Living Above the Circumstances #6

“Coping with Disease”

Philippians 2:19-30

“I’m sick and tired…of being sick and tired!”

Maybe you’ve heard someone say that…or maybe you’ve heard you say that! Every change of season seems to bring a new batch of illnesses, some are contagious and others are resistant to all known medications. In some cases an entire family will come down with the cold or flu bug.

The truth is that sickness and suffering are the common denominator of a fallen world. We all get sick and eventually die—despite what some preachers on radio and television might say. Hank Hanegraaff records in his book, Christianity in Crisis,
Fred Price may proudly proclaim, “We don’t allow sickness in our home,” but the reality is that his wife has been stricken with cancer and has profusely thanked her doctors for the painful radiation and chemotherapy she has received from them. Kenneth Hagin may have bragged that he had not had a headache, the flu, or even “one sick day” in nearly sixty years, yet he suffered at least four cardiovascular crises, including one full-scale heart stoppage and another episode persisting for six weeks. 

Faith teacher Hobart Freeman blamed the death of his grandson on the lack of faith of his son-in-law, but the truth is that a routine medical procedure could have easily saved the boy’s life. Ironically, Freeman’s own disdain for science and medicine led to his own premature death.

Most ironic of all, veteran faith healer Oral Roberts suffered a heart attack just hours after supposedly being healed of chest pains by Paul Crouch on TBN’s live broadcast on October 6, 1992—just a few months after Crouch himself suffered from two days of “heart pains,” flutters, and “stops.”

Kenneth Copeland claims, “You have a covenant with Almighty God, and one of your covenant rights is the right to a healthy body.” Benny Hinn states, “Sickness does not belong to you. It has no part in the Body of Christ. Sickness does not belong to any of us…. 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.”

These heretics display not only an amazing ignorance of the Bible but of reality! A look through the Scriptures as well as a look around us shows that sickness and disease comes to everyone—believer as well as unbeliever. Denial is no way to deal with disease. As Norm Wright puts it, “Those who have a strong faith in Jesus Christ and an accurate understanding of life through the Scriptures have more resources to help them cope.”
 This morning I want to speak on the subject of “Coping with Disease.”

Dealing with Chronic Illness 

My message is a bit of a departure from my usual practice of working our way through a passage of Scripture. Today I will use our text—Philippians 2:19-30—as a springboard to other verses that deal with our subject. First we will consider dealing with chronic illness, then dealing with critical illness.

In these verses, Paul introduces us to two characters. The first is Timothy, in verses 19-24,

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive news about you. I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. And I am confident in the Lord that I myself will come soon.
These particular verses do not mention chronic illness (or any other kind of illness for that matter), but what we know of Timothy from elsewhere in the New Testament, we know that he did suffer some kind of ongoing health issue. 

Timothy was a young man who traveled extensively with Paul on his missionary journeys. Timothy is mentioned by name more than anyone else in Paul’s letters. He was not only Paul’s companion, but also the apostle’s emissary and protégé. Eventually Paul installed Timothy at Ephesus to pastor perhaps the strongest church in the first century.

Yet Timothy appears to have suffered from a timid personality.
 Paul admonished him in 2 Timothy 1:7, “God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.” Perhaps that nervous, hesitant nature led to physical ailments as we see in 1 Timothy 5:23, where Paul instructs, “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.” Here we conclude that Timothy was dealing from some sort of chronic illness.

Paul showed good common sense in advising Timothy to drink “a little wine” instead of water. Wine, with its antiseptic qualities, was much safer to drink.
 While Ephesus boasted a rather sophisticated municipal water system, including cisterns for storage, a network of terra-cotta pipes for distribution, and even a sewer system to flush waste out to sea, sanitation may not have been up to modern standards. Fermented wine, on the other hand, would have been safer to drink than the water.

Some commentators and preachers insist that Paul is speaking of unfermented grape juice here and not alcoholic wine. Yet the Greek term for wine, oinos, always means wine, fermented, and capable of intoxicating, and not ‘unfermented wine’ in the New Testament. Such a concoction would have tended rather to aggravate than relieve Timothy’s infirmities.

My former Old Testament professor in Bible college, Dave O’Brien, concludes:

I’ve read all the arguments about unfermented grape juice and how fermentation doesn’t take place naturally in the climate of Palestine, and I have to tell you—they’re based more on wishful thinking than on linguistic study or scientific understanding. Jesus turned the water into real wine.

I know this makes some believers nervous. I know it makes some hostile. “How can I counsel alcoholics not to drink if you’re telling them drinking isn’t a sin?” they ask. I wish the Bible did teach that drinking is a sin, but it doesn’t. It contains numerous warnings against the abuse of alcohol, but nowhere does it say it’s a sin. And we are not free to make the Bible say what it doesn’t say just to make our decisions easier. For me there’s a very profound principle at work here.

It is worth mentioning, though, that Paul counsels Timothy to “use” the wine. The wine was to serve Timothy’s purposes. He was to be in control of it, rather than it being in control of him. And it was only “a little” that was to be used.
 Paul was speaking of wine as a medicine here, not as a beverage.
 This was not a prescription for drunkenness.

Paul saw the body as an earthly vessel with a heavenly treasure in it. The body, then, deserves the care it needs to glorify God. Proper diet, adequate sleep, exercise, and cleanliness are an important part of the Bible’s teaching on health. Christians have an obligation to give proper care to their bodies.
 And when we do suffer from an illness, we ought to seek medical help and avail ourselves to whatever medical treatment we can. There is nothing spiritually commendable for being ill simply because we do not take care of our bodies or we ignore medical treatment. Seeking medical attention is not a lack of faith in God. Yes, Exodus 15:26 declares, “I am the Lord who heals you,” and we read in Psalm 103:3 that it is the Lord “who forgives all your sins and heals all your diseases.” Yet often He works through doctors, medications, and procedures. Whether medical or miraculous, all healing ultimately comes from God. 

Timothy was not the only one to deal with a chronic illness. Though we don’t know what it was, Paul himself dealt with what he called “a thorn in the flesh” in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10,

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

The word translated “thorn” comes from the Greek term skolops, meaning a “sharply pointed stake.” We could read, “There was given to me a stake in the flesh.” What was that thorn? Suggestions abound. Some say it was a series of temptations. Others suggest relentless opposition and persecution. Still others point to a physical deformity or epilepsy or migraines or chronic eye trouble or recurring bouts with malaria and its accompanying throbbing head pain. The truth is, we don’t know. Nobody knows for sure. And you know what that means? It doesn’t matter.
 The fact that he calls it a thorn in the flesh makes me think it was a physical condition that would not go away.

How does Paul deal with his chronic illness? He prayed. In fact, the literal meaning of the word “asked” is “pleaded” or “begged.” Paul earnestly prayed that he would be healed. And so should we. I often reflect on the last half of the first verse of the classic hymn, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,”

 
O what peace we often forfeit, 

O what needless pain we bear, 

All because we do not carry 

Everything to God in prayer!

As James 4:2 states, “Ye have not, because ye ask not.” (I like the kjv on that verse—short and to the point!) Later in this same letter to the Philippians Paul writes in 4:6-7, “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything.” (Here I prefer the nlt rendering, for the same reason listed above.) Paul asked that his chronic ailment be removed from him, and he was not wrong to pray for that.

Yet God told him, “No.” Rather than relieving him from the pain, God equipped Paul with the grace to handle the pain. This should be the direction of our praying as well. I like how one author puts it in the NIV Senior’s Devotional Bible: “We must not pray for life to be easier, but for God to make us stronger.”
 Warren Wiersbe adds,

When we are facing affliction and when we know we have not brought it upon ourselves, our first question should not be “How can I get out of this?” but rather “What can I get out of this? What is God trying to accomplish?” If we can understand God’s design, it will be easier to accept the affliction and allow it to accomplish its intended purpose.

And how does Paul respond to God’s answer? He submits. This is not a case of his resigning himself to it; rather, he welcomes it, “most gladly.” He commits himself to it without regret or reservation. As here, so always, God’s answer to prayer is dynamic, and it demands and makes possible a dynamic response. Enthusiastic willingness for the will of God, whatever it may entail, is the mark of genuine faith.

How do we cope with chronic illness? We should do our best to practice healthy lifestyles, take care of our bodies, and when we do run into physical ailments, go see a doctor and follow his or her directives toward medication or procedures. And be thankful to God who enables such medical professionals to do their job!

We should pray. There is nothing wrong with asking God to heal you, or to relieve you from pain. That is not being selfish! Paul did it, and so should we. Just remember that we may not get the answer we desire. If we find ourselves in chronic pain and nothing seems to alleviate it, remember Philippians 2:14—“Do everything with grumbling and complaining.” Paul’s main emphasis in this letter is joy in spite of our situation. Nehemiah 8:10 tells us, “the joy of the Lord is your strength.” 
Dealing with Critical Illness

Returning to our text in Philippians, we are introduced to another man in verses 25-30 who was dealing with critical illness,

But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my needs. For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him, because he almost died for the work of Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not give me. 
We don’t know as much about Epaphroditus as we do Timothy. From this passage we can conclude that he was from Philippi and had been sent by that church with support they had raised. (We may also deduce from a later reference that he probably carried this very letter to the Philippian church.)

Something happened to Epaphroditus, though, while visiting Paul in Rome. He became ill—critically ill—to the point that Paul writes that he “almost died.” Thankfully the Lord spared Epaphroditus’ life and Paul was able to send him back home to Philippi, but here is an occasion where someone was dealing with critical illness.

Such a crisis is an experience that can stop you in your tracks and immobilize you. You’re thrown off balance into a state of panic and defeat. It can hit you suddenly or be the last straw in a series of small events. You will make some of the greatest changes in your life when you experience a crisis. You’re forced to change, since the way you used to solve problems doesn’t work anymore. So you’re looking for solutions.

When you are dealing with a critical illness, seek medical attention and follow their instructions, as we saw previously. Then turn to James 5:14-15,

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.

Some (Chuck Swindoll, for one) interpret this as seeking medical attention, since oil was often used medically in the ancient world. Yet all nine times this Greek term is used in the New Testament refer to the ceremonial or symbolic use of oil, not the medicinal. I believe this practice is an acted-out parable (similar to baptism and the Lord’s Supper) where the physical deed symbolizes a spiritual reality. In this case, the oil touching the sick person represents the Holy Spirit’s healing touch on the body. 

There is nothing magical in this procedure, though. As Keith Bailey writes,

To carry out a hollow, meaningless ceremony of anointing void of any faith for healing violates the whole spirit of James’s message to the church. The ceremony in itself has no virtue and imparts no blessing. The design of the unction is to draw attention to spiritual truth. God Himself is the only Healer. The anointing oil symbolizes the direct and immediate work of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit, not the oil, gives life to the body.

This is something we practice in this church, and we have seen the Lord provide health and healing for the sick. Yet we must be reminded, as Paul experienced in the text from 2 Corinthians 12, God does not always choose to heal. The truth of Hebrews 9:26—“It is appointed unto man once to die, and after this the judgment”—is not eliminated by James’ words. Unless Jesus returns in our lifetimes, we will all die physically. Sometimes that happens suddenly and unexpectedly, while other times it is the result of a critical illness over a period of time.

One such case is seen in Isaiah 38:1, “In those days Hezekiah became ill and was at the point of death. The prophet Isaiah went to him and said, ‘This is what the Lord says: Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you will not recover.’” As it turns out, later in the chapter the Lord gave Hezekiah 15 more years (though if he knew what was to transpire because of those added years, Hezekiah may not have wanted it!) But I believe we see a lesson here in the words, “Put your house in order.” We speak today of “putting one’s affairs in order” before they die. If we are faced with a critical illness from which we may not recover, see this as an opportunity to put your affairs in order while you still can. 

And prepare now to face death in a Christian way. One year ago today, my dad went into the hospital for the last time. After running a series of tests, the doctor came to the conclusion that his organs were shutting down and that death was imminent. (My mom and I assumed that the doctor shared that with him as well as us, but he didn’t! That task fell to me.) When he heard of his condition, my father thought for a moment and replied calmly, “Well, to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” Two weeks later, he went home to be with His Lord. And he spent his last two weeks “without grumbling and complaining.” 

Perhaps a lesson we need to learn here is that spiritual blessings ore more important than physical blessings. This does not mean that God is not concerned about the physical. Yet while the Lord does desire to keep us physically safe and sound, He is far more concerned with our spiritual condition. Spiritual blessings are more important to Him than physical ones. We should have this same attitude. Our first concern should be our spiritual well-being, not our physical comfort and happiness.

I think it is far more important for God to convert our pain than it is for Him to heal our pain. When God’s grace enables the believer to rejoice in his suffering rather than complain about it, the unsaved world is greatly affected by this powerful testimony. Often the Lord is glorified more by allowing us to be afflicted than He would be if He chose to heal us.

You may find yourself as Lehman Strauss wrote, “in God’s waiting room.”
 You may be suffering from a chronic illness that has gone on for years and has no indication of going away, or you may face a critical disease that threatens your physical life. What should you do? First, pray. Pray that the Lord will heal you, if it is His will. Second, go seek medical attention. Take care of yourself the best you can and follow your doctor’s instructions. Third, when it is a critical concern, call on the elders and follow James 5. Have the church pray over you, anointing you with oil in the name of the Lord. Yet through it all remember that your spiritual well being is more important than your physical health. The Lord may choose to heal or He may not. Decide in advance that you will rejoice whatever His answer is. Like the three friends of Daniel facing the fiery furnace, have faith that God can deliver you, but even if He does not, choose to trust in Him anyway. You will experience God’s peace and joy and others will see it, too.

You may be sick and tired in your body, but you don’t have to act sick and tired of it! Smile! It increases your face value! And it does worlds for your testimony for Christ, too!
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