Sharpening the Skill of Forgiveness #11

“Forgiveness and Health”

James 5:13-16
Health is on everyone’s minds these days, from the astronomical costs of health care to preventative health care to finding the cures to diseases once they have taken hold of a person. Sometime take stock of how many advertisements on television, radio, or in print have to do with some form of health care—you might be amazed!

These concerns are not new. As long as there have been diseases and death, folks have focused much attention on health. And there’s always someone eager to make an easy buck that taps into this legitimate concern by offering quick and painless products. Often these “cures” leave the patients just as unhealthy and a little (or a lot) less wealthy.

As we conclude our series of messages on “Sharpening the Skill of Forgiveness,” I want to consider some of the benefits of forgiveness. Turn with me to James 5:13-16, in which the apostle James gives some basic instructions to the local church:

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.

I’d like to concentrate this evening on the first half of verse 16: “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” We’ve heard the old phrase, “Confession is good for the soul,” and that seems to line up with what James writes here.  It also agrees with an ancient Jewish rabbinic teaching: “Great is the power of repentance… It brings healing.”


But sadly this often does not take place, even within the Christian community. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote succinctly in his book Life Together, “…man is destroyed only by his sin and can be healed only by forgiveness.”
  He goes on to explain how this can affect Christians within the local church:
He who is alone with his sin is utterly alone. It may be that Chris​tians, notwithstanding corporate worship, common prayer, and all their fellowship in service, may still be left to their loneliness. …The pious fellowship permits no one to be a sinner. So everybody must conceal his sin from himself and from the fellowship. We dare not be sinners. Many Christians are unthinkably horrified when a real sinner is suddenly discovered among the righteous. So we remain alone with our sin, living in lies and hypocrisy. The fact is that we are sinners!

But it is the grace of the Gospel, which is so hard for the pious to understand, that it confronts us with the truth and says: You are a sinner, a great, desperate sinner; now come, as the sinner that you are, to God who loves you. …God has come to you to save the sinner. Be glad! This message is liberation through truth. You can hide nothing from God. The mask you wear before men will do you no good before Him. He wants to see you as you are, He wants to be gracious to you. You do not have to go on lying to yourself and your brothers, as if you were without sin; you can dare to be a sinner. Thank God for that; He loves the sinner but He hates sin.


By experiencing and extending forgiveness, we can find health and healing.  And I do not suggest that this only applies to our physical bodies (which is what most of us think of when we hear the words “healing” or “health”). Since a person’s body, soul, and spirit interrelate (as I interpret 1 Thessalonians 5:23), physical imbalance, sickness, or injury can affect spiritual or emotional areas of a person’s life, and emotional and spiritual issues can have physical ramifications. In praying for healing as James instructs, we should be aware of this interrelation and pray as God directs in any of these areas.

Physical Benefits of Forgiveness


First, there are physical benefits of forgiveness. In the context of our Scripture, James asks, “Is any of you sick?” Clearly he is speaking of physical health here, although John MacArthur points out that the Greek word iaomai (healed) does not necessarily refer to physical healing.
  Douglas Moo, however, disagrees, stating, 

This last interpretation, tying v. 16 closely to the discussion of physical healing in vv. 14–15, is probably best. For the verb heal (iaomai) is consistently applied to physical afflictions. To be sure, it is used in the Septuagint to describe the “healing” of sin or faithlessness (cf. Deut. 30:3; Isa. 6:10; 53:5; Jer. 3:22). But in these contexts it is usually the case that sin has already been explicitly compared to a “wound,” establishing a metaphorical “word game.” In the NT iaomai is used in a spiritual sense only in quotations from these OT texts. When used independently, as here, it always is applied to a physical malady (Matt. 8:8, 13; 15:28; Mark 5:29; Luke 5:17; 6:18, 19; 7:7; 8:47; 9:2, 11, 42; 14:4; 17:15; 22:51; John 4:47; 5:13; 12:40; Acts 9:34; 10:38; 28:8; the only exception is Heb. 12:13, where sin has already been compared to a sickness).


Before we go too far, let me be clear that we should not equate all physical illnesses or injuries to a specific sin of which the victim is guilty. The experiences of Job and the blind man of John 9 to see that there is not always a direct link between the two.


But sometimes there is a link between sin and sickness. One commentary states,

The field of psychosomatic medicine recognizes this link and searches for personal problems that might be causing physical troubles. But modern medicine does not have the remedy for sin. Deliverance from the guilt, defilement, power, and penalty of sin can come only on the basis of the blood of Christ, and through confession Godward and manward. More often than we are willing to admit, illnesses are caused by sin—such sins as gluttony, worry, anger, an unforgiving spirit, intemperance, jealousy, selfishness, and pride. Sin in the life brings sickness and sometimes death (1 Cor. 11:30). We should confess and forsake sin as soon as we are aware it has come into our lives. All sins should be confessed to God. In addition, sins against other people should be confessed to them as well. It is vital for our spiritual health and good for our physical health.


Experiencing the forgiveness of God for our sin can bring about physical healing and health. It is true that forgiveness is good for your health. Anger is another word for non-forgiveness. Anger-prone people are three times more likely to have heart attacks or bypass surgery than less angry people, according to a study that included 2,100 men. A study of 680 women with chest pain found those who harbored feelings of anger four times more likely to have unhealthy cholesterol levels.

On the other hand, it is also true that withholding forgiveness leads to bitterness, which has an adverse affect on our health, as Charles Stanley points out,

It is impossible to be bitter very long without affecting our bodies. More and more, medical professionals are beginning to see some kind of link between the way our bodies function and the way we think. Bitterness, anger, and other negative emotions have been associated with glandular problems, high blood pressure, cardiac disorders, ulcers, and a host of other physical ailments.


One such medical professional is Dr. Archibald Hart, who has written an excellent book entitled, Adrenaline and Stress, detailing the damaging impact of living a stress-filled life. He devoted one section of his book to what he calls “The Forgiveness Principle,” in which he writes,

The ability to forgive is, therefore, a very important stress reliever. Those who can’t forgive and who harbor resent​ments are likely to be those who carry the greatest stress. When the mind perceives the need for revenge or defense, it keeps the alarm system at a high state of readiness—adrenaline flows abundantly! 


It is this constant high-level of adrenaline rushing through our bodies that causes a host of ailments. 

Forgiveness, on the other hand, can reverse this trend, as he continues,

I doubt if a deeply forgiving person ever suffers from severe stress disease. There is something about a forgiving spirit that restores the brain’s tranquility and lowers the “fight or flight” response. Of course, anger is not the only cause of stress damage, but it certainly is a significant one. So being able to forgive those who cause us hurt can keep us free from a lot of distress.


Confessing our sins to God and to those we have wronged can improve our physical health, as can granting forgiveness to those who have wronged us. As Hart concludes, “[Forgiveness] is a more powerful stress reliever than any tranquilizer or blood pressure medicine I know of. I’ve tasted it for myself.”


Now, to be sure, making myself feel better is not the motive for forgiveness. The simple command of Jesus, “forgive,” is the only reason to forgive.
 Yet there are some health benefits to forgiveness.
Emotional Benefits of Forgiveness


Forgiveness also brings emotional benefits as well. We have already identified how anger, bitterness, resentment, and other negative emotions can affect us physically, but they can also affect us psychologically as well. Bitterness often lies beneath our inability to forgive and be forgiven. It denies our peace and destroys our relationships.
 Over time these effects become more severe.

Long-standing grudges become extremely corrosive to our personalities and damage our interpersonal relation​ships. Ultimately the repression of anger will be accom​panied by mild to severe paranoia and destroy all the good that we have sought to do in our lifetimes.


The Bible recognizes this as well. In Hebrews 12:14-15 we read,

Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord. See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many.


Bitterness causes all kinds of trouble—more for the one who is bitter than the one he is bitter against! Perhaps you’ve heard the saying, “I don’t get mad; I get even.” That is probably false on two counts: The person does get mad, because that fuels the desire to strike back; and the person does not seek to “get even,” for psychologically, revenge never satisfies unless it gives more than it receives.
 


How much better it is to “make every effort to live in peace with all men”! Of course, we can only do so much, as Romans 12:18 says, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” As Barber and Carter conclude, “[Forgiving] is the only true remedy if we expect to enjoy proper mental health.”

Spiritual Benefits of Forgiveness


Finally, there are spiritual benefits of forgiveness. Warren Wiersbe writes,

…there is healing (physical and spiritual) when sin is dealt with. “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy” (Prov. 28:13). James wrote, “Make it a habit to confess your sins to each other” (literal translation). Do not hide sin or delay confession.


When we have not experienced or extended forgiveness, we find ourselves wrapped up in a cloak of guilt. We know deep inside that things are not right between ourselves and God or between ourselves and others. That guilt alienates us from God and isolates us from one another. Neither condition is good for our spiritual health.


Furthermore, this unforgiving state affects our ministry, as Stanley points out,

Bitterness also hinders our influence for Christ. What kind of a Christian testimony can we have if we are bitter toward God and toward our neighbors? How can we convincingly talk to others about the forgiveness of God when we refuse to forgive those who have wronged us? When we allow bitterness to take over our lives, that bitterness spills over into the lives of those around us.


Fortunately, we need not remain in this state. By confessing our sins, seeking the forgiveness of God and of those we have wronged, and by forgiving those who have wronged us, we can be healed. And while the context seems to point toward physical healing, James uses the word “healing” to refer to God’s forgiveness, making the repentant believer spiritually whole again.
  I like the way Derek Prime puts it,

…there is special benefit for the unwell person in this spiritual exercise even if physical healing proves not to be God’s will. When we are unwell, it is extremely difficult to pray for ourselves with objectivity because we naturally want to be restored to health. …In addition, when we are unwell we may find it almost impossible to pray at all. And here others may help us. As the elders pray with him, the sufferer is able to rest in the knowledge that through corporate prayer his circumstances are placed under God’s con​trol afresh, and that if physical healing is not God’s will, he may be sure of the spiritual healing he needs and the daily renewal of God’s grace and peace.


Whether the sick person is healed physically or not, he can experience the spiritual healing of God’s forgiveness and the extension of that grace to others.


It all seems pretty simple. As Chuck Swindoll puts it, 

Confession of sin is healthy—employ it. When you find that you are wrong, say it. When you have done something offensive to another person, admit it. Confess it to God and then find the person you have hurt and confess it to that person. Full confession can lead to full restoration.


It may not be the fountain of youth or the secret to “live long and prosper,” but experiencing and extending forgiveness can bring health and healing to us physically, emotionally, and spiritually…all without the high cost, risk of side effects, and all those annoying advertisements!
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