Power in the Blood #5

“Healing in the Blood (?)”

Isaiah 53:5; 1 Peter 2:24

Over the past several Sunday evenings, we have considered many things that the blood of Christ does for the Christian. We have been redeemed by the blood, cleansed by the blood, given life through the blood, and have unlimited access to God by the blood.

Tonight I want to consider another benefit through the blood taught and believed by many. It is often referred to as “healing in the atonement,” that every Christian has the right to claim healing and perfect health because of the Cross.
 Proponents of this state:

· “The same gospel that offers the power of God to save from sin also offers healing power to heal sickness.”

· “Not only can believers receive healing when they are sick; God’s Word seems to imply a provision and expectation of sustained health is afforded through Christ’s Cross.”

· “The healing of the body is the firstfruits of the coming resurrection.”

Some even go so far as to teach:

· “God intends for every believer to live completely free from sickness and disease.”

· “All Christians should expect God to heal their bodies today, because Christ died to atone for our sicknesses as well as for our sins.”

What do we say about this?

On a personal note, I was raised in a Christian & Missionary Alliance church, a movement founded by A. B. Simpson in 1887. Simpson taught “The Four-Fold Gospel,” namely, Jesus Christ our Savior, Sanctifier, Healer, and Coming King. Simpson had experienced physical healing in his own life, and proclaimed, “healing in the atonement” in books such as The Gospel of Healing. Keith Bailey, whose book The Children’s Bread I quoted above, was a prominent Alliance author and speaker during my formative years. So, this is not a new subject for me. 

Yet some of the claims—especially the latter two I cited earlier—seem to press the limits of both Scriptural truth and rational thought alike. Thus I feel it imperative that we consider this subject in our present series of studies.

A Biblical Declaration

Let’s begin with a biblical declaration. There is no question that God heals, as seen in these passages:

· Exodus 15:26 – “I am the Lord, who heals you.” 

· Psalms 30:2 – “O Lord my God, I called to you for help and you healed me.” 

· Psalms 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…”
· Isaiah 38:16 – “Lord, by such things men live; and my spirit finds life in them too. You restored me to health and let me live.” 

· Jeremiah 17:14 – “Heal me, O Lord, and I will be healed; save me and I will be saved, for you are the one I praise.” 

· Acts 9:32-34 – “As Peter traveled about the country, he went to visit the saints in Lydda. There he found a man named Aeneas, a paralytic who had been bedridden for eight years. ‘Aeneas,’ Peter said to him, ‘Jesus Christ heals you. Get up and take care of your mat.’ Immediately Aeneas got up.”
Our God, the Creator of our physical bodies, is certainly able to heal our bodies. I believe that all healing—medical or miraculous—comes from Him. The question is, did the death of Jesus, the shedding of His blood, bring physical healing to believers today?

The key verse in such a study is Isaiah 53:4-5, 

Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.

Mitch Glaser, a Messianic Jew, writes in his book, Isaiah 53 Explained, 

According to Isaiah, the Servant of the Lord somehow bears all the problems and pain we bring upon ourselves that result from living according to our own principles and not God’s. This person takes upon Himself the punishment that would otherwise befall us; He receives the judgment brought on by our moral failures.

Notice the phrase “all the problems and pain,” physical as well as spiritual effects of sin. Certainly one could argue that sickness is a direct result of sin present in our world, so that the payment for sin would also cover the results of sin.

Jack Hayford writes even more emphatically,

We can be certain that bodily healing is included in the atoning work of Christ because the Word of God says that it is. Isaiah states in 53:4 that He bore (nasa) our griefs, and carried (sabal) our sorrows. In verses 11 and 12 Isaiah applies exactly the same words—bore and carried—to our “iniquity” and “sin.” In other words, the action of saving and healing are inseparably linked. Jesus, quoting from Isaiah in Matthew 8:17, translates the Hebrew words for “griefs” and “sorrows” to mean “infirmities” and “sicknesses.” Thus, Isaiah says that Jesus bore and carried both—our infirmities and sicknesses, as well as our sins and iniquities. Therefore if Jesus’ work on the Cross covered our sins and iniquities, it is also there that He covered our infirmities and diseases.

Hayford mentions Matthew 8:16-17, which reads concerning Jesus, “When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: ‘He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.’”
Keith Bailey, echoing A. B. Simpson, states, “The key to the meaning of Isaiah 53:4 is to be found in Matthew 8:17.”
 Hayford adds, “Matthew 8:16-17 makes clear that Jesus dealt with both spiritual and physical sicknesses and diseases. From this we conclude that if the sick people of Jesus’ day were healed on the basis of Isaiah’s prophecy about Christ’s atoning sacrifice even before it was completed, then we may be confident of healings being provided for us today.”

Isaiah 53:5 is also quoted in 1 Peter 2:24, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” This particular phrase has been understood to mean that healing was included in the atonement, though in the specific context Peter seems to be referring to “spiritual healing,” the forgiveness of sin for those who trust in Christ.

A Basic Distinction

It is here that we must make a basic distinction. As John Stott points out, the penalty of sin is death, and Christ died our death in our place. But what is the penalty of sickness? It has none. Sickness may itself be a penalty for sin, but it is not itself a wrong that attracts a penalty. So to speak of Christ “atoning for” our sicknesses is to mix categories; it is not a rational notion.

Certainly when Christ died on the cross, He died for our sins, and He bore the consequences of our sins. This salvation that He purchased includes the assurance of a glorified body one day in heaven. But we don’t have that glorified body yet; we’re still “groaning” in the present body. If physical healing now is a part of our salvation, then every sinner who trusts Christ would instantly be healed of whatever illnesses and handicaps he suffered; and this just doesn’t happen. The “healing” referred to in Isaiah 53:5 is primarily spiritual—the sickness of sin. At least this is the way Peter interpreted it in 1 Peter 2:21-24.

Furthermore, this teaching is contradicted by experience in the New Testament. Does God guarantee that Christians will always be healed as long as they have enough faith and are not in sin? No, He does not. Instead, His Word gives numerous examples of godly individuals who were not healed.
 Paul had his thorn in the flesh, yet he was a dedicated believer. Timothy apparently had stomach problems, according to 1 Timothy 5:23, and Epaphroditus almost died in Rome when he was ministering to Paul as we see in Philippians 2:25-30. Paul commended Epaphroditus for his devotion, so we can’t say he was sick because of his disobedience or lack of faith. Throughout church history many great servants of God suffered physical afflictions, and yet served God faithfully.

The image of sin as sickness is frequently found in the Bible. The leper in Leviticus 13-14 was the leading object lesson, for leprosy was considered a type of sin. Isaiah used this metaphor when he wrote in Isaiah 1:5-6, “Your whole head is injured, your whole heart afflicted. From the sole of your foot to the top of your head there is no soundness—only wounds and welts and open sores, not cleansed or bandaged or soothed with oil.” It was a nation of spiritual lepers, rebelling against God.

The physical effects of his sins led David to meditate on sin as disease in Psalm 38:3, “Because of your wrath there is no health in my body; my bones have no soundness because of my sin.”
Our Lord used the “physician” metaphor when referring to his own ministry to lost sinners in Luke 5:31-32, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Those who insist that there is always “healing in the atonement” may be confusing literal disease with the biblical metaphor of sin as disease. In the above quotation, Jesus was not speaking about physical sickness but spiritual sickness, the sickness of the heart. I believe that this same idea is carried over into 1 Peter 2:24; Isaiah 53:5; and Psalm 103:3. I am not saying that God cannot heal the body, or that He does not, because I have witnessed and experienced too many miracles of answered prayer to deny this fact. However, I am hesitant to say that God must heal us simply because we have trusted his Son.

The greatest need a person has is not physical healing, but spiritual healing. Sin ravages the soul far worse than disease ravages the body. Whenever our Lord performed a miracle of healing, he not only met a human need, but he also gave us a vivid object lesson of spiritual healing. Leprosy was a living death; yet Jesus touched the leper and made him whole, a picture of salvation. One of the words for sin in the Bible is “iniquity,” and it carries the connotation of something twisted or distorted. When Jesus healed twisted limbs, he was showing what he could do with twisted lives.
 We should not, therefore, affirm that Christ died for our sicknesses as well as for our sins or that health is just as readily available to everybody as forgiveness.

A Balanced Doctrine

What we need, then, is a balanced doctrine when it comes to healing. We cannot ignore the value of balance.
 Yet the sad fact is that few have ventured into those texts of Scripture that call for a balanced approach to the questions of health, wealth and success. Instead, success, and the determined quest for it alone, is spoiling what some have called America’s “worldly evangelicals.”

Now, to be fair, not everyone who believes in “healing in the atonement” should be categorized in the “name it, claim it” prosperity gospel. Keith Bailey, mentioned earlier, admits, “The doctrine of healing in the atonement says not that universal healing is therefore available, but rather that physical healing is available to believers on the ground of the blood atonement.”
 In another book he writes,

Christ shed his blood to make a full atonement for sin. The Scriptures do not say exactly how physical healing is in the atonement, but the statement in Matthew 8:17 does make healing a redemptive act. All the blessings of redemption come to the believer through the blood atonement. The appropriation of healing is conditioned by the statements of Scripture. The blessing of healing in our present state is only temporary. It is granted for the purpose of glorifying God and accomplishing His purpose in our lives. The benefit of healing is governed by the sovereign will of God.

I do believe in divine healing—though I do not believe in “faith healers.” I believe that the life of Jesus should be constantly revealed in our bodies; that God has put into the human body marvelous therapeutic processes which fight disease and restore health; that all healing is divine healing; that God can and sometimes does heal miraculously (without means, instantaneously and permanently)—these things we should joyfully and confidently affirm. But to expect the sick to be healed and the dead to be raised as regularly as we expect sinners to be forgiven, is to stress the “already” at the expense of the “not yet,” for it is to anticipate the resurrection. Not till then will our bodies be entirely rid of disease and death.

Scripture understands that all sickness is caused, directly or indirectly, by sin. When a particular sin issues in a particular illness, then healing cannot occur unless the sin is dealt with. But not every illness is the direct result of a specific sin. Sickness may reflect the fact that all of us live this side of the fall, under the curse, limited by mortality. Such sickness will plague us until the consummation of the kingdom, when there will be “no more death or mourning or crying or pain,” when the curse itself will have been overthrown. In this larger sense, sickness is still connected with sin; but the connection is indirect, and finally remedied only by the return of Christ at the end of the age.

Disease is not sin, but a consequence of sin. Disease carries no penalty which must be atoned for as sin does. Disease does not interfere with a man’s fellowship with God like sin does. A sick man can still enjoy fellowship with God in spite of suffering from disease, and his experience of sickness may even deepen that fellowship. Once we recognize that sin and disease belong to different categories we can readily see that the atonement will affect them in different ways. In the case of sin we can know forgiveness in this present life, but there is nothing corresponding to this experience of forgiveness in the case of disease. The only thing which could correspond to forgiveness would be an immunity to disease which would be as permanent as our forgiveness. Those who were healed by Jesus in the gospels were not given such an immunity for this would have meant that they would never have died. Even Lazarus who was raised from the dead eventually died again. What was true for them is also true for us today. When we receive forgiveness on putting our faith in Jesus Christ and His atonement on our behalf, we are not made perfect by having sin and its effects removed from us. Sin will only be finally removed at the resurrection. What applies to sin, also applies to its effects such as disease for these too will only be removed at the resurrection.

As usual, both extreme views on this subject are wrong. D. A. Carson notes,

Modern voices that suggest God cannot or does not heal miraculously today have little exegetical warrant to support their stance; but equally, those modern voices that insist God inevitably grants healing provided only that there is adequate faith have forfeited the balance of Scripture and pursued a reductionism that once again tries to domesticate God. The God who allows James to be killed by Herod while providing escape for Peter is the God who allows for Paul to be ill while granting Dorcas life.

We conclude that there is healing in the atonement; we only contest how and when it is fully applicable. We think that believers will be finally delivered from the dread of disease only when our Lord has put all enemies under his feet, even death itself.
 Ultimate healing and the glorification of the body are among the blessings of Calvary for the believing Christian. Immediate healing is not guaranteed.
 God is not obligated to heal all sicknesses. He is obligated to save all sinners who call on Him.

It is therefore quite correct to say that there is healing in the atonement. But in the same sense, there is also a resurrection body and a new heaven and a new earth in the atonement. All these benefits have been secured for believers by the atonement. That does not mean I can expect to claim my resurrection body now, simply because it has been paid for. Though secured by Christ’s cross and resurrection, our resurrection bodies come to us, according to the New Testament, only when Christ returns.
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