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"Will you pray for my healing?"  The question stunned me, coming from an unknown cashier in a Fred Meyer store as I pur�chased a greeting card.  A moment before I responded to her standard, "How are you today?" with a word of joy because of my rela�tion with the Lord.  She responded with "Praise the Lord!" which led to a brief conversation about our shared love for God and a mutual friend at West�ern.  With no transition of any kind, she asked if I would pray for Jesus to heal her hurting hip.  She extended her hand for me to touch her and waited for my prayer of faith.  


We praised God at our table last night.  Rene re�ported how her high school track meet turned into tragedy as Amanda, a team mate, crashed into a high hurdle.  Amanda, para�lyzed by the force of the impact, lay screaming on the track.  As the coaches gave their initial estimates of the injuries -- including a broken arm -- Rene and her friends gathered around Amanda to pray.  They prayed God's care and heal�ing fervently as Amanda was taken to the hospital.  The following day the girls rejoiced when Amanda walked into class, stiff and bruised, but free from serious injury.


Floyd, a godly man in our church, gave testimony of God's grace in the midst of his bout with cancer.  In a voice rasped by cancer, he told how he called the deacons of the church to his home Thursday to pray for his healing.  As they prayed, he recommit�ted his life to God's hands.  In life or in death, he would praise God.  Tears came to my eyes as he gave confident testimony that he would be healed either here or in heaven.  We joined him in praise to our gra�cious, omnipotent God who rules the world with wisdom and love.


Praying for healing is nothing new for me nor for those of us in conservative evangelical�ism.  However, I find that I often pray rather routine and unexpectant prayers.  These events from the last week caused me to think more care�fully the relation of prayer and healing.  


How would I pray for a hurting stranger?  Following Matthew 26:39, I prayed that God would work powerfully to give her respite from the pain which made standing at her station so painful.  I also prayed that God's perfect will would be our highest goal.  Following the spirit of Jesus' Gethsemane prayer and the example of John 9:1-3, I appealed to God that His grace and glory would be mani�fested in the midst of this awful situation whether in His healing or in His sustenance.  


I rejoice that Rene responded to Amanda's accident with prayer.  Her prayer shows that she knows this to be a God-per�meated world.  But inevitably I ask, did God heal Amanda or simply protect her?  One is God's extraor�di�nary working -- the other God's ordinary working.  The differ�ence is not in reality of God's activity, but in the demonstra�tive power of the way He does His work. 


As John Stott says, miracles are creative devia�tions from God's normal way of work�ing.�  A miracle is not a sign that a God who is usually absent is, for the moment, present.  "It is only a sign that God who is always present in creative [and providen�tial] power is working here and now in an unfamiliar style."�  


Miracles of any sort draw our attention to YHWH, the sover�eign God, who is at work before our eyes in revela�tion or redemp�tion.  His purpose is to bring us to recognize Him, to worship Him, and to involve us in His work in the world.  


While Amanda's healing was not the sort of undeniable miracle which accompanied the apostles' preaching, it did lead the girls to praise God and look to Him for help in troubled times.  


Floyd's approach to his illness was completely biblical.  The simple fact that James 5 is the only teaching passage relat�ing prayer and healing in the whole Bible mandates a careful, contextual study of it.�


It appears that Floyd will soon die of cancer.  Inevitably the questions come.  Did we not pray enough?  Did we not have enough faith?  Has God abandoned Floyd?  Is cancer too strong even for God?  Has God some good purpose in this evil event?


�
It seems to me that many who focus on healing cannot bring themselves to believe that God chooses not to heal every ill�ness.  They say the compassionate God cannot work through ill�ness.  Only healing, not suffering, confirms His goodness.  Only miracles truly show God at work.  


Ken Blue illustrates this attitude as he explains that Jesus' healing miracles "reveal something essential about the character of the Father, in particular, his consistent and unam�biguous hostility towards sickness and his desire to heal it." He goes on to say, "It is Satan's will to cripple.  It is God's will to heal."  Then he virtually charges those who do not believe that it is always God's will to heal with heresy:  "When we suspect that God wills sick�ness and entertain doubts about his desire to heal it, we betray that what we think about the charac�ter of God is not rooted in the revela�tion of God in Christ but arises from the shadows somewhere offstage"�


The simple facts of Scripture, not to mention our own experi�ence, contra�dict this premise.  


Paul did not heal Epaphroditus (Phil. 2:26-29).  Indeed that illness caused Paul deep sorrow and anxiety.  Timothy, his beloved associate, suffered frequent illnesses for which Paul could do no more than to advise a little wine (I Tim. 5:23).  He was forced to leave Trophimus in Miletus because of an illness (II Tim. 4:20).  Paul himself suffered some sort of illness, causing him to come to Galatia (Gal. 4:13-14).  God allowed Job's affliction as well as the malady suffered by the man born blind in John 9.  In both cases the ailment was the occasion of God's glorification.  


These biblical facts cause difficulty for many who teach divine healing.  David Pytches illustrates this when he affirms,


"Where someone is not healed it could be worthwhile checking on such areas as unforg�ive�ness, deeper emotional hurts, unbelief or faithlessness, but in the final analysis it must always be recognized that our sovereign God may have some inscrutable reasons which he is not willing to disclose (Isaiah 55:9).  God may permit the sickness for some greater objective."


A few lines later on the same page, he says, "It is God's nature to heal.  It is not His purpose to teach us through sickness.  Sickness is never made to appear beneficial in the New Testa�ment.�


Such statements point out the inherent contradictions of many who teach divine healing.  After explicitly denying that illness is ever God's will, they put continued illness in the hands of a sover�eign and free God who allows illness.  They have no answer for God's allowance of illness.  


God's uncomfortable promise is that His power is perfected in weakness.  Jesus became weak, climaxing in the crucifixion, in order that the power of God would be clearly shown in Him (II Cor. 13:4).  This passage goes on to show how God helped Paul realize that His power is made manifest in the Spirit-enabled triumph in the midst of all sorts of trials and tribulations rather than in ending them.  


Seeing God's power revealed in weakness certainly does not make God into a sadist, calculating evil events for His people.  Neither does it make evil good.  The cross of Christ negates both fallacies.  God's love moved Him to bear the awful penalty for sin in its fullness.  Whatever purpose He has in allowing evil, His love moved Him to drink the awful cup Himself.


Few books have moved me as deeply as David Watson's Fear No Evil.  The strength of faith and spirit of worship God gave him in the midst of his mortal illness centered on deepened insight into God's Word, especially the Psalms.  Joni Erickson Tada's testimony gives similar testimony.  If one puts too much expecta�tion in present healing, it will too often result in missing the incredible power of grace in the midst of weakness, exposing a fatally weak theology.  Ironically faith healers may detract from God's glory.  	The problem with this sort of thinking is that when miracles become central, they can easily lead from biblical faith to superstition and exploitation.  Focusing on miracles can lead us to what God can do for me now rather than what God has done for the world in Jesus Christ.  It can turn Christians away from the heart of the gospel -- justifying faith and sanctifying obed�ience.  The "ordinary" Christian life can be quite frustrating for someone content only with the miracu�lous.  


A life of worship and service demonstrates God's power at work as much as any healing.  His glory radiates from a person who loves, trusts, honors and praises Him in the midst of a life of service.  This is enhanced when it is seen in the midst of adversity, flowing out from the midst of personal or physical weakness.  The power of the gospel is not so much in the occa�sional miracle but in the life lived for Jesus Christ, gaining freedom from sin, self and Satan.


The opposite error is much more common in my theological world.  It denies God's providence.  In our sancti�fied fatalism we rule God out of His world.  We pray, "God, heal Floyd's cancer, if it is Your will -- and we know that it's not."  Our prayers become vain repetitions.  Blasphemy is the only word adequate for such an attitude.  


�
Good theology brings us to pray God's work in God's way.  His healing does not always come in the way or in the timing prayed for.  We come to the Father expect�ing Him to hear even though He may not always respond in the way that we would like.  Even when we do not know the reason, we can trust His response because it is ultimately right.  


Christians are part of a fallen world.  To expect every person to be healed here is to expect God to make this sin ravaged, groaning creation into heaven.  Rex Gardner, who be�lieves firmly in divine healing, still speaks with the guarded realism expected from a physician.  He observes, "Intellectual honesty requires us to acknowledge that our experience today (by any definition that is acceptable) is that only a small percent�age of those for whom physical healing is sought from God obtain it."�  


Chuck Colson goes so far as to suggest that perhaps every time a non-Chris�tian gets cancer, God allows a Christian like Floyd to get cancer so the world can see the difference.  I join Floyd in praying that he and I might be so filled with God's grace that the world will see the difference.  


What shall we do in face of the a stranger's pain, Amanda's accident and Floyd's cancer?


Do pray for healing.  Pray powerfully and faithfully for God to work, following the examples of II Corinthians 12:8 and James 5:14.  However, we must in principle follow Paul as he followed our Lord.  Both prayed three times for relief, responding to God's sovereign�ty: "Not my will but Thine be done."  These words are not words of resignation, but words of faith, believing God's power is demon�strated in weakness.  Ask God to show Himself in power.  


Do not allow the excesses of faith healers to drive you to deny God's healing power.  People often try to reduce the options to always or never.  God does heal, but according to His timing and purpose.


Do test miraculous claims carefully.  False prophets work great miracles.  Charlatans seem to work great miracles by means of deception or trickery so subtle that only professional magic�ians can penetrate their deceit.  Any who charge careful persons of sinful doubt have not considered the biblical mandate to test the prophets and their miracles.  Sinful doubt is reject�ing divine revelation, not checking the credentials of a prophet or miracle worker.


Do not fall prey to the argument that a good God will always heal physical illness immediately.  The facts of Scripture and experi�ence are clear.  God's perfect healing will come, but it is not promised until the resurrection when He will wipe away every tear, and end every affliction (Rev. 21:4-7; 22:15).


Do realize that God heals at many different levels.  He heals spiritually and emotionally as well as physically.  Healing bitterness of spirit resulting from illness demonstrates God's power at least as much as healing itself.  


Do not yield to the clamor for instant relief from individu�al suffering.  Christlikeness means sharing the sufferings of a sin-marred world.  


Do prayerfully seek to make every occasion an opportunity to manifest the glory of God whether by a working of His special provi�dence or the strengthening of His grace.
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