Prayer for Healing service

May 31, 2015

Good evening! I want to welcome you to our special Fifth Sunday service that we are dedicating to prayer for healing. I must admit I had some reservations about having a service like this—not that I question its appropriateness, but I feared misunderstanding on the part of others who have witnessed extremes and abuses in the name of “healing.”

More than anything else I want what is said and done tonight to be in line with what God teaches in His Word. Chuck Swindoll, who devotes three of the thirteen chapters in his book, Flying Closer to the Flame to the topic of healing, writes. “I find it curious that most folks take their cues from televangelists and other religious public figures rather than the Bible when it comes to seeking divine healing.”
 With that in mind, please turn with me to James 5, and we will begin reading in the thirteenth verse:

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.
In this text James provides instructions for a variety of situations. When we find ourselves in trouble, turn to God in prayer. When things are going well, turn to God in praise. Then he addresses those who are sick, and he gives specific directions on what should be done. I don’t have an outline for this message; rather, I would like to take this one phrase at a time so that we have a clear understanding of what is being taught.

“Is any one of you sick?” The term translated “sick” is the Greek word astheneō, which means literally, “to be weak, to be without strength.”
 Most scholars observe that it is used primarily of bodily ailments in the New Testament, but it can also refer to mental, emotional, or spiritual sickness or weakness. It has been generally accepted that James uses the term for physical illness, though nonphysical illnesses often have a cause and effect relationship with physical sickness.
 Swindoll suggests it can even mean “to be disabled or in​capacitated.” This is talking about a serious illness, not merely a headache or chronic backache or twenty-four-hour flu.

Some commentators, however, (notably John MacArthur), views this passage in James as referring to evil treatment by others, not physical sickness, although he admits that apart from the present verse, astheneō is translated “sick” eighteen times in the New Testament.

One interesting side note, though, is that Paul uses a form of this Greek word in Romans 8:26, “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness.” We will come back to this verse later in the message.

Given the overall context of the passage, I conclude this is speaking of physical illness or weakness, though emotional or spiritual ailments may fall under this heading.

When a person finds himself in such a condition, James instructs, “He should call the elders of the church…”  Clearly the ill person (or the family if the person cannot do it) is to take the initiative and call the elders of the church.
 Often the elders and other church leaders are the last to know when someone is sick. Sometimes parishioners who are ill feel neglected and even think that pastors and elders really don’t care when, in fact, they have never been told! Swindoll writes,

Let me make it very clear: There is no massive crystal ball in a pastor’s study. There is no all-knowing computer that reads out all the names of the congregation on a daily basis and puts those who are feeling bad in flashing lights. I don’t mean to make light of this. My point is that the only way for pastors or elders to know anyone is seriously ill is for someone to communicate that need.

This step of seeking healing prayer requires humility. We become vulnerable, exposing ourselves to others. We have to wrestle with our sense of self-sufficiency. Some Christians have needed the gentle nudge of God to take up this offer of healing prayer by church eldership. Yet this Scripture makes it clear who is to do the asking.

Furthermore, James advised the sick to summon the elders—not the healers. It is possible that, among the elders in the early church, some had the spiritual gift of healing. James, however, emphasizes neither the doctor nor the healer but rather the elder for a reason.

What are the elders to do when called by the sick? They are “…to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.” The way James wrote this in the original Greek, “pray” is the main verb, while “anoint” is a participle. The emphasis of the whole paragraph is on prayer. So the anointing is a secondary action.

James was a great believer in the power of prayer. He had a reputation as a prayer warrior. (He had the nickname “Camel Knees,” as his knees became calloused from all the time he spent in prayer!
) To this day, the Church believes in the efficacy of prayer. And, judging by the high proportion of prayer requests at local church prayer meetings for the healing of sick people, we still believe that God is able to heal.

But there is more. 

The elders are also to “anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.” And there’s the rub (literally!)

You see, the Greek language had two different terms for “anoint.” The first is chrio, from which we get “Christ,” meaning “Anointed One.” This word was used for ceremonial purposes, such as anointing a king or high priest in ancient times. In the New Testament, it refers to being anointed with the Holy Spirit.
 The second Greek term was aleiphō, and it carried the connotation or “rubbing” or “massaging” the skin with oil, and this was a common medical procedure of the time.
 One example of this is seen in the parable of the Good Samaritan, who treated the wounds of the victim with oil and wine.

Thus a number of preeminent, evangelical scholars such as Swindoll, Wuest, MacArthur,
 Wiersbe, 
 and others
 see this passage as advocating medical treatment for the ill along with prayer. Swindoll concludes,

“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.

I must admit, this is a compelling interpretation of the text. The use of the Greek word aleiphō, given its original meaning and usage, would argue strongly for such a rendering of James’ instruction.

Except for one thing.

This isn’t the only place the Greek word aleiphō is used in the New Testament. Consulting Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance I discovered that the same Greek word is used in eight other passages. The first is Mark 6:13, “They [the disciples] drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.” Most commentators and scholars do not view this anointing in a medicinal way (though Wuest does), but rather sees this anointing as symbolic of the Holy Spirit touching the sick person’s body and making them well, or even (in keeping with the Old Testament symbolism) setting the person apart (or “sanctifying” them) for God’s special work of healing in their lives.

Even if this refers to medicinal anointing (I think that’s a stretch), it can hardly be argued that when Jesus was anointed by the sinful woman in Luke 7:38 and 46 or by Mary in John 12:3 (whether this is the same event or two similar incidents is unclear) that we should understand aleiphō in these texts as a medical massage!

I conclude, therefore, that James 5:14 speaks of anointing with oil in a symbolic way, much like the external actions of water baptism and the Lord’s Supper representing an internal, spiritual work. There is nothing magical about the oil used; it is the Lord who heals.

This leads us to the next phrase, “And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up.” As just mentioned, God can heal with or without outward, physical means; in every case of healing, it is God who heals.

But what is “the prayer of faith” that heals the sick? The answer may be found in 1 John 5:14-15, “This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. And if we know that he hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of him.” Now before we run off and think that God has written us a blank check so that we can have whatever our lil’ ol’ heart desires, hold on. I think Warren Wiersbe has it right when he writes, “The ‘prayer of faith’ is a prayer offered when you know the will of God. The elders would seek the mind of God in the matter, and then pray according to His will.”
 He goes on to add, 

As I visit the sick among my congregation, I do not always know how to pray for them. Is it God’s will to heal? Is God planning to call His child home? I do not know; therefore, I must pray, “If it is Your will, heal Your child.” Those who claim that God heals every case, and that it is not His will for His children to be sick, are denying both Scripture and experience. But where we have the inner conviction from the Word and the Spirit that it is God’s will to heal, then we can pray “the prayer of faith” and expect God to work.
 

In this context he mentions Romans 8:26-27, a passage I mentioned earlier. Let’s turn our attention there for a moment. Paul writes, 

In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will. 
So we are not talking about prayer based on an intellectual conviction that God heals; we are talking about praying out of a relationship with God in which the conviction has grown that God will heal, not in the sense that this is the general will of God (which it always is), but in the sense that it is the specific desire of God now.
 I have known of groups of elders spending considerable amount of time in prayer over a sick person until one or more of them senses the leading of the Holy Spirit to pray for healing; otherwise, they pray for God’s grace to spiritually strengthen and comfort them in spite of their physical condition.

As with all prayer, specific results are to be left in the Lord’s hands. His will is sought, not the empty promises of some earthly individual.
 And we don’t dictate to the Holy Spirit as to how He is to accomplish His work.
 As one author puts it,

We must be careful not to see the formula as a guarantee for physical healing. The faith James mentions must be understood as a reverent, Spirit-motivated trust in a loving Father who does all things well. The prayer must not be a command to or a demand from God; He is our sovereign, we His servants. Nor should it be a prayer built on the presumption that one is healed in the atonement, and therefore healing can be claimed and confessed. Granted, prayer should be effective, believing prayer, but God knows best the needs of His own, and physical healing may not be in the child of God’s best interest.

We will return to that last concept at the conclusion of the message, but I think this is a good time to address the preaching and practice of so-called “faith healers” who are prominent today. We could spend a considerable amount of time calling them out by name and quoting their views, but we won’t. You are probably aware of their claims: they quote Isaiah 53, “by His stripes we are healed” and claim that physical healing is every much a part of the atonement as the forgiveness of sin; that if a person has enough faith they can demand God to heal them (which gives a convenient “out” if the healing does not occur—”the person didn’t have enough faith!”); or that they themselves possess the spiritual gift of healing and can dispense it whenever and wherever they please.

I like how Chuck Swindoll responds to all this:

Do I believe God can heal? With my whole heart! Do I be​lieve God does heal? Absolutely. Have I seen cases where God has healed? Yes, I have….

Now the critical question: Do I believe God has placed His healing powers in a few “anointed individuals” who claim to do divine healings? I say, unequivocally, I do not. In fact, I don’t think I have ever ministered to any more disillusioned souls than those who had been promised healing by an alleged “healer” and then were not healed.

In this day of the resurgence of so-called divine healers, my convictions may not represent a popular position. I realize that. In no way does this mean, however, that I do not believe God has the power to heal…and, on unique occasions, He does do so. I believe that with all my heart. The problem comes when attention is focused on a person who claims healing powers, or on the series of emotionally overpowering events that surround a so-called healing service. If those “divine healers” are authen​tic and “anointed” miracle workers of God, why aren’t they out going floor-to-floor in hospitals and emergency wards? Why don’t they prove the truth of their ministry there…hum​bly…unobtrusively…free of charge? Then I would have reason to believe they are servants of the living God in whose lives the Spirit is consistently pouring out His power to heal.

This is why I prefer to speak of “divine healing” instead of “faith healing,” for the prerogative of all healing belongs to God, not to the person’s faith. The popular concept of “faith” healing is really humanistic.  It implies that the mental act of faith effects a cure.  Christ is the effective cause of healing.  Faith is power​less by itself without the touch of Christ.
 A noted physician named Ambrose Pare had it right when he displayed a sign in his office which said, “Dr. Pare treats wounds, God heals them.”
 The same can be said for those who follow James 5, praying over the sick and anointing them with oil. 
Remember this: It is God who heals, not our prayers, not the oil, not even our faith. We do what God prescribes, but we leave the results in His hands.

James goes on to write, “If he has sinned, he will be forgiven.” Without going into great detail here, there are times when a physical ailment has a direct connection to sin on the part of the ill, such as in 1 Corinthians 11:30, where Paul implies that some of the Corinthians were “weak and sick” and a number had even died as part of God’s judg​ment upon their sin. But nowhere is it suggested that illness is to be always associated with sin—that is a mistake (as Jesus pointed out to the Twelve in John 9:1-3), and it is a suggestion that Satan often makes to disturb sensi​tive men and women.

Nor does this suggest that a solitary sin has brought this on. The Greek text says, “If he has been constantly sinning.”
 James is speaking of a pattern or lifestyle of sin that has caused the physical suffering. But he uses the word “if,” an acknowledgement that all illness cannot be traced to a specific sin by the sick person. Of course, if this is the case, and the person confesses their sin, that sin will be forgiven…even if the physical ailment is not healed.

James concludes, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” This speaks of healing on many levels: spiritual healing, relational healing, emotional healing, as well as physical healing. By no means does any of this discourage or negate medical treatment, but we ought to always seek God’s will in our lives and commit ourselves (and each other) into His hands.

Remember, also, that it is not always God’s will to heal physically. As difficult as it is to accept, sometimes it is not God’s will that we be healed. Paul had the spiritual gift of healing, yet he admits in 2 Timothy 4:20, “Trophimus I left sick at Miletus.” Why was he “left sick”? Paul doesn’t say, but if it were God’s will that all be healed, that would not have occurred. The same could be said of Epaphroditus in Philippians 2:26-27, and even of Paul himself in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10,

…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 all-powerful, living God certainly has the power to heal. However, in His inscrutable plan He has not removed all suffer​ing, sickness, disease, and death from this world. I do not pretend to know why He sovereignly chooses to heal this one and not that one…a few and not all. But that is His choice; that is His right. I must minister to both. And ultimately, of course, even those who are healed at some point in their life must face the death of their earthly body. As someone has remarked, “We’re all terminal!”

The key to this whole subject is the prayer of faith. What is faith? Trusting that the Lord will do what is ultimately best. That may be gradual healing through medical means; that may be instantaneous healing through miraculous means; and that may be ultimate healing through physical death into eternal life, where there is no more sickness, suffering, pain, or death.

Do we trust God or not?

Do we trust Him enough with our very lives to pray, as Jesus did, “Father, not my will but Yours be done”?

If so, then let us pray.
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