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James 5.14-15

INTRO:  NT epistles are of course the instruction book for the church today.

It is quite clear therefore, from this scripture, and from Paul’s teaching about the gift of healing in 1 Cor 12 that God is still very much in the business of divine supernatural healing and that we are to seek it and pray for it.

This is always true, although I do think that history shows that God has given the church, and often particular parts of the church– geographically, or in times of persecution or hardship – special seasons of healing.

In the OT there were undoubtedly special seasons at the time of Moses, and again Elijah and Elisha and the prophets.

In the NT, Peter in his first sermon at Pentecost says Jesus was accredited by signs and wonders, and of course in the era of the early church there was a continuation of that season as a foundation for the early church.

Later in Kingdom history, the sixth and seventh centuries – part of the dark ages – were marked by startling  miracles of healing and raising of the dead in the time of the CELTS who are credited with saving not only Christianity but indeed civilisation itself after the fall of Rome in 406 to the Barbarians and other pagan tribes. Bishop Eric, an expert on Celtic Christianity, has so often reminded us of :
St Patrick – Ireland – monasteries right across Europe including Iona in Scotland and other famous names.

Columba is said to have raised many from the dead.

My history is not good enough to fill in the gaps for the next 1000 years; it is interesting that physical healing did not seem to feature much at the time of the 17th century revivalists, the Wesleys, Jonathan Edwards and others; but certainly at the time of the Welsh revival in the early 20th century many healings were reported.

And so to the Charismatic renewal in the late 20th century. In the 1960s and 70s, healing was much sought after, but it wasn’t until John Wimber came to prominence that healing came to be regarded as a normal part of the church’s ministry.
There is no doubt that a remarkable shift has taken place. 50 years ago, certainly well into the 60s if not 70s, physical healing to most Christians was anything but mainstream; many would have regarded it as a cultish practice.

But as God brought the Charismatic renewal to his church, so little by little there has been an increasing interest in, and indeed belief in, a God who offers physical healing today. And indeed as the decades rolled on the world and the media have become increasingly fascinated, rather than cynical, about the subject. A  survey in the US reported 500 clinical studies documenting correlations between prayer and better health. 8 out of 10 Americans  say they believe miracles can happen today, and more than half of all doctors report observing healings in their patients that defy medical explanation.

So the God of the Gospels and the early church is alive and well and still in the business of healing today. The so called cessationists in the church have had to withdraw to their corner.

For myself I was once dramatically and instantly healed of laryngitis just an hour before I was due to preach in response to prayer from others, and 5 years ago  I was partially healed of my type 2 diabetes so that I was able to make a dramatic reduction in my medication. And on one occasion in particular during our ministry in Zimbabwe I was used to bring the gift of immediate healing to a woman about to be operated on the next day for gallstones. On the other hand I have persistently prayed many prayers without receiving the answer I wanted, particularly for Anne’s arthritis and of course now Nix’s cancer.

If we look overseas to countries such a China where the true church is underground and still suffering terrible persecution, we find that dramatic physical healings are the norm – have you read for instance “The Heavenly Man”. Mexico is another country where in recent times 100s of people have been reported raised from the dead. In Florida and on the West Coast of America, much healing has occurred in the last 2 years; and it seems to be spreading.Nigel Desmond’s East London church in our country; and the intercontinental ministry of people like Lex Loziades from Jubilee in CT are examples nearer home.
But the fact remains, many, in the western world, indeed most, who seek healing are not healed. And all the American statistics, all the books from China, bring no comfort to those to pray persistently and in faith for healing, and yet their afflictions, disabilities and diseases take their normal course.

Early on in the exciting spring days of the charismatic movement this truth was brought home to me dramatically by two poignant case histories of people I knew well.

In 60s -  Christian  &  Trish

In 80s – David Watson

We have to conclude God is exceedingly selective in the answers he gives.

Why is God selective? It often seems so unfair?

Is there a reason why one is healed and another apparently rejected? One prayer is answered and another seems to be ignored. 
And to make the mystery even greater, why the extraordinary promises about prayer in the NT?

It would have been so much easier if Jesus had said to his disciples:

“I want you to pray for your needs. Human beings cannot know what is best so I must decide if and how and when to answer your prayers. But spell out your requests and they will all be carefully considered.”

I could handle that so much more easily. But instead, Jesus taught like this:

MT 18:19 "Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them."

MT 21:21 Jesus replied, "I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt,  you can say to this mountain, `Go, throw yourself into the sea,' and it will be done. 22 If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer."

It’s a huge mystery. And because I know that the God I serve is all-knowing, all-loving, and always perfectly good I must start from the same point that we discovered last time when considering the CROSS and SUFFERING – It’s not that there isn’t an answer; it simply that there isn’t an answer now. Better a mystery than a bad answer.
All that by way of introduction.
But our TOPIC TONIGHT, is really to tackle the hard questions:

\

How should we pray for healing?

What is our theology when we ask for divine healing?

To what extent, if at all, is there physical healing in the atonement/the cross?
If we can answer that last question, we will know whether we can expect physical healing as the norm, even a God-given right, or is it simply a matter of God’s discretion?  We know that spiritual healing from the disease of sin is promised to everyone who believes in Jesus – John 3.16.
If physical healing is part of Jesus’ finished work on the Cross, then that too must be available to everyone who seeks and believes. 
The problem with getting people to receive spiritual healing is that they either don’t want it, think they don’t need it, or are indifferent. But everyone wants physical healing. Why then don’t they get it?

Now in the early years of the Charismatic Renewal it was very prevalent to teach that both spiritual and physical healing were part of the Atonement. John Wimber wrote a book called ‘Power Evangelism’ in which he taught that. And  he did not shrink from the corollary that it followed everyone should be physically healed. And the verse in Isaiah 53 ‘By his stripes we are healed’ was seized on to support this teaching.

But then reality began to set in when David Watson dies of cancer, and not so longer afterwards John Wimber himself became seriouly ill and eventually that illness led to his death.

John W wrote another book before he died called ‘Power Healing’ and in it he backed off the teaching that there was physical healing in the atonement and said instead that since Satan was conquered on the Cross, and all his works destroyed. there was physical healing through the atonement.

This was a distinction without a difference to most Christians.

We have to consider that teaching very carefully, because if you think about it, the inevitable corollary to that teaching is this, because on the cross Christ made a full, sufficient and perfect offering of Himself, because He completed His work, because it came to a climax with that cry "It is finished", it would follow from this teaching that all should be healed, no believer need be sick. Just as all can be healed from the spiritual disease of sin, so all would be able to be healed from bodily disease or bodily sickness, if that sort of healing is included in the Atonement.
Obviously, if it is correct, it is of tremendous significance. We neither could, nor would wish, to ignore it. Let me suggest that the answer lies in  four propositions.
1.The Tenure of Scripture
The first proposition I put before you is that if we look at Scripture as a whole, from cover to cover, we will discover that this teaching is' contrary to the tenure of Scripture, both Old and New Ts.
The Bible opens with two chapters - the story of Creation and the Garden of Eden - and we read that everything was good. God made it good, He made it perfect. 
The Bible closes with two chapters, Revelation 21 and 22, with a picture of a new Heaven and a new earth, which is good and which is perfect, where there is no more death, no more tears, no more pain. 
 But between those bookends of perfection, from cover to cover, in sixty-six different books in the Bible, we; find that pain, sickness and disease are taken" for granted. Nowhere do we find anything to suggest that God's people are to be exempt from it. On the contrary, some of the greatest saints suffered illness.
In the Old Testament three striking examples are Hezekiah, Job and Daniel. In the New Testament we read of Lazarus being ill and actually dying before he was raised from the dead; Epaphroditus and Trophimus, disciples doing a great work for God, suffered from illness, and Paul himself was afflicted by more than one bodily illness or weakness, including the thorn in the flesh which he sought God to remove but was left with him throughout his life. 
Scripture is silent as to whether Jesus was ever sick. He may well have been protected from illness during those three precious years of ministry, but I doubt very much whether he was exempt from ordinary child​hood ailments. He was fully human.
But Scripture does not make a great issue of sicknesses. If those three men mentioned in the Epistles were the only Christians in the early church to be sick, we would expect it to be highlighted. But the fact that it is stated in passing suggests to me that sickness afflicted everybody; it was part of the common round of life for believers as much as anybody else.
It is true that in the Old Testament, when Israel was a nation, God used disease, plagues particu​larly, as a judgement on sin. Conversely, He promised protection from disease and healing for His people, the people of God, the nation of Israel, when they obeyed Him and honoured Him. But the righteous are never in scripture found to have an immunity or blanket exemption from disease.
2. Experience and Common Sense
Secondly, I believe that this teaching flies in the face of experience and common sense. 2 thousand years have gone by since the New T was written, and God's greatest saints have continued to get ill, sometimes for long periods, and have continued to die from sickness. Modern medicine, I think, agrees with St. Paul that there is no such thing as death from natural causes, but what in fact happens is that the body wastes away so that physical death is just the culmination of the wasting process, the sicknesses or the diseases of the body which are there for all of us.
In 1 Corinthians 15 our natural bodies are described as perishable, bodies of dishonour, bodies of weakness, natural bodies contrasted with the resurrection body, which of course will not be subject to disease or illness.  It Jesus died for sickness and disease, why is there still physical death, which is after all only the culmination of disease, sickness and degeneration in our physical bodies here'?
Of course Jesus conquered physical death, but he conquered it not by coming down off the cross but by going into it and rising again. And so it is for us. The Scripture is very clear. "As in Adam we all die, so in Christ we shall all be made alive." There's no shortcut to the resurrection body.  Indeed the very contrary is true.  "Unless a grain of wheat fall into the ground and die, it cannot come back to life." It cannot give the new resurrection life. . So too there is no detour round physical sickness.
By dying and rising again Jesus won the victory over physical death. Of course, sickness which came in at the Fall will be ultimately banished in that new Heaven and new Earth, because Jesus triumphed over Satan and all his works on the cross. To that extent there is physical healing through the atonement. There will be ultimate victory over all the effects and symptoms of sin, including all forms of suffering.
/
Not Yet Time – we live in the ‘Not yet’
I want to interpose here something which I believe is most important, and that is that we need to remember the elementary teaching about the three tenses of our salvation: 
Past Tense; We have been saved from the PENALTY of sin

Present Tense: We are being saved from the power of sin

Future Tense: We will be saved from the presence of sin
Experience and common sense are God-given quali​ties and they are very useful in dealing with thorny theological topics. David Watson was a man with a tremendous ministry all over the world. When the news spread that he had cancer probably nobody has ever been prayed for more in the his​tory of the world.  
But his cancer took its normal course. Not all the prayers of tens of thousands of Christians round the world altered the sovereign purposes of God. Experience and common sense surely lead us to say that we cannot dictate to God, and David Watson's illness seems to me to say that very powerfully indeed. God is sovereign. We cannot manipulate Him. His purposes are from eternity to eternity.
 3. The Doctrine of Physical Healing
My third proposition is that the verses of Scripture upon which the doctrine of physical healing in the Atonement are based are few and veiled. Such a radical and far-reaching doctrine is nowhere clearly stated in Scripture. And I do not believe that you can build a doctrine which is contrary to experience and common sense, unless it has a firm, clear scriptural foundation.
Although Jesus told the 70 to go out and preach the Gospel and heal the sick, the command to heal the sick is omitted from the great Commission to go and make disciples.                                                

. A great deal of this teach​ing is based upon Isaiah 53 PLEASE TURN. It  is of course a prophecy about the Lord Jesus, primarily about the cross. But it is not exclusively about the cross.
 It starts with the Lord Jesus growing up as a tender shoot like a root out of dry ground. It goes on to mention His Life, and then it moves into His death. In Verse 4 we read "Surely He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows." In some translations it says "He took up our diseases", but if we read the Scriptures as a whole and let the New Testament interpret the Old, we find that this very verse is quoted in Matthew's Gospel and interpreted for us.  In Matthew's Gospel Chapter 8, Jesus healed Peter's mother-in-law, then He healed the demon-possessed and others who were brought to Him, and then Matthew says in Verse 17, "This was to fulfil what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases." That very verse we are told was fulfilled when Jesus healed in the ministry of His life. Not in His death, but in the healing ministry of His life.
Then quite clearly the prophecy in Isaiah moves on in the second part of verse 5 to Jesus's death.  "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. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all."
Over and over again, people use the phrase "By His wounds we are healed" as if it were referring to physical healing and bodily healing. And never was there a more classic example of plucking, not a verse, but one quarter of a verse or less, out of its context and using it to mean something wholly different to its context.
•\
"Transgression", "iniquities", "punishment", "gone astray", "the iniquity of us all"...— ..... obviously the writer is talking about the spiritual disease of sin. And right in the middle we have the phrase "by His wounds we are healed". What does it mean? it means by His wounds on the cross we are spiritually healed, obviously from the context. And if it isn't obvious enough from the context, we have St. Peter taking it up in his first Epistle, Chapter 2, verse 24: "He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sin and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed".  Peter puts it straight into the context of sin and Jesus dying for our sins. Nothing about any other sort of infirmities or diseases.
4. The Glorious Cross of Calvary
Finally, my fourth proposition is that this teaching dilutes the doctrine of the Atonement. I have said before in this series and promised to give examples that every heresy in the history of the Church comes from either a denial, a distortion or a dilution of the doctrine of the Atonement, and here I believe is an example. 
Jesus came to die for me because I suffer from an incurable spiritual disease, a disease which condemned, a disease that meant I would spend an eternity in outer darkness separated from God. A terrible malady. That's why Jesus had to come. That's why the cross is so central and sacred and profound.
 Not because of something which relatively speaking is trivial and temporal -physical illness.  It does not always seem trivial, but as compared to getting right with God for all eternity, it is trivial, and I believe it is almost blasphemous to put them together and to say Jesus died for them both. Does'nt it cheapen the cross to say Jesus died for my physical ailments? He didn’t need to come for 'that. He can heal with a word or a touch and often does. He didn’t need to come all the way from Heaven to heal physical sickness.

1 have to say that 1 believe this doctrine is an affront to the glorious cross of Calvary. Why is the cross so precious? Because it gives me peace with God, an assurance of sins forgiven, a place in Heaven reserved for me. 
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God does not say that because you believe in him, he will keep you from illness and suffer​ing. He says, if you trust in him, he will strengthen you to meet all the experiences of life in a conquering spirit. You will have secret resources of power to call on when they are needed.
Life is full of hard experiences, bitter dis​appointments, unexpected losses, grim tragedies. Sickness and disease may appear to wreck our lives and God's plans, but God is not helpless among the ruins. Our broken lives are not lost or useless. God's love is still working. And God is always good.
He comes in and takes the calamity and uses it victoriously, working out his wonderful plan of love.  'All things work together for good to them that love God.' He is always master of the situation. 
Yes, God’s nature is mysterious but consistent. He has always been selective. But he alone as Creator and author of life, chooses whom He will to heal.
And of course we must add this vital foot-note: it is wrong to suggest that as many do, that it is lack of faith that prevents God healing. Faith is undoubtedly an important ingredient – Jesus made that clear – but often it was the faith of others that Jesus responded to, not the faith of the sick person. In the extreme case, dead people don’t exercise faith!

And let it be said LOUD and CLEAR that nowhere do the Scriptures suggest that God applies a sort of faith thermometer to see whether we come up to the mark. We can be absolutely confident that his selection criterion is not that. After all, this was the same compassionate and wonderfully encouraging Jesus, who commended faith as small as a grain of mustard seed,
BUT we cannot escape the conclusion that J does not answer all our prayers in the way we want: But do we want him to? Think about it….

 For him to answer every prayer as we would like would mean he was abdicating and handing over the task of running the world to us.  None of us wants that. If that were the case I wdnt dare pray, would you?

Come to the Garden of Gethsemene. Jesus himself is praying. “Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; but not my will but yours be done.”

Was that not this the ultimate unanswered prayer? Let it be said softly and reverently, the salvation of the world depended on God turning down the prayer of His only Son..

HOW DO WE CONCLUDE?
3 PROPOSITIONS:

1. We say very reverently God did not need the Cross to heal our sicknesses. As creator, he heals with a word or a touch. On the other hand the healing of our sins depends completely on J’s finished work on the Cross.

2. Our task is to pray fervently (James 5) that he will heal immediately and supernaturally, or that he will accelerate healing in conjunction with his gift of medicine……IF and WHEN it is his sovereign will.

3. Does this mean the Cross has no relevance to physical sickness? No, of course not. The Cross means Satan and all his works including sickness are ultimately defeated as we shall discover in the ‘not yet.’ And too, the Cross means that Jesus is here with us in all our pain and suffering; he experiences suffering to the utmost.
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