
Does God heal today? 

James 5:15 (NRSV) 

“The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has committed sins 

will be forgiven” 

Covid-19, as with other widespread infective diseases, seems rather indiscriminate, unfairly so if you’re 

affected or know someone who is. 

My elder daughter lived and worked in inland China in the early 2000s, until the SARS epidemic, also a 

Coronavirus, caused her to be evacuated to Beijing (a 38-hour train journey in full PPE) then flown back to 

Europe (unchecked at Heathrow) where she self-isolated at her home in Cherbourg.  Thankfully she 

remained perfectly well.  Whereas I heard recently from a school friend, we’ve kept in touch for almost 60 

years, that his wife had died of Covid-19, suddenly and without showing any of the published symptoms, 

even though she had carefully followed the hygiene guidelines.  

Some people get well, some don’t, some have ongoing symptoms after being discharged.  Christians and 

churches pray for people: some get better; some die.  What’s going on?  Does God heal today, or not?  

Look back 2000 years at Jesus and what he did.  He had great compassion for people.  He taught, fed, 

healed.  A quarter of the Gospel accounts is to do with healing.  This is the Jesus we pray to for healing.  

But does that still happen today?  Can that still happen today? 

Does God heal today?  

Clearly yes, because today people are still healed through prayer when no other healing seems effective or 

possible, there is no shortage of reliable accounts.  But equally clearly no, in the sense that sometimes, 

often, in spite of anguished prayers, people are not physically or visibly brought back to health. 

When we think about it, we soon realise that, if Christians were always healed, people would come to 

church for the wrong reasons.  Jesus spotted this early on and did not heal all ill people, maybe not that 

many relatively in fact.  We see in the Gospels that he started his ministry with a lot of healing, very logical 

as people needed to see that he was more than a routine prophet, even though Israel had not seen a 

prophet for rather a long time so got quite excited anyway.  He needed to plant the idea that he was more, 

that he was in fact the Messiah that Israel had been promised, but who had also been a bit of a long time 

coming. 

But he didn’t want people to flock to him just because they needed a doctor, so he started to draw back on 

the healings, even telling some people whom he healed not to spread it around (Mark 1.40-45), or using it 

as an opportunity to demonstrate that he could do even bigger things like forgive sins which only God 

could do (Mark 2.1-12).  John, writing in his gospel, has a favourite word for Jesus’ healings and other 

miracles: “signs”, for example: “a great crowd of people followed him because they saw the signs he had 

performed by healing those who were ill” (John 6.2), indicating that healing was not just a convenient pre-

NHS remedy, but a signal that Jesus was more than they imagined. 

Then take a look at Acts 3.1-10, just after Pentecost.  Here was a man lame from birth, who was daily 

carried to the Temple gate to beg.  He would have seen Jesus many times in the temple, so what would 

have been in his mind when Jesus repeatedly passed him by and healed other people instead?  We know 



now why, as this was the moment for Peter to be Jesus’ agent in doing the healing.  But then what about 

all the other lame beggars in and around the temple who didn’t get healed then, or after?  Why not? 

Equally today, we could not all expect to be healed, and certainly not always – at the very least we would 

be clogging up the pews for rather a long time!  We have to die sometime, never a welcome event to look 

forward to, but thank you Paul for the assurance: “Therefore we do not lose heart.  Though outwardly we 

are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day” (2 Corinthians 4.16).  But we have the 

ultimate good news: all Christians will receive a new body1 (1 Corinthians 15) and any cures or healings 

before then are a foretaste that the Kingdom has arrived, but is not yet fully here (see Revelation 21.1-5). 

How does God heal?  

There are many ways.  In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul lists some of the gifts that the Holy Spirit gives to 

Christians.  Every Christian has a gift from the Holy Spirit of some kind, and one group of them is “gifts of 

healings” (1 Corinthians 12.28, note the double plural in my literal translation).  The NT Greek word for 

‘healings’ means “‘cures’ (iamaton) .. a medical term .. the kinds of things for which we go to the doctor”2. 

Christians with this gift have it either because it is their natural gift/training/profession, for example if they 

are medics, in which case the Holy Spirit enhances their natural talents; or because the Holy Spirit endows 

this as a gift irrespective of the persons’ medical skills; or of course both.  Hence the double plural: there 

are different types of healing gift as well as different types of healing.   

Another NT Greek word for healing is therapeuo, which conveys a wide breadth of meaning.  For example, 

receiving prayer, love and support is “therapeutic”, as well as physical healing.  It can be independent of or 

alongside the NHS, or enhancing our ability to cope with the issue.  Also, healing can often come through 

the prayer and faith of the unwell Christian, even when others are not there to help or pray, or are 

unaware of the situation. 

If I may give four examples of types of healing: 

First, healing can come without or irrespective of other treatments.  It could be physical or mental healing, 

either immediately or more usually over time.  Or it could be release from an emotional disorder, 

something binding (i.e. an addiction), or spiritual attack.  Very often, extremely often if I may suggest, it 

can be dealing with an underlying problem, such as stress, broken relationships, non-forgiveness, or anger. 

Second, the Holy Spirit gift of healing can enhance and add to existing medical treatment: NHS services, 

medicine, physiotherapy, counselling, carers, and so on.  We should always seek medical treatment of 

course, and leave it to God to decide how he will heal and in what combination. 

Third, healing can often be in the form of enhancing our ability to cope with illness or disability, in various 

ways.  For example, we could be given extra strength, after all, the Holy Spirit is well used to doing that for 

people.  It could enable or help us experience the love, support and solidarity of others, and the love and 

compassion of God.  It could be any combination of these and others. 

                                                      
1
 May I recommend, on the topic of life after death and the promised supra-physical resurrection body, these two titles: 

Surprised by hope (Tom Wright, SPCK 2007, 307pp.), and What happens when we die? (Alison Morgan, Kingsway 1995, 249pp.) 
2
 Alison Morgan, Doing what Jesus did (Wells, ReSource, 2009), see pp.38ff. 



Fourth, it would in due course become the ultimate healing for Christians of an eternal life after death.  

And, with this assurance, healing means helping us to come to terms with when there is a time to let go, 

and simply leave it to God. 

Given all these ways, and many others, in which God’s healing can come, we should not limit in our minds 

or prayers how God can heal, through whom, when or where.  It can come quickly or take ages – a 

Methodist minister well versed in healing told me a long time ago how he found that it is often over a 

longer, slower time period than we expect.  It may or may not seem to happen at all, as the lame people 

around the Jerusalem temple would have found those years ago, or not happen in the way we expect it to.  

We just have to pray hard and then let it happen as God wants it to.  

Two points to note  

Sometimes God heals major illnesses to show his love and compassion and Kingdom, but often heals 

smaller ailments that we could get over or live with.  I think that perhaps this is often to tell us something 

he wants us to get a grasp of, especially when we are dubious or unconvinced, and to bring us closer to 

him.  I won’t forget leading an Alpha course in Stoke-sub-Hamdon in the early 2000s, inter-church between 

the Methodist, St. Mary’s, and URC.  One of the table group leaders, whose job is to lead the discussions 

after the talks, was a Lay Reader from St. Mary’s.  Unfortunately, when we came to the Alpha session on 

“Does God heal today?”, she had laryngitis and struggled to barely whisper to lead her group, which 

included some who were sceptical about Christian healing.  As people were leaving and we were clearing 

up after the session, some people gathered round her and prayed for her and she suddenly shouted “I can 

speak!  I can speak!”.  QED.  

But the question still remains and keeps nagging: why does God not make people well every time?  It’s not 

easy if it is you or someone you really love who is ill.  Why does God heal one person but not another?  We 

don’t know, Jesus didn’t tell us, we just have to trust Him. 

The verse I quoted at the head of this reflection seems carefully to give God room to move, to heal in 

whatever way he wishes: “The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and 

anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven”.  It seems to me that this was written by James in a way 

that, in his NT Greek, is meant to be deliberately ambiguous and flexible. 

The word James uses for “save” carries the meanings of ‘wholeness’ (well-being) and ‘healing’ 

(physical/mental).  But the same word is also used in the NT to mean ‘salvation’ (spiritual – when we 

become Christians and are ‘saved’).  This word can therefore refer to healing as we are thinking of it now, 

or spiritual salvation, or both.  Then, as if to emphasise this, the expression “raise them up” means ‘get out 

of bed’ as in when we are well again.  But it is also the word used for our 1 Corinthians 15 bodily 

resurrection to new life after death.  

So our healing can take the form of [1] recovering from illness to health in this life, and [2] whether or not 

this happens, receiving salvation and resurrection after death.  It rather neatly covers both eventualities 

and says to us, rather clearly, that God does heal today, and you can never be sure about quite how or 

when, but in one way or another, it will happen. 

How should we ask God to heal?  

May I make a few suggestions, there are many more possibilities and we will each discover the best route 

for our prayers and our response. 



 Maybe begin by thinking through what the Bible says about the how and when of God’s healing, e.g.: 

o A read through Luke’s gospel can be an interesting part of this, as he was a doctor. 

o Look especially at some NT examples of persistent community prayer, I especially like these: 

“They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of 

Jesus, and with his brothers” (Acts 1.14 NIVUK); and “Peter therefore was kept in prison: but 

prayer was made without ceasing of the church unto God for him” (Acts 12.5KJV). 

o Take a look through another Tom Wright book, God and the pandemic: a Christian reflection on 

Coronavirus and its aftermath (SPCK 2020, 76pp.).  He asks “Where do we start?”, looks 

individually at the Old Testament, Gospels, and the rest of the New Testament, and then asks 

“Where do we go from here?” 

 Then pray widely.  Pray for the NHS and carers, and anyone else involved, as well as the patient. Pray 

for Christians who are channels for the Holy Spirit’s gifts of healings, as mentioned above, and be open 

to being one of those (probably surprisingly!). 

 Pray in community.  

o Be rooted in the church as the healing community of the Kingdom and of the Holy Spirit.  Here 

at Chard, we had started occasional Sunday evening Healing Services until the lockdown closed 

the church building, and hopefully will be able to restart them when it can open. 

o Offer to pray with and for people who are not yet Christians and unsure – God still hears them 

and responds.  Surveys show that a higher percentage of people say they pray than those who 

say they go to church or believe in God. 

 Pray expectantly.  See James 4.2: “You do not have, because you do not ask God” 

 Trust God to answer, in his way, time and will.  The key is faith, as always in Gospel healings: “[Jesus] 

could not do any miracles [at Nazareth], except lay his hands on a few sick people and heal them.  And 

he was amazed at their lack of faith” (Mark 6.5-6).  Contrast this with verses 55-56: “56... They begged 

him to let them touch even the edge of his cloak, and all who touched it were healed”. 

 And finally, let go and let God: watching for how and when he heals.  Even if he does not heal, or 

doesn’t seem to, or not in the way you thought.  Even if he allows someone you love to die and you 

can’t work out why, or feel angry with God about what you feel is his neglect.  Remember the Lord’s 

Prayer: “Your will be done” sits alongside “Your Kingdom come”. 

Closing prayers3 

Keep us, good Lord, 

under the shadow of your mercy 

in this time of uncertainty and distress. 

Sustain and support the anxious and fearful, 

and lift up all who are brought low; 

that we may rejoice in your comfort 

knowing that nothing can separate us from your love 

in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Amen. 

Merciful God, 

we entrust to your tender care 

those who are ill or in pain, 

knowing that whenever danger threatens 

your everlasting arms are there to hold them safe. 

Comfort and heal them, 

and restore them to health and strength; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

Charles Freebury, Chard, 17
th

 July 2020 

                                                      
3 For these and a range of other helpful Covid-19 prayers, click on this link (searching for “CofE Covid-19 prayers” should also 

get you to the right page): https://www.churchofengland.org/more/media-centre/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-

parishes/coronavirus-covid-19-liturgy-and-prayer 

 

https://www.churchofengland.org/more/media-centre/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-parishes/coronavirus-covid-19-liturgy-and-prayer
https://www.churchofengland.org/more/media-centre/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-parishes/coronavirus-covid-19-liturgy-and-prayer

