When God does not heal the body, rejoice! We need to adopt the attitude of Paul as recorded in Philippians 1:21, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” If we truly believe 2 Corinthians 5:8, that to be “absent from the body [is] to be present with the Lord,” then we can say with Job in Job 13:15, “Though he slay me, yet will I trust in him.” Can we say that? Can we say that about our loved ones? That is true faith!

Finally, there is no quick and easy answer as to why one person is healed and another is not. Sometimes illness (and even death) come because of the person’s own sin; yet sometimes that is not the case at all. Sometimes God responds to the faith of the sick person or to those praying for him and grants healing, yet sometimes He does not. We have no right to ever suggest that a person was not healed because of a lack of faith! If you must have an answer to why someone suffers and/or dies, the reason is always sin—either that person’s own sin, others’ sin that impacts his life, or the original sin of Adam and Even in the Garden of Eden. But it is not up to us to play detective and try to figure it out. Leave that to God. 

What are we to do, then, when we (or someone we know) is sick? Follow the biblical directive in James 5. As a church family, we ought to come together and pray. There is nothing wrong with praying for the circumvention of death by ways of divine healing. We should express our sincere desire for the complete restoration of the suffering. Pray that he or she will experience less pain and will avoid the debilitating effects of fear. Pray that the illness will yield surprising, unexpected benefits. But we must submit our requests to the sovereign care of God in complete confidence that He is impeccably good and unfailingly right. As Jesus Himself prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Not My will, but Yours be done” (Luke 22:42).
 That is a prayer that God will always answer.
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