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Experiences of Christian Healing
I don’t know what comes to your mind when you think of Christian healing.  A while back the American faith healer Morris Cerullo had meetings at Earls Court with the invitation to come and see Miracles for the first time. His billboard advertising had pictures of discarded wheelchairs and crutches which were subsequently banned by the advertising standards agency. Maybe you think of the Spiritualist Church with its placard invitation ‘healing every Sunday at 11am and Wednesdays at 7pm. Others may picture busloads of the sick, the lame and the blind with their accompanying attendants on their way to Lourdes in the hope of experiencing the miraculous.

Some might say that it is because of that kind of association that the word ‘healing’ has been tainted, and why doctors will seldom use the word ‘heal’ because it has often been associated with superstitious practices and questionable ‘cures’. I know a number of people who have been hurt and damaged by coming into contact with so called healers and Christian healing services and church ministries. They have had demons cast out them that haven’t existed, they have been abused and their dignity and respect trodden on. I approach any discussion of Christian healing with a certain amount of wariness. And yet, and yet…. Jesus calls us to heal. Bad ministry and bad practice should not mean no ministry and no practice. Further more I can’t deny my own experiences.

When I was young man, after leaving university I became a community worker for a church in Nottingham. It brought me into contact with a number of wonderful individuals in the community who were doing a lot of good work. One woman, who we will call Doreen, was a real community activist. (I told this story at a Lent Service a couple of years ago – but I only told you half of the story then!). Doreen was a mother of five. She was well respected by everyone in the community and she was a focal point for much community activity. One day I got into conversation with her about going to church and she said that she didn’t feel good enough to go to church. She said she knew her faults and failings and she saw these people entering church dressed up in their Sunday best and she didn’t feel good enough. ‘People like me don’t fit in there’. She said

Doreen got terminal cancer. The whole community was in grief. Her husband didn’t know how to handle it all and banned anyone from coming to see her. I wrote her a card and I took the risk of including on the card a psalm that I had chosen for her. In other words it wasn’t your usual, ‘sorry to hear your news we’re thinking and praying for you’ card. 

The Psalm I’d chosen was Psalm 91: 

‘whoever goes to the Lord for safety, whoever remains under the protection of the Almighty can say to him ‘you are my defender and protector you are my God in you I trust’ He will keep you safe from all hidden dangers and from all deadly diseases. He will cover you with his wings; you will be safe in his care.’ 

I had read this psalm during my quiet time of prayer and bible study. As sometimes happens when you are asking God for guidance, you get guidance! It jumped out from the page at me. It was hugely risky to put it in a card. But I took the risk. And I popped it through her door.

Doreen rang me and asked me to come round. She said she had tried other faith healers and alternative therapies but to no avail. Could I help her? Well I said I couldn’t but God could. I shared the gospel with her and said that there are no guarantees in life but what ever happens we can be safe with God and live without fear in the knowledge that nothing can separate from the love of God. ‘Can I know that?’ she said. I said ‘I believe you can. Would you like me to pray for you, would you like me to pray for Jesus to make himself real to you in your life and for you to know the reassurance of his love?’. She said ‘yes’. We prayed and she came over all shaky and started to glow and felt a deep peace. She said she felt as though someone had touched her. I came back the following day with some bible notes on the 23rd Psalm. Her husband was all bemused by this. The next day she was admitted into hospital.

At the same time as all this happening, the sister of the wife of the minister of the church I was working for, who from now on we shall call Sue, also got diagnosed with malignant cancer. She belonged to a Pentecostal church in the North West. Being Pentecostal and more extrovert and fervent in their belief they held prayer meetings for Sue, public prayers in worship, anointing, laying on of hands. We would just mention her in our intercessions but wouldn’t get quite so carried away.

Then one weekend it all happened. On the Friday Sue had gone for a scan and the cancerous tumours had disappeared – miraculously! The joyful praise that we offered up to God on Sunday morning was unrestrained. Our minister’s wife was truly overcome with emotion.  At the end of the service whilst we we’re still hugging each other, a friend of Doreen’s appeared at the back of the church to say that Doreen had died that morning. Two contrasting experiences of healing in the space of a couple of days.

I have had the privilege and challenge of witnessing other experiences of healing in a variety of forms. Mysterious and awe inspiring, praise inducing and thanksgiving, yet also baffling, confusing, infuriating. Why are some healed and not others. Is there a difference between healing and cure? When is a miracle not a miracle? How do we pray for people to be healed? Did the Pentecostals have more of a hotline to God than the URC did? Do some people have the gift? Maybe the other speakers will answer these questions in future weeks? I hope that we can all explore some of these issues in our study groups. My job tonight is just to give you an introduction to some of them and a brief overview of the biblical material.

Biblical understanding of Christian healing

It is clear that in Jesus’ day ‘healing’ was a much broader concept than it is today. The word ‘sozo’ in Greek was usually translated as ‘to save’ but was also used to describe physical healing.  It is used 38 times in the NT, if we exclude parallel passages, 11 of which refer to physical healing or exorcism and 9 more to deliverance from death. On a number of occasions it is translated into English as ‘to make whole’. So the words healing and salvation have much in common. Both point to ways in which God acts towards his people. 

So for example the word is used in Mark 5v34 ‘your faith has ‘healed’ you (to the woman with the flow of blood) and also at Luke 7 v50 ‘Your faith has ‘saved’ you; go in peace’ (to the woman who was a sinner (and not needing a physical cure). The gospel writers see each of these situations, different in kind as they may seem to us, as part of God’s victory over everything which disfigures or binds creation. Jesus power is seen as being set against the principalities and powers affecting every part of life in this world: the burden of disease, the ensnarement of occult powers or the bondage of sin and death, oppressive political and economic systems, the damage to the environment.

It is in this way that I see Jesus’ commission to the disciples recorded by Matthew:

As you go proclaim the message; ‘the kingdom of Heaven is upon you. Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, drive out demons, you received without cost, give without charge’ 

Matthew 10.7-87

It is in much the same light that I see that reading in the synagogue in Nazareth, when Jesus opened the scroll and found the place in Isaiah which reads:

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me

Because he has anointed me good news to the poor, 

To proclaim release for the prisoners

And recovery of sight for the blind;

To let the broken victims go free

To proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.   Luke 4.18-19
Mark characterises Jesus ministry as being a three fold one of preaching, teaching and healing and some twenty percent of Mark’s gospel is devoted to the healing ministry. But healing did not stand apart from other aspects of his ministry. The healings were signs which lent truth and reality to his words. Clearly Jesus saw that his mission was to bring the power of God’s love to bear upon the mortal, mental and spiritual sickness of his time. He was concerned to rescue people, by the aid of God’s love, from the point of brokenness and sin.

The methods he used varied considerably. Sometimes he simply drew on the faith of the person seeking healing. Sometimes he called upon the faith of those around the sick person, as in the case of the man lowered by his friends though the roof into the presence of Jesus. Sometimes he used touch alone. Sometimes he used touch along with some kind of anointing.

Jesus’ way was, wherever possible, to bring people to a new relationship with God by various means of touching, speaking, commands, by compassion and assurance of forgiveness, so that the power of the living God might break through and restore them.

Jesus stood in the Hebrew tradition. The Jewish tradition has its starting point in the essential goodness of creation:

‘And God saw all that he had made, and it was very good’. 

Genesis 1.31
The pattern of harmony and wholeness inherent in God’s creation is broken by human rebellion against God. This is met by judgement and promise. Judgement is the immediate response to a broken law. The promise is restoration and renewal when the appropriate response is made. What Karl Barth describes as the ‘divine Magna Carta’ in the matter of health and healing and related problems, is God’s great promise to Israel in Exodus 15.26:

‘If only you will obey the Lord your God, if you will do what is right in his eyes, if you will listen to his commands and keep all his statutes, then I shall never bring on you any of the sufferings which I brought on the Egyptians; for I am the Lord your healer.’

Sickness according to this particular and fairly dominant tradition represents a break down of relationship between God and his people. From this there followed the idea of sickness and suffering as punishment of sin. We still echo that understanding today when people say ‘what have I done to deserve this…’

There is however another strand in the Old Testament experience, carefully preserved, though it does not have the centrality of the other tradition. It is expressed in certain healing stories, in some of the psalms, in certain passages of Isaiah and, above all, in the great protest of Job. It is the line that Jesus followed in his teaching and ministry. He made it plain that whilst sickness can be caused by sin, there is no reason for supposing that this will always be the case. He specifically on a couple of times rejected the theory that suffering is always the direct result of sin. (John 9, Luke 13.2-5)

We have the basic assurance that God can and does heal. We also have this suggestion that there are alien forces at work in the world which are opposed to God and his goodness and these are themselves in part responsible for many of the trials and sufferings to which human beings are subject. This power, opposed to God’s will as Creator, as Barth has put it:

Has existence and power only under God’s mighty no.

We are not to capitulate to that power, but continue the struggle against it, recognising that God has already marched against it, overcome it and bound its forces and therefore those of sickness in Jesus Christ.

This does not mean that we fold our hands in the face of disease and suffering, or become complacently resigned. We must will what God has willed and already in part fulfilled in Jesus Christ concerning sickness and all that is not good; but without demanding to know what the end will be or how it will affect ourselves and others.

Modern understandings of healing

Fundamental to an understanding of Christian healing and healers is the character of God, the nature of the human predicament and the saving activity of God in Jesus Christ.

It is important to get this right because there is always the danger of giving over-emphasis to the darker side of life and so falling prey to a world of undifferentiated spirits and satanic powers

The gospels often make a distinction between those who are ill and those who are possessed, or have unclean spirits. Over the last month I have spoken a couple of times at the Tabernacle on this issue – which is unavoidable if you wish to consider a biblical picture of healing. The worldview of the time believed that evil spirits were the cause of all sickness and disease. I approached such passages from quite a liberal and rational perspective and suggested that in Jesus’ day, disorders such as autism, epilepsy, and mental illnesses were lumped into the general category of “demon possession” or “unclean spirits.”
There will always be the question of the interpretation of scripture and the authority of scripture. How do you interpret the scriptures, written at a certain time, in the context of a certain understanding of the world alongside say modern understandings of medicine and disease and psychology? Darwin’s theory of evolution is topical with the 200th anniversary of his birth. How does the theory of evolution affect the doctrine of a perfect creation that fell from grace; that there are ‘natural’ processes of decay and death and new life, the survival of the fittest, conflict, lust and aggression, to explain the way in which the world evolves. 

When it comes to the idea of supernatural powers of evil some Christians struggle, there are others who believe in personalised evil as much as a personal God and who would not accept that demonisation is merely mental ill-health. 

I’ll be frank with you - I struggle with those who see demons under every bed. But I do not wish for one moment to deny that some of the power struggles that Jesus had with unclean and evil spirits accord with some experiences today.

Most Christian ministers will have some stories to tell. I could tell you some stories. I preached on Mark chapter One the other week where a man possessed by an evil spirit shrieked at Jesus and Jesus rebuked him and cast the spirit out I shared of an experience  when a friend of my wife and I got cursed by a village witchdoctor after a trip abroad. He came back seemingly depressed and withdrawn but as we prayed with him he became abusive. He hated the name of Jesus, even at one point being physically sick at the mention of the Lord’s name. His facial features started to change; he exhibited eating disorders over the course of the next couple of months– it was as if a battle was taking place within his body. We sought specialist help and also prayer ministry. As we prayed for him he started to become aggressive with superhuman strength that took four of us to restrain him.  After hours of prayer, calling on the help of the Lord, whatever was afflicting our friend had been cast out. It seemed to me that it was in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ that he was healed. 

Some, I’m sure would try and offer a rational explanation for what happened. But I was left believing that it was in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ that he was healed and that this had been a spiritual encounter. Stuff happens. I don’t want to be alarmist, but I believe there is a spiritual struggle. There are many unhealthy and unclean influences around in our society. The biblical writers described as demonic the spirits that are out to hurt us, destroy us, destroy human relationships, our relationship to God, our health and well being. The biblical writers call us to discern the spirits – by their fruits you will know them. 

Lenten journey to the Cross

Lent is a journey towards the Cross of Christ. The New Testament described the Cross and the Resurrection as the disarming of the powers, the triumph of Christ over sin and death and the forces of evil. In a booklet responding to the DaVinci Code, The Bishop of Durham, Tom Wright wrote that the challenge of Jesus in the 21st century as in the first, is that we should look away from ourselves, our ever deeper navel gazing ‘finding out who I really am’ and an ‘I’m Ok you’re Ok’, pick and mix ‘free for all’ attitude on all matters religious and ethical.. Instead we are challenged to get on board with the project that the one true God launched at creation and re-launched with Jesus himself. The authentic gospel, which is good news about something that has happened as a result of which the world is a different place – this gospel demands that we submit to Jesus as Lord and allow all other allegiances, loves and self discoveries to be realigned in that light.  Genuine Christianity is to be experienced in self giving .love and radical holiness, not self cosseting self discovery. And it lives by, and looks for the completion of , the new world in which God will put all things to rights and wipe away all tears from all eyes and all knees will bow at the name of Jesus.

Morris Maddocks, the former adviser to the Archbishops of Canterbury and York on the ministry of Health and Healing, says that Christian Healing is Jesus Christ meeting you at your point of need. Christian healing is Jesus Christ! It is he who comes to meet us at our point of need – a person, not some quick remedy or magical formula or potent medicine. It is Jesus Christ who heals and saves. An encounter with him is therefore going to accomplish far more than the cure of symptoms. When we talk about ‘healing’ we usually mean ‘curing’. When we pray for someone’s healing we are usually praying for this: that God will make them well. That maybe a perfectly legitimate use of prayer – (that is next week’s topic). But as Christians we know that God has a far greater blessing in store for that person, indeed for each one of us and other blessings may be more important at that moment in the suffering person’s journey than an instant cure. God transformed the evil of the cross into the greatest good for humankind – that is our Lenten journey to explore over these next five weeks.

How can you know when you have been healed? Seems like an odd question. For many, the answer is obvious: when the pain is gone, the fever has come down, and the disease is no more. But the Gospel gives a better answer 

The first chapter of Mark’s gospel is a frenzy of activity. Seeking rest at the home of Simon and Andrew, Jesus is called upon to heal Simon’s mother-in-law. Crowds begin to press in around the house, demanding more words and deeds of power from Jesus. In the midst of all of this and in the heart of our story for today, Jesus goes out to a deserted place to pray. It isn’t much of a break from the action for Jesus. The disciples follow and right away they implore Jesus to get back on the road. In that brief time apart, Jesus found renewed energy in God, the source of his strength. 

Such renewal is the gift Jesus offered to Simon’s mother-in-law the previous night. Jesus reached out to this woman who was weak with fever, raised her up, and restored her to serve. Jesus is restored to continue preaching and healing. 

. “The fever left her,” we are told of Peter’s mother-in-law, “and she began to serve them.” As she was healed, she immediately began to serve others. When we are ready to help others in their need and focus once again outside ourselves we will know that we too have been cured. We will no longer be slaves to our hurts and resentments. We will at last be made whole. And we shall live.
May God bless us and instruct us as we share together over these five weeks on the ministry of healing.
