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Christ our Healer: An Alliance Position Paper

This position paper will examine three aspects of the doctrine of healing: 1. the relationship between divine healing and the forgiveness of sins; 2. the importance of anointing the sick; and 3. the ministry of divine healing in the churches, then and now.

The Relationship between Divine Healing and Forgiveness of Sins

“… many who were demon-possessed were brought him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: ‘He took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.’” (Matthew 8:17, NIV) We know that Jesus’s shed blood fully atones for our sins. And, although the scriptures do not go into detail as to how physical healing is related to this atonement, this line from the latter half of verse 17 of Matthew chapter 18 makes it clear that healing is an act of redemption. In fact, every good thing we have from God in connection with our redemption, whether it be our resurrection to new life through salvation in Christ, our sanctification that comes from abiding in him and the reality of his shed blood covering our sins, the promise of his return to bring us into the very presence of the Father, and healing as well, come to us by way of Christ’s atoning sacrifice on the cross for us. Keith M. Bailey writes: 

Since physical illness is the result of man’s fallen condition, the healing of disease has as its basis the blood atonement. The church did not arrive at this position by mere logic. The Scripture actually states the position in clear propositional terms. First, the prophet Isaiah in his prediction of the cross of Christ and its benefits twice mentions healing as a fruit of Messiah’s vicarious death. (Bringing Back the King, p. 113)

Bailey elucidates further that “Christ became incarnate to redeem men from every effect of sin.” (Ibid, p. 112) 1 John 3:8 affirms this premise, i.e. that Christ appeared for the purpose of destroying “the works of the enemy” which are to “steal, and kill and destroy.” (John 10:10) Just as sin, sickness and death entered into the world through the failure of human beings to resist temptation by the enemy, which resulted in the grand larceny of our authority, spiritual and physical health and life, God himself became a human being so that we can have “life, and have it abundantly.” (Ibid) It is by this offer of eternal life, and the fullness thereof, that God draws us through the agency of the Holy Spirit, to Himself. Thus, the first step in our receiving physical healing will be a response to the convicting power of the Holy Spirit of our sins, the primary work of Christ on the cross being the reconciliation of mankind to himself. This is crucial to note, for some may remain infirm despite prayers for healing, but their position in eternity is secure, if they have bowed their knee to the Lordship of Christ. In fact, physical healing will always be secondary to the transformation of a life. What does it profit a man if he should gain the whole world (even physical health), but lose his own soul?

Moreover, Christ’s resurrection itself is a foreshadowing of what Bailey refers to as the “ultimate healing” (Ibid, p.114), the point in time when we will no longer suffer from any of the effects of sin in our bodies, but we will be resurrected once and for all and completely healed in every way imaginable. Jesus said: “I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me shall live even if he dies, and everyone who lives and believes in Me shall never die.” (John 11:25, 26) And, though Jesus is speaking of the coming resurrection, we have available to us a quickening while we are still in this life, since these blessings have not ceased, but have been passed on to the church to be administered as needed – which brings us to our second point. 

The Importance of Anointing the Sick

It’s one thing to know that Christ has atoned for our sins and sickness – to include the curse of death – through his death on the cross; it’s quite another to know how to apply this truth and to have the boldness to act on it in confidence and faith. What then is the biblical instruction on the orderly administering of healing we should follow?

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 yours 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. (James 5:13-16)

According to this passage of scripture, the elders of the church have the responsibility of praying over the sick and anointing them. This serves several purposes. One is that it requires the petition and humility of the infirm, who, willing to renounce any victim status, recognizes the umbrella of authority he/she is under and affirms the working of the Holy Spirit through the elders. Another aspect is that it requires the faith and holiness of those elders, as it is the prayer of a righteous person before God which is effectual in His Kingdom. Additionally, in the symbol of the anointing with oil, we are reminded that it is the work of the Holy Spirit to heal, and is by no means a work of the praying person, nor can it be attributed to any personal ability they may have, but is a gift of the Spirit for the building, edification and encouragement of the church. For this reason, elders and pastors must be bold and courageous in making use of this reminding symbol. But this reminder is not an abstract one. It points to the very real power of the person of the Holy Spirit, who moves in the moment to convict of sin and lead us to repentance, to mend lacerations of the soul inflicted by the enemy through bringing freedom from guilt and shame, and to heal the wide range of ailments that plague the physical body as a result of the curse. For it is written: 

But Christ has rescued us from the curse pronounced by the law. When he was hung on the cross, he took upon himself the curse for our wrongdoing. For it is written in the Scriptures, "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree. (Galatians 3:13, NLT)
The Ministry of Divine Healing in the Churches, Then and Now

Cessationist doctrine errs in purporting that healings take place today which only occur as a result of punctiliar, singular intervention on the part of God in the life of and individual, but not owing to a gift of healing given to the church as in the apostolic age. Scripture teaches otherwise. Divine healing is not limited in scope to the function of providing “signs” that Jesus was the Christ or to affirm that his teaching was of God. In the book of Luke chapter 10 verses 1-20, we read the account of the Lord appointing “seventy others,” whom he sent out two by two, after giving this group of unnamed believers authority to preach, heal and to cast out devils. This passage and many others, primarily taught by Paul or through the witness accounts of expanding gifts among the Body of Christ at large as recorded in the book of Acts, indicate that this distribution of gifts and move of the Spirit was only just beginning, not beginning to cease. There is no evidence in the aforementioned passage that these seventy unnamed individuals to whom the gifts of healing and deliverance had been delegated were doing so solely for the purpose of proving the authority and office of the Christ. On the contrary, we see that, although through the invoking of the name of Jesus in the healing and deliverance of the oppressed Christ is glorified – i.e. the power and authority vested in his name are affirmed – these unnamed disciples, not apostles, are clearly walking in the authority given them by Jesus. We see this continuing on into the ministry of the Apostles throughout Asia Minor, around the Mediterranean region and beyond. Miraculous, instantaneous healings and many other such miracles took place wherever the Apostles were about the business of spreading the good news. The accounts in the book of Acts and in Paul’s teachings (e.g. to the Corinthians) attest to instantaneous, miraculous gifts of healings that, these authors state, should be earnestly sought throughout the development and life of the church, not just in the early church, but throughout its history. But if the gifts have not ceased, what is the reason for a decline or even utter lack of the miraculous in the church as time went on? Bailey addresses this: “The apparent cessation of the gifts came about as a result of spiritual decline in the church. The history of revival shows the emerging of such gifts whenever the church is quickened by a fresh outpouring of the Holy Spirit.” (Bringing Back the King, p. 111) Part of the spiritual decline he refers to is an increased lack of faith. Another source would be historical developments such as the increased institutionalization of the church, or an ever-heightened reliance on reason. Many of these symptoms of intellectualism, self-sufficiency and an increased outsourcing of the ministry of healing to secular remedies can be seen in the church today. Although the church was intended to be the healing center, even as Christians we have settled for less, giving over the authority the Christ gave back to us through his victory on the cross to secular science, the hands of doctors, psychologist and psychiatrists. Not all this is misguided, however. In fact, in most cases it displays far greater wisdom and a belief in the sovereign power of God to use any and all things as his instruments and for his glory, just as he has done with hard-hearted pharaohs and kings. But at times, our faith in physicians and in the modern-day “Cult of Asklepios” simply goes too far. Christ himself went into these hospitals dedicated to the Greek God Asclepius to “seek and save” those who had desperately relied all their lives on the power of “modern” medicine and myth to heal them, but to no avail. It would seem that God’s timing was to wait for certain people to reach the end of their physical, mental, emotional and financial ropes before they were ready to receive what Christ had to offer them – and that at no charge. We as Christians have received everything that the world needs. And to whom much has been given, much is required. As the body of Christ, we have a responsibility to challenge the system of so-called healing that the world offers. Though God may use many illnesses for discipline, sanctification and as a testimony to the world of the patience and endurance of a saint, the fact still remains that Christ paid for our healing at a high price. 

My Personal Testimony Concerning Christ as our Healer

The first time I was introduced to the concept of miraculous, instantaneous healing and had to grapple with the very real possibility of it, I was 17 years old. A Christian friend named Ephraim, who had been a follower of the ministry of Kathryn Kuhlman and was discipling me, shared his testimony of how God had miraculously healed him of a chronic blood disease, of which he was slowly dying. I had become very close to this friend and could vouch for his credibility. Emaciated and very week from years of suffering from declining health, Ephraim prayed to God straight out of Isaiah 53:5 to God one evening before going to bed, “… and by your stripes I was healed …” He was miraculously healed while lying on his bed, even feeling the power of the Holy Spirit washing his body. This testimony highly impacted my life and understanding of healing. Multiple encounters with demon-possessed homeless people on the streets of San Diego and Los Angeles were also training me to understand the necessity of deliverance and the role the church should play in this.

Years later, a major back injury changed my life forever. Since the age of 23, I have suffered from intense pain, which even culminated in a partial sensation of paralysis in my right leg. Though an operation two years ago would relieve the pressure, I still suffer immensely. What God has shown me through the last 16 years of this suffering is: utter and complete dependency on him. I have understood that “apart from Christ, we can do nothing.” Though I have cried out to God for healing on countless occasions, I have never been healed. I have become convinced that a person must be brought to the end of their rope, one way or another. The realization must come that there are some things over which human beings have absolutely no control – i.e. that they simply cannot engineer, despite the greatest talent, acumen, or greatest skill level. God has used this illness to disciple me, but not in the way some might think. Often we are highly judgmental of those who are suffering, even equating their condition with some sin they have committed. But every Christian, regardless of whether or not their past is checkered, must come to this place of complete yieldedness. Christ paid the price for our redemption, sanctification and healing. None of these can be earned. Only through a posture of seeing God as the provider of every good and perfect thing in our lives will we ever be effective in ministry. Unless the “nature of the creature” in us – which is to believe that we can be like God, and ultimately results in coveting his position –  is completely and utterly crushed to the point where we are accepting of our position as his creation and of Him as eternally God, we will falter. The Apostle Paul says: 

We think you ought to know, dear brothers and sisters, about the trouble we went through in the province of Asia. We were crushed and overwhelmed beyond our ability to endure, and we thought we would never live through it. In fact, we expected to die. But as a result, we stopped relying on ourselves and learned to rely only on God, who raises the dead. (2 Corinthians 1:8, NLT)
It is only when we have understood that it is God and God alone who has sole, sovereign power over life and death itself that we will understand the futility of all the things in which we place our trust. Suffering is an excellent vehicle for conveying this difficult truth to the human spirit, which is wily and relentlessly determined to engineer its own successes. So how can we know today by what spirit people are being healed? This is how to test the spirits: Only a voluntary prostrate position before God, i.e. “a humble and contrite spirit”, the true humility we saw in Jesus on the cross is an actual and effective fruit of the Holy Spirit. All else is self-deceiving, or worse, feigned. God condescends, prostrates himself, allows himself to be humiliated by his own creation, remains in a receptive position of disgrace – with his arms nailed open, receiving us. Against this backdrop, what is the responsibility of the church? The answer that comes to my mind: “To whom much is given, much is required.” Grace upon grace is what we are called to give. The dual challenge is: 1. Do we have the faith to receive and to offer this healing? 2. Do we have the same contrite spirit and dependency on the Father we see modeled by Christ himself? The world cries out in agony for its redemption; we, the church, stand by.
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