
Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis 

Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary 

Bachelor of Divinity Concordia Seminary Scholarship 

6-1-1954 

The Christian Response to Sickness The Christian Response to Sickness 

Kenneth R. Young 
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, kenryoung99@yahoo.com 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv 

 Part of the Practical Theology Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Young, Kenneth R., "The Christian Response to Sickness" (1954). Bachelor of Divinity. 931. 
https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv/931 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Concordia Seminary Scholarship at Scholarly 
Resources from Concordia Seminary. It has been accepted for inclusion in Bachelor of Divinity by an authorized 
administrator of Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary. For more information, please contact 
seitzw@csl.edu. 







  

26 

"We shall bring out the facts that sickness cun be and is at 

times & good, and thet sickness does not necessurily show 

thet a person has not the proper faith, or that he hes insuf- 

ficient faith."5l On the contrary, sickness pleys an import- 

ant pert in God's plan for His people, serving &s an exper= 

ience through which faith may be strengthened snd the Christe 

ian grow in grace and knowledge. The purpose of sickness may 

be that God be glorified, John 9:5 (a p&ssage which is seem- 

ingly ignored by the faith-heslers). The feith-heelers err 

in teaching that sickness is never in uccord with God's will 

and that in sickness a Christian should never pray for healing 

"aecording to Thy will.” But the Scriptures clearly tesech us 

to pray for temporal blessings conditionally, always adding 

“if it be Thy will."52 Lutheran writers have been quick to 

point out that the fuith-healers are often unsuccessful, that 

they muke the success of their work dependent upon the patient 

and not themselves (thus relieving themselves of blame in the 

event of failure), tnat they can help only in the case of 

functional disorders but never with sicknesses “which have 

attacked the tissues of the body" or such disorders us 

emputetions, and that while insisting that the followers of 

  

Slrisher, op. cit., p. 15. 

S2consider the example of the Savior in the Garden, 
Luke 22:42. See also James 4315-15 and 1 John 5:14. This 
topic will be considered further, Infra. 

SSgracbner, op. cit., p. 52.



  

  

27 

Christ perform miracles of hesling in accord with such pass- 

ages 4s Merk 16:17,15 and Matthew 10:1,5, they themselves do 

not perform other miracles that Seriptures indicate will be 

done by His disciples (for example, exorcising demons, speak= 

ing in tongues, reising the dead, being immune to the venom 

of serpents). Moreover, the miracles of healing recorded in 

Seripture were not always performed only upon those who had 

‘the proper faith" but, on the other hung, were dependent on 

the power of the healer.°“ Some Lutherans claim that the 

faith-healers misinterpret the two Bible passuges they refer 

to most frequently, Isaiah 55:5,4 and Metthew 8:16,17. Some 

Lutheran writers have asserted that the alleged miracles of 

the faith-healers involve the use of all sorts of psychologe 

ical techniques (for exemple, rhythm and mass “hysteria™) 

fox setting the sufferers into 4 suggestible condition and 

that no healing occurs until this has come about. Lutheran 

writers urge the sick to use medicine und the medical pro- 

fession rather than to rely on faith heelers. There are 

three main reasons given for this: both the 01d and the New 

Testaments refer to the use of medicines end doctors;°9 God 

ordinerily does not act directly in this world, but rather 

  

S4opvious examples are the raising of deud persons. See 
also Matt. 8:16, Matt. 19:2, Luke 6:17-19, Luke 9:57-42, 
Luke 19:11-19, Acts 531-8, and Acts 5:12-16. 

SSror example, see Gen. 45:11, Ezek. 27:17 and 47:12, 
Prov. 17:22, Jer. 50:15 and 8:22, Isaiah 1:6 and 58:21, 
Luke 4:25, Matt. 92:12, Col. 4314, and 1 Tim. 5:25.
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through “natural means"; such things us medicines and the 

medicel profession are precious gifts of God, and are the 

natural meéns through which He ordinarily does His hosling 

work. iiven if men should perform miracles Lutherans would 

insist on judging their doctrino and would not accept them 

as truly sent by God if their doctrine was not in accord with 

Scripture. Hor the Lord has warned us that many false pro- 

phets will arise who will perform “signs and lying wonders” 

(2 Thess. 2:9) and we sre to judge such by their doctrine 

(1 John 4:1<3). In general, Lutherans have said that the 

Christian is to rely on naturel means to cure his illness, 

preying confidently that God cure him through these means 

according to His will. God may still perform miracles of 

heeling today through the Church but ordinarily He acts 

through meaéns. ‘Theodore Graebner, who seems to have expressed 

most adequately in writing the views commonly accepted today 

in The Lutheran Church=--iMissouri Synod, stated that God would 

still perform mir&écles of healing through the Church when 

this was necessary to “confirm His Word" (particularly in 

heathen nations), but only then. 

The question remains, Do we believe in the continuance 
of these powers? The writer will here -speek only for 
his own person, but he will sey that he believes in a 
continuance of these gifts where conditions are as 
they were in the age in which they were exercised acc- 
ording to the testimony of the Scriptures. I believe 
thet where it is necessary to vindicate His truth, 
God will grant toduy the same power of prophesying 
‘future events, of casting out demons, of healing sick- 
ness by & commend, of immunity to poison, of raising 
the dead, which Hs gave to His first disciples. We 
have no need of such external credentials, for we have  
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no new revelation to méke, in our ordinary church- 
work. It is different in countries in which the 
Church is performing her task of bringing the rev- 
elation of God's grace to the heathen . .. « But 
no more. if there ure those uncng us who believe 
thet also in Christianized lands God endows certain 
people with the gift of healing, we dissent from 
them. 56 a 

There is renewed interest today in the possibility of 

miraculous bodily hesling by the Church as a part of its 

response to sickness. This observation was made by one 

Swedish Lutheran writer who went on to sé&y: 

There c&én be no doubt thet, from a medical point 
of view, treatment by prayer &nd anointing really 
has cured 4nd does cure some cuses as completely 
as the physician or psychologist can; nor indeed 
thet such spiritual measures have sometimes 
succecded where all others huve failed. 

Much of this renewed interest is a result of the recent, 

rapid, und significant advences in the fields of psychology, 

psychiatry, sociology, and medicine. A combination of 

causal factorse-current world conditions of unrest and 

strained human relations, wide-spread ucceptance of the view 

thet “the proper study of mankind is man," and the mental 

hygiene movement, to mention a few--have helped to bring 

about keen interest in the field of psychosomatic medicine 

and its implications for everyday life. Although for a 

  

“6Graebner, op. Git., pd. 7-8. 

S’gote Bergsten, Pastoral Psychology (New York: The 
MacMillan Company, 1951), pe S17.
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while minimized, todey the role of religion in mental health 

is being recognized, investigated, and emphasized by sone. 

The Mid-century White House Conference on Children and Youth 

in & Democracy concluded that religion plays « crucial part 

in the development of healthy personality. Thus there is 

today considerable interest in the pléce of the Church in 

preserving health, as well as interest in its potentials in 

restoring health. 

Some writers seem very much concerned that the Church 

be more active in performing miracles of bodily heeling. 

They insist that the Ghurch of recent centuries has not begun 

to carry out the seme role us the early Church in regard to 

such activity. 

Religious thinkers believe that man is created in 
the image of God and that spiritual influences have 
a vital effect upon his being. Vihen man becane 
aware of thet fact, he began to study himself to see 
how spiritual factors influence his life and how he 
can use them for his benefit. This is the task of 
the Church, and it hus engaged in that work more or 
less through the centuries. But the one place where 
the Church hus been the most hesitant is in fulfilling 
the Lord's command to heal the sick (Matt. 10:1,8). 
Beeause of its hesitancy, cults and sects have to a 
lurge extent taken over spiritual healing. 99 

Weatherheed, 40 quoting fron the anonymous Christus Integrités, 

declares: 

  

S8fhe Bibliography contains 4 number of references to 
entire books written on this subject. 

=“9scherzer, Op. Gite, De 250. 

40ijentherhead, op. cit., pp. 440-441.
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The Christians of tho first centuries had a clearer 
conception of the nower of the healing Christ than 
hes ever been manifested by the Church of later ages, 
and perhups a deeper sense of the responsibility 
owed by the body of Christian believers to their 
brethren in sickness. 

Besides polnting to the failure of the present-day Church to 

approximate the response of the eurly Church in this matter, 

these writers muke cletr their belief that the Church today 

has &11 the potentials, even more, to do such work, in com- 

parison with the eurly Church. It has the sume Lord, the 

same Holy Spirit, the seme commands and promises, and greater 

knowledge of human medical problems und remedies. Veather=- 

heaa#l suys that the reason the present Church does not do 

this is its lack of faith and failure to follow its Lord. 

If only we were like Him we could cure the sick=--not 
all, but many--in the same direct wey. There is no 
reason on His side why many of the healing miracles 
of the Gospels and the Acts should not be repeated. 
4nd there must be a direct way for us. The apostles 
knew no sciencs. 

This concern thet the present-day Church recapture the early 

Church's response in its healing activity is well summnérized 

&s follows: 

Jesus commissioned his followers to preach the gospel 
and to hexl the sick. In tie curly Churebh the ministry 
of hetling was vital, as well as the ministry of the 
Viord. Yet Christians since the dtys of tiie Apostles 
have had to look beck with wistful longing, hoping for 
the day when religion would again be closely related 
to healing us such. The opportunity which exists in 
this generation to enter into a total ministry to the 

  

4lTpid., De 469.
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total person is the greatest wht on ns Church has 
faced since Jesus set the exemple. 

These writers insist that the Church is on the thres- 

hold of a new era in the contribution it can make towurd the 

physical well-being of people. They urge that the Church in 

all humility work with secular scientists in the common task 

of hesling and thereby bring about healing miracles on 4 

lerge scale.*5 ‘They contend that by fully serving the ind- 

ividusl the Church could heul many. 

Our conclusion must be that any man, sick or well, 
who calls himself & Christian, should sce it to be 
his duty to make as full 4 response us he can to 
God, the God who is like Christ and whom Christ 
reveled. Thought, feeling and doing must 411 be 
mobilised to this end. It is the Church's duty to 
eall out that response in all the healthy ways 
known to her. If this were done, we have every 
reason to believe that many who ure sick would be 
healed, for their sickness, in the last unalysis, 
is « maleadjustment of the soul to God, rather 
then « mul-adjustment of the body to the physical 
environment, or the mind to the world of true 
ideas. liven then, some would remain unheeled . .. .*4 

Weatherhead®> pleads with the Church to aweken and to recover 

the lost art of healing through the direct activity of God. 

The intercession of people united in love for Christ 
and living disciplined lives, and the laying on ofr 
hands, undertuken ufter prayer and self-discipline, 
by & priest or minister or other person who is the 

  

42Richard K. Young, The Pastor's Hospitel Ministry 
(Nashville, Tenn. : Broadman Pross, 1954), Dp. Se 

4Sso writes Paul &. Johnson, Psycholo of Pastoral 
Care (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 353)" De 229. 

44veutherhead, op. cit., p. 434. 

45tpid., p. 493.
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contact-point, so to speak, of a beloved, believing 
and united community standing behind him and support= 
ing his ministration to a patient who hus been taught 
to understand the true nature of Christian faith, are 
clues well worth following up. This is the true min- 
istry of the Church Gs such, and, in a sense, has 
nothing to do with psychology at all. ‘This is the 
ninistry which must be recovered and which only the 
Chureh can do. 

Admitting that the patient must want health only secondarily 

to his desire to be in & right relationship with God and 

that the Church is never to promise or guerantee health since 

this is God's alone to give, this same author concludes his 

voluminous book on the subject with this appeal: 

When the Church returns to her early devotion to 
Christ and creates united fellowships, even faintly 
like the smull body cf men who went cut in the power 
of the Risen Christ und His Spirit to turn the world 
upside down, then & power more potent to heal than 
any atomic bomb to destroy will once more surge through 
sick souls and minds and bodies. It will be His own 
power and recognized as such. If diseuse is caused by 
the faulty reactions of 4 person--as is so Often the 
case--then the supreme he&ling power will not be this 
or that treatment, let alone this or thet drug, but & 
Person healing. Christians call that Person Christ. 
When He comes into His own, then the prayer will be 
answered which He Himself taught men to pray: “Thy 
kingdom come; Thy will be done on eurth, as it is in 
heaven. "46 

Such opinions make all the more urgent e@ correct under=- 

standing of the proper place of faith-healing in the activity 

of the Church. ‘What then is to be said of this aspect of the 

Church’s response to sickness in the light of Scripture and 

Christian judgment? The present writer is unable to draw 

final conclusions concerning the matter. It seems to be a 

  

46Tpid., p. 493.


