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Josh: So Tough Times is our theme for January and we’re looking at sickness, tough 

times of sickness. We’ll talk a little bit about other tough times, loss being one of them, 

the grief that comes, and others. But tonight, we think specifically about sickness. The 

season that we’ve been in for a couple of years has made sickness unavoidable. But then 

even recently, in the last month or two, it’s become even more prevalent in our 

community, of certain forms of sickness. But the topic of sickness spans broader than just 

our current month and the moment that is going on. It’s something that we all face 

throughout different seasons and in different ways. So we wanted to ask maybe some 

questions about sickness and think about what Scripture has to say and eventually get to 

the hope that we have in tough times, in sickness, and what God is doing.  

 

But if you have specific questions, if you’re here, you can just raise your hand and you 

can just ask and we’ll change direction. We’d be happy to answer questions that are 

coming up and talk about things that you’re dealing with, even if it’s specific to your 

family. But if you’re online or if you’re here and you want to, you can send us a text and 

we’ll get it here on the Ipad. We’ll try to interact with questions that come in. I know we 

have people online. Like I said, if you’re here, just raise your hand. No matter what age, 

go ahead and ask a question if you have one, to change direction. 

 

So one thing that I think is maybe easy to overlook, and we’re thinking about the idea of 

maybe the pandemic and what we’ve gone through here. But this isn’t the first time that 

the church has gone through a pandemic or a major sickness in the world. This isn’t the 

first. In some ways, the word “unprecedented” was thrown out there a lot, but this isn’t 

the first time that a church and God’s people have to wrestle with sickness. 

 

Ritch: Yes. That’s right. I remember hearing stories in my family of how my grandma 

experienced the Spanish Flu that kind of ravished the country and the nations right at the 

end of and after Word War 1. She was a teenager at the time. They thought she was going 

to die. If she had, I wouldn’t be here. So our country and our world has had sicknesses 

and plagues. We think of much of biblical history about plagues that God sent, for 

instance, upon Egypt. I haven’t done enough study to know for sure, but the first 

reference that I found of sickness is Genesis 12, where the Lord inflicted serious diseases 

on Pharaoh’s household because of Abram’s wife Sarai. That whole deal where Pharaoh 

started to be attracted to Abram’s wife and didn’t know that she was Abram’s wife. It 

says the Lord inflicted diseases upon them. 

 

We’re conscious that when God created the world, He didn’t create it with these viruses 

and these bacteria that causes sickness. We understand now more about diseases because 

of microscopes, but God didn’t create the world with those kinds of germs in the world to 



create sickness. All of that started unwinding from Genesis 3, where man decided we 

have a better plan than the plan of obedience and worship and submission to God. 

 

Josh: It’s probably a really simple thought, but where the Bible starts is that God created 

things good and He created them very good. Sickness is a reminder that something 

happened. The Bible starts with saying this isn’t actually how God designed the world in 

His original created state. He designed it in a very good way and there wasn’t sickness 

the way that we understand it and experience it in our lives. It is something that prompts 

us to ask that question, what happened? That’s one of the things that sickness actually 

does. It prompts us to ask questions that are really important questions that the Bible 

answers. But it’s really simple to just say that God created the world good, very good, in 

fact. There was something that happened, and you referenced that. Man sinned. We 

rebelled against God. There were so many consequences, but the ultimate consequence 

that He references is death. Sickness is sort of the beginnings and the leading precursor of 

what we ultimately know to be death, which is God’s promised consequence for sin.  

 

In the original state, Adam and Eve are in Eden and everything seems great. God says, 

“Don’t eat from this specific tree. The day that you eat of it, you will die.” So everything 

is great and Satan tempts Eve and basically says, “That’s not going to happen. Look at 

how amazing things are. Of course bad things won’t happen. God’s not going to keep His 

word. You’re not going to die.” Everything seems good. So sure, I’m not going to die. As 

soon as death enters the world and God keeps His word exactly like He says, then Satan 

turns around and now tempts us. “You can’t trust God. He’s not going to keep His Word. 

Look at how bad things are.” When in fact, in both sides, God always keeps His promise 

and He keeps His Word. Satan twists and uses lies to deceive, but death is proof that God 

is exactly who He says He is and does what He says He will do. Thankfully, death isn’t 

the last word. He offers another word of hope, a word of life, and that’s where the Bible 

is going to lead us, to that hope. But sickness is just one of those things that cause us to 

ask the question the Bible is telling us to ask and that offers answers.  

 

Ritch: I think it’s really important for us to attach this connection that God makes in His 

Word of sickness and death, to sin, and not to God. That doesn’t mean, we’ll talk about 

this, that God doesn’t use sickness and death, that God doesn’t have good purposes. He 

does. But it wasn’t part of the expression of God’s goodness for sickness and death to 

enter the world. It was a part of God’s righteous response and the natural consequences of 

sin entering the world. I think it’s right also for us to observe that at the end of the age, 

sickness will not have a future. In other words, there is a beginning to sickness and there 

is an end to sickness. There is that great verse in Revelation 21, describing the eternal 

state, describing heaven itself.   

 

Revelation 21:4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no 

more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore,  

 

So you think of all the pains that sickness bring to us. There is going to be none of that 

whatsoever.  

 



Revelation 21:4 …for the former things have passed away.”  

 

So the salvation that God brings will be complete. Even as we see Jesus healing or other 

instruments of God brining healing throughout the Old Testament, those are sort of tastes 

of what is ultimate. Of course, the evidence of Jesus’ healing is for Him to demonstrate 

Himself as the Son of God, who has the power over sickness and death.  

 

It’s on the one hand, sobering for us to consider sin as we talk about this and what sin 

brings, because all sin for a moment seems really sweet. But it leads to these things that is 

absolute misery. But also, it’s heartening for us to consider the completion of Christ of 

rescuing us and saving us from every consequence, every part that sin brings into our 

existence and our community and into our lives.  

 

Josh: So you’ve referenced this a couple of times, but it’s actually a big question that 

people ask and where it’s easy to go wrong. It’s just a simple question. Where does 

sickness come from? Or we could say it like this. Is God in control of sickness?  

 

Ritch: Yes. He absolutely is in control of where it goes. God is never the author of evil. 

So with all these hard questions, it’s really important to kind of drive down what I call 

some theological stakes, because God is putting up a tent of worship. The illustration I 

use is a tent of worship. Some of these stakes are in tension. They’re never in 

contradiction. But it’s the tension that allows the tent to stand up. Our temptation is to 

pull up one of the stakes because we feel like there is a little bit of tension or even 

conflict. Wherever we see the Bible speaking clearly, let’s drive that down because truth 

will be consistent. Truth will often be in tension. It will never contradict, but we have to 

nail whatever we know to be true, down. One of those things is that God is not the author 

of sin. God is not the author of death itself, in the sense that this was part of His plan. 

Yet, God uses the sins of wicked people like He did in Joseph’s life. Man meant it for 

evil, but God meant it for good. So sin is not ultimate; God is. He uses sickness for His 

good purposes.  

 

We see that don’t we, all through Scripture. We already referenced the plagues that God 

brought on Egypt that clearly are plagues that God brought. We see that in the life of 

righteous Job. God released His hand and He is still in control even as He allows Satan. 

But He again is allowing Satan. He is using Satan to bring about an effect upon Job so 

that Job can say, “Blessed be the name of the Lord. The Lord gave and the Lord took 

away.” So again, he is understanding God’s part in the taking away. So I think it’s really 

important for us to see God as sovereign over this, whatever we experience relating to our 

disease. Yet, not seeing that God is a source in the sense that it’s coming outside of the 

context of His response to sin.  

 

Josh: Right. That’s a difficult nuance. That is a difficult nuance that we actually are 

wrestling with, that oftentimes sickness forces us to consider what we believe about God, 

what we believe to be true. It reveals what we’ve been thinking and feeling about God for 

some time. It brings it all to the forefront. Theology starts to matter really deeply in those 

moments. It’s a big question. Is this what God wants? Is He in control? Is this from God? 



It’s a question that’s easy to get wrong. Job had some friends who came and they saw 

him in his suffering, sickness being one of the things that he was suffering. They had 

some answers for him and they had some suggestions at what the causes were. They were 

incorrect not about God being in control, but about why it was taking place.  

 

There are a lot of examples in Scripture of the different reasons or different people and 

conditions and circumstances in which people find themselves sick. Sometimes it’s a 

direct consequence, you mentioned with Pharaoh in Egypt. Then we see plagues that are 

being sent. In Israel it was the same thing, similarly, of plagues being sent on purpose. 

But then there are other times where we have sickness that is not directly referenced as a 

consequence of a specific sin action, but it’s a condition into which people are born. 

Maybe one of the most obvious examples is the man born blind in John 9, where you 

have someone who is born in the condition of blindness. This is where theologically, the 

people of the day went wrong. Jesus’ disciples go, “Okay, whose fault was it? Where is 

the sin? Is it this guy or his parents?” Jesus has to correct them theologically.  

 

So in one sense, sin is where all of this comes from. It’s this path to death. God is in 

control of it, but we have to be careful not to be too direct in saying this sickness is 

because of such and such sin. There is a healthy respect and complexity that when people 

fail to recognize, Job’s friends or the disciples and the Pharisees of the day, if we are 

quick to judgment or to assume we understand a connection, then we’re also in danger. 

 

Ritch: That’s well said. You mentioned the word “nuance.” I guess I would even talk 

about the fullness of the truth of God. In the two illustrations that you used, the one with 

Job’s friends and then the other with, “Who sinned? This man or his parents? Because 

somebody sinned.” It’s not that they had no truth. It’s that they dismissed some truth. So 

they actually were trying to interpret what they saw in Job’s life or what they saw in this 

person who was born blind, through the truth that they knew. The truth they knew 

actually is truth. But their truth wasn’t complete. There wasn’t the whole counsel to be 

able to help them see this is not always the interpretation of sickness.  

 

It’s not to say it’s never the interpretation of sickness. You can go through Scripture and 

see plenty of instances in which God struck people down because of sickness. I think of 

Herod in Acts, where he comes into the stadium and he has the shiny garment on and the 

light hits it and people declare him a god and he receives that. Instantly, he falls down 

and he is eaten up with this disease that ultimately takes his life. That was such a 

dramatic account that even the secular historians wrote about that event because it was so 

stark in how the connection between Herod taking the glory that is to be given to God for 

himself and the immediate consequence of that. So, we do know that happens, in other 

words. 

 

Josh: Right. Like a direct act of blasphemy that all of a sudden appears to be directly 

punished by sickness or death.  

 

Ritch: There was Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel’s day. I mean, he was crawling around. 

 



Josh: Which in today’s terms we can say meant some kind of mental sickness. But yes, 

he lost his mental faculties and had the mind of a beast, is how Daniel describes it. 

 

Ritch: So we see the illustrations, but when we press everything through that, it’s 

because we’re pressing it through that one aspect of truth because we’re not seeing the 

whole. We’re not willing to embrace the whole. It’s sort of again the tent of worship. We 

have pulled up this stake and now we only have one stake upon which to try to figure life 

out. The loss of biblical understanding is really grave and stark. We see how damaging 

the loss of biblical truth in its wholeness can be to individual people.  

 

Like with Job, for instance. How terrible is it to actually have friends accuse an innocent 

person of wrongdoing in the midst of suffering. How damaging is that to the person, to 

community, to the whole society, that that would happen! Whenever we become, we’ll 

say, disinterested in the whole counsel, then we suddenly lose our ability to think 

biblically.  

 

Josh: One of the biggest takeaways of sickness is for us to be humble. In Job, at the end, 

God is coming in and explaining, “Here are all the things I’m doing in all the world.” 

There is this lesson of humility that Job in his moment, he puts his hand to his mouth and 

says, “Okay. Actually, I don’t have more to say here.” There is a humility that sickness is 

designed to cause us to enter into to say, “I actually don’t understand everything about 

how God is working in this world.” That humility is actually life-giving. It’s a blessing. 

It’s a grace for us to enter into humility, to see things rightly.  

 

One of actually the big challenges of what is going on today is that sickness and how our 

world is engaging with sickness is to resist humility. It’s to try to assert knowledge and 

understanding into control and to basically explain or define, “We understand everything. 

Here’s why this is happening,” and to try to grasp everything. Rather than stepping into a 

position of humility and understanding that God is doing a lot of different things. We 

don’t understand everything. What sickness is designed to do is to cause us to be humble 

and recognize God for who He is. The world is actually pushing against that.  

 

Ritch: Even the Apostle Paul speaks about that in that great passage which you can 

hardly talk about sickness without referencing, 2 Corinthians 12. Paul first talks about the 

spiritual experience of actually having gone to heaven. God gave him an amazing 

spiritual blessing and experience and he talks about it for a bit.  

 

2 Corinthians 12:6 though if I should wish to boast, I would not be a fool, for I would be 

speaking the truth; but I refrain from it, so that no one may think more of me than he sees 

in me or hears from me.  

 

So after explaining this great blessing and privilege that God gave him, he goes on to say 

 

2 Corinthians 12:7 So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing 

greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh,  

 



We don’t know what exactly the thorn in the flesh is, but it’s in the flesh. It hurts. So 

there is some kind of physical malady, I believe. He calls it    

 

2 Corinthians 12:7 …a messenger of Satan  

 

So he talks about how Satan is involved in this thorn in the flesh, that Satan has a view 

 

2 Corinthians 12:7-10 …to harass me, to keep me from becoming conceited. Three 

times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me. But he said to me, “My 

grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will 

boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon 

me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 

 

So the Apostle Paul recognizes it was given to him, but he also recognizes it’s a 

messenger of Satan. He prays that the Lord would deliver him. He prays because a gospel 

truth is that when we pray, God hears us and He is able to deliver us from physical 

sickness. So it’s right for Paul to pray. It’s right for Paul to pray for deliverance from this 

physical malady. But he prays three times. It’s right for him to pray once. It’s right for 

him to pray twice. It’s right for him to pray three times. I don’t think this passage is given 

to say you can only pray three times for a sickness. It’s just where the Apostle Paul came 

to is he says, “I realized the answer that God was giving me was that this thorn in the 

flesh is a means by which I discover the sufficiency of God even in the midst of this 

suffering.” He could have easily said, “I prayed four times. I prayed five times,” and it 

shouldn’t bother us. In other words, there is nothing about the number three that is 

sanctified. But it’s at that point where he changed his own perspective. He realized, 

“Well, God is actually telling me now that this is present for a really good result. In fact, 

I’m going to boast all the more gladly about it.” 

 

Josh: So that gets into a question that someone asks here that I think is a real question. So 

there are some people who would say, we’re Christians. We’re followers of God. We’re 

told to pray. We’re told to have faith. Then there are some people that would teach that if 

you aren’t healed, and this relates to some promises that Jesus seems to make about “if 

you ask anything in my name, you’ll have it.” He talks about the prayer made in faith. So 

there are people who would teach that you need to pray in faith and if you’re still sick, if 

your prayer isn’t being answered, it’s because you don’t have enough faith. So how do 

you walk through as a believer to say, “I trust God. I trust He is in control. I trust He is 

good. I trust He hears my prayer. He wants me to pray. I’m praying like you talked about. 

I’m praying for healing.” But then how do you also have faith and respect in this kind of 

a circumstance where Paul is saying, “I recognize that this is from God for a good 

purpose and I’m not going to continue in that prayer.” Do you continue that prayer? Or 

do you change the way that you pray? I mean, how do you navigate that? 

 

Ritch: That’s really good, isn’t it? That is a real life question. First, I would say there are 

doctrinal truths that we have to really put down to help us stay inside the lanes of the 

Gospel. One of those is that it’s very clear both from precept that God has given us in His 



Word, as well as example that God has given us in His Word, as well as the reality we 

see in our life, that the death of Jesus on the cross does not guarantee that those who 

place their faith in Him will be healed of every disease in this world. So that does not 

guarantee that. We know that because of what Paul says fir instance in just Paul’s 

illustration, here. He says, “I asked and God said no.” Then we also know that because of 

the many in Scripture who got sick and died as a result, godly people. In fact, everybody 

ultimately got sick of something through old age and died. So there is not a Christian in 

the history of Christianity who has experienced any reality related to this, what I’ll call, 

false doctrine of health and wealth, that because Jesus died on the cross, it guarantees that 

you will be healed in this time of all diseases. There is not a person that has ever 

experienced that in the history of Christianity. Not one! So that’s true in the precept. It’s 

true in the example.  

 

Just one more caveat and then we’ll take a question here, because this is a big matter. 

Healing is in the atonement ultimately. That’s in the resurrection of Jesus. Jesus died and 

He rose again. There is going to be a day when we’re given a body that won’t be touched 

by disease. So the atonement of Christ guaranteed physical healing in the resurrection. It 

does not guarantee physical healing in this world. 

 

Audience member: There is a passage somewhere in Scripture of oil for someone who is 

ill and perhaps being surrounded or gathered together with the elders or others. I’ve only 

seen that once in all the years I’ve walked with Christ. So it’s probably something you’ve 

seen more often as a minister, but it’s something that I’ve not heard talked a lot about. 

 

Ritch: That’s an excellent question!  

 

Audience member: I’m curious about that because of that dynamic where Paul was told 

no, and yet, there is this reference. Perhaps you could walk us through that a little bit. 

 

Josh: Yes. James chapter 5.  

 

Ritch: This is something we try to encourage our church. I’m glad you asked this because 

it gives us another opportunity to broadcast our belief that this is one of the ministries that 

elders have to the people in the church. Josh will read this in a moment, but you’ll hear it 

says if anyone is sick, let him call on the elders of the church. So we teach and sometimes 

I’ve actually called and said, “Do you want us to come over?” But that’s really the 

opposite. The people of the church are right to understand that a right, healthy response to 

sickness is to ask spiritual leaders to come and pray over them and anoint them with oil, 

even, and to trust that God will actually do some powerful things through prayer. So let’s 

see, it was probably two months ago that was our last time as elders. But every year we 

probably have, I would guess, eight to ten times every year that we are called. It would be 

great if we had thirty or forty times a year.  

 

We actually, too, just by way of testimony, have seen God work amazing things. In my 

experience here at Bethany, there was a man who, I think it was over twenty years ago 

now, he’s one of the first people that I did this with the elders at Bethany. He called us 



and he said “The doctors told me I have a year to live and that there is no cure for the 

disease I have. There is a treatment and I’m going to take it up at Mayo’s, but there is no 

cure and to expect a year.” That man is still alive today. He’s living in Florida for most of 

the year. That sickness has returned, so he is in treatment again, but again, that’s pretty 

remarkable.  

 

Another man with the same kind of cancer, we did the wedding for his daughter during 

covid time, like a year and a half ago. At the reception, we prayed over him as well and 

he said, “Eleven years ago, my doctors told me that I would have two to three years. I 

prayed that the Lord would allow me to see my daughter graduate from high school. Then 

after that, I prayed that I would be able to see her get married. Today, right now the 

doctor has said there is no cancer.” Now again, I don’t know all that God has, I just know 

I have seen amazing and powerful things that have happened following elder prayer. Go 

ahead and read that passage. 

 

Josh: Yes, I’ll read that. It’s the end of James. So I’ll read the surrounding verses.  

 

James 5:13-18 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let 

him sing praise. Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and 

let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of 

faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has 

committed sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray 

for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power 

as it is working. Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it 

might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he 

prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit.         

 

So there is a call. There are people who are suffering, people who are cheerful, and 

people who are sick. He gives a very specific exhortation if you’re sick to call on the 

elders, which is a specific role for the pastors, overseers of the church, to come and pray. 

Like you said, we’ve had the privilege to do that a number of times this year and in 

previous years. I always feel more blessed to be a part of that. I leave spiritually changed, 

renewed, refreshed, and encouraged. They have been great times of worship. I mean, 

really precious times and opportunities to glorify the Lord together and to pray.  

 

He does reference though, there is an emphasis on what is going on spiritually. He says if 

you’re sick to call and pray, but then he talks about what is going on spiritually and to not 

neglect the spiritual aspect even of confessing sins. That’s not to say that the sickness is 

always a direct result of some specific sin, but to identify what is our primary need, 

which is spiritual healing, spiritual forgiveness, refreshment, renewal, and that life that 

would come eternally. But also recognizing there is a healing that is available.  

 

He references Elijah. There are a couple times where there was great miraculous works, 

God working in special ways, the time of Moses kind of being one, Elijah and Elisha 

being another, and Jesus coming another time references the prayer of Elijah. Just for the 

sake of time, I’ll just put a little teaser in there. Pastor Ritch has preached through the 



book of James and if you’re interested in that, he actually describes a little bit of what’s 

going on. So if you’re interested, go ahead and listen to that. It’s online.  

 

Ritch: Yes, and maybe just one more comment about that passage because what’s 

unusual a little bit for us in the 21st century is the anointing with oil. There are a number 

of legitimate, reasonable ways to interpret that. There are two primary ones. One is that 

oil was the medicine of the day. So it was a healing balm and massage, and various 

elements inside the oil could be a healing element. So it may just simply be saying to use 

medicine and prayer, too. So don’t neglect medicine, which I think is a true thing. We’re 

right to use all the resources that God gives to us. But also, others would say it’s a symbol 

of the Holy Spirit, the Holy Spirit’s ministry to the person. So I always ask a person, 

would you like me to anoint you with oil as we pray over you? If they say no, we don’t 

demand that that’s part of that process. We pray over them. Most people say yes and I 

don’t take the whole bottle. I just put a little bit on the forehead as a symbol. I take it 

more as a symbol of the Holy Spirit’s ministry upon the person.  

 

Josh: Yes. There is a practical effect of that. So as you do open up that oil, to that point, 

you open it up and it has a very powerful fragrance. You open it up and we’re praying. 

We might be in the middle of praying and you smell the oil is opened now. As that 

anointing is put on someone, there is a recognition that we are calling on God to be at 

work and present in their lives in a very meaningful way. As they leave the presence of 

our gathering together, there is the essence of that fragrance that goes with you. I’ve even 

been prayed for. You came over to my house and anointed me. Even as you leave, there 

is a very strong reminder of the presence of God that has been indicated by the other 

believers with you and in their prayers, that they are bearing with you and you’re not 

alone in your suffering. That fragrance sometimes continues for twelve hours or a day, 

depending on the strength. But it’s like this ongoing reminder that I’m not alone. God is 

with me. It’s a really powerful image that I think God has given for us to enjoy together.  

 

Ritch: It’s an encouragement and even a command. So, a lot of us are pretty private 

people. There is nothing wrong with being private. Except if we don’t really allow others 

into some of our needs, I would say that’s actually hindering the ministry of the Gospel in 

the community of faith. So I would really encourage anyone who is sick to open up with 

the church family for sure, like Small Groups, friends. But oftentimes, I’ve asked some 

brothers and sisters when I find out this deep need, like maybe I’ll say a cancer, well, 

have you asked others to pray? “Well, no.” I would say please go ahead and share. 

Because they feel like it’s almost like too much of a request to lay on others, when really, 

it’s a gift to allow the church to enter in. It’s a blessing to the person who is sick. It’s a 

blessing to the people who are able to minister through prayer.  

 

There I think in James 5 where it talks about the elders, does God listen to elders more 

than other people? I don’t think that’s true. I don’t have any biblical basis for saying that. 

But I think what he is saying is that the elders represent the church and that our 

connection to the church is such that we look to the church as a place to bring spiritual 

help to us as well as to give spiritual help to others. So the elders kind of represent the 

wholeness of the church as well and its part in this ministry.  



Josh: Thanks for bringing up that passage. It is just a reminder that if there is someone 

who is sick, and there are a lot of different ways that we’ve gone about it. Someone can 

come here. We’ve also gone to houses. We’ve also narrowed our numbers to try to 

respect if there is a surgery coming up. So just if you are online or you’re here or you 

know of someone, there are a lot of ways that we try to make it possible to do that. It is a 

very meaningful thing. 

 

A story that I turn to at times is the story of Lazarus when he is sick. It’s sort of like, what 

happens when Jesus, who can heal, and people are healed by even touching the fringe of 

His garment. What happens when His good friend gets sick? How does God treat His 

friends, as it were, in sickness? It’s kind of a shocking story even for His own followers 

because they find out that Lazarus is sick and Jesus doesn’t go immediately to heal him. 

They’re like, “Well, this is your friend and you know him and you can heal.” He waits 

and waits and by the time they go, Lazarus has died. Mary and Martha come to Him and 

there is a powerful discussion that Jesus has with both of them. But you see with Martha, 

Him pointing her towards Himself in the midst of her grief, as the resurrection and the 

life. He says something very profound.  

 

John 11:24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the 

last day.” 

 

So she’s saying, yes, I know there is hope. But 

 

John 11:25-26 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in 

me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall 

never die. 

 

It’s a powerful claim. Obviously as believers, we know we do die, but there is a sense in 

which Jesus is saying, “You will never die. There is a resurrection life in me, and those 

who are in me have this.” He actually asks 

 

John 11:26 …Do you believe this?”  

 

This is grief and loss for her. Sickness is a very real time where we’re confronted with, 

do I believe this? We dare not pass by that question when we’re sick or when people who 

we love are sick. Do I actually believe Jesus is who He says He is and that there is hope 

not merely in this life, but in the next that is so transcendent that we could say, “Yes, He 

has kept His promise. I believe in Him and I haven’t died in this sense.” Then you also 

see His depth of emotion and empathy. He goes to Mary and  

 

John 11:33 …he was deeply moved in his spirit and greatly troubled.  

 

He comes to Mary and we have what is a lot of kids’ favorite verse to memorize. It’s two 

words, but it’s a helpful verse in the Scriptures. It says 

 

John 11:35 Jesus wept.  



You see both, there is that tension that you just described where it’s like it’s going to be 

okay. And Jesus knows He’s going to heal him. He’s going to come out. He’s not going 

to just heal from a sickness, but this guy died and He is going to bring him back to life. 

Yet, He also is not unable to sympathize with all of the things that are wrong in the 

situation or the grief of it.  

 

Ritch: Right. This helps us to think of our own response of worship. What does it look 

like? As well as how we minister to other people, too. Because while these are absolute 

truths that if we die we’ll live and if we believe in Him we never really die, that doesn’t 

take away, I’ll say, the human interaction and emotion that goes along with the entrance 

of this enemy. Death is called the last enemy. It’s an enemy. It’s an entrance of this 

enemy and the hurt, the grief and the sorrow that the enemy can bring. Jesus is showing 

both His power and that He is sovereign, but that doesn’t mean that we no longer have 

any emotion in reference to this enemy’s approach.  

 

I think too, of the passage in Philippians 2. It really impacts me this way when there is 

this guy by the name of Epaphroditus who was very dear to Paul. He calls him a fellow 

worker and fellow soldier. But he says 

 

Philippians 2:26-27 for he has been longing for you all and has been distressed because 

you heard that he was ill. Indeed he was ill, near to death. But God had mercy on him, 

and not only on him but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow. 

 

The idea is the Gospel doesn’t create a stoic response in the face of sickness and death. It 

creates a hopeful response. It’s a response filled with hope, but not stoic. Paul says “If 

Epaphroditus had died, he was sick unto death. It looked like this was how the end was 

going to come, but God had mercy on him. So God did this powerful thing and healed 

him. God also had this amazing mercy on me because I would have had sorrow upon 

sorrow.” You can tell he is almost struggling to describe the depth of mourning he would 

have if this dear coworker and friend would have passed, been separated from him in this 

world. This is a guy who in this very same letter says “For me to live is Christ and to die 

is gain. I don’t even know which one I would rather be. To be here is ministry for Christ. 

To depart is even much better.” So here is a guy who has that truth and who is reflecting 

upon the loss of his friend and saying, “I would have sorrow upon sorrow if this had 

happened. Yet, God had mercy on me.”  

 

And maybe just one more comment about that John 11 passage. I love that statement! 

What a statement! 

 

John 11:25-26 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in 

me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall 

never die. 

 

Sometimes we take those two statements to be the exact same. I think they’re similar, but 

also very different. They’re saying two truths that are both important in the death of the 

believer. He says  



John 11:25 …Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, 

 

So what He is saying there is I think a statement about the bodily resurrection. He says if 

his body dies, his body is going to live. So you don’t have to worry about Lazarus’ body, 

like you’re never going to be in connection or communion with Lazarus and this body 

that he has. Because if he dies, if a person in Christ dies, the body is planted and there is 

going to be a future resurrection where that body is going to come to life. But then the 

next statement he makes is  

 

John 11:26 …and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. 

 

There, He is not talking about the physical, but He is talking about the soul. He says “If 

you’re in me, you’ll never experience death really, because your soul is in instant heaven 

the moment a believer dies. The person never dies.” So in one sense, the person does die 

because the body dies. But that body is going to live again. In another sense, the person 

never dies because he is separated from his body for a time, but instantly, he has an 

absolute consciousness, a personal consciousness of the presence of Christ. 

 

Josh: This goes into what Paul is saying about for me to live is Christ and to die is gain.  

 

Ritch: Yes. 

 

Josh: You’ve preached on this passage a couple of times. I know maybe four or five 

years ago on an Easter, you talked through that dynamic, too. So again, if you want more, 

that’s on a message.  

 

Maybe this, just to get practical. What are some passages that you use to encourage 

people who are sick? Maybe even specifically, are there some Psalms that you go to 

either when people are sick or when you yourself have been sick? Are there some 

passages that you go to for encouragement, for strength, for hope? Whether it’s a passage 

or even a little verse.  

 

I think actually, some people, when you find out someone is sick, you kind of get stalled. 

You don’t know what to text, especially when it’s something very serious. Maybe right 

now if it’s helpful for someone to just kind of write down, that’s a verse I can go to. What 

does a pastor send? What does someone who really, really knows their Bible, what do 

they send someone in these really, really vulnerable and difficult moments? Where do 

you go to for encouragement? 

 

Ritch: Yes. The Psalms are so full. It’s hard to answer your question because of the time 

to run through. I’d be interested in how you would answer this question as well. But there 

are a couple of passages that have really ministered to my soul, period, in times of 

difficulty and also sickness or disease. But one is Psalm 91, that we are safe in the 

presence of God. 

 



Psalm 91:1-7 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the shadow of 

the Almighty. I will say to the Lord, “My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I 

trust.” For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly 

pestilence. He will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge; 

his faithfulness is a shield and buckler. You will not fear the terror of the night, nor the 

arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in darkness, nor the destruction that 

wastes at noonday. A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but 

it will not come near you.  

 

So that whole passage is one of God’s power. Sickness isn’t ultimate. God is ultimate. 

Sickness doesn’t have the power that God is like, “Well, I don’t know what to do with 

this.” God is ultimate over this and He cares for us. He is for us and His presence is near 

us. Then Psalm 37 also is a great passage that encourages us to think about the 

faithfulness of God in His salvation. Toward the end of Psalm 37 it says 

 

Psalm 37:39-40 The salvation of the righteous is from the LORD; he is their stronghold 

in the time of trouble. The LORD helps them and delivers them; he delivers them from 

the wicked and saves them, because they take refuge in him.          

 

Then in that passage too, 

 

Psalm 37:23-25 The steps of a man are established by the LORD, when he delights in his 

way; though he fall, he shall not be cast headlong, for the LORD upholds his hand. I have 

been young, and now am old, yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken  

 

So Psalm 37 is a key passage. Then Psalm 34. 

 

Psalm 34:17-19 When the righteous cry for help, the LORD hears and delivers them out 

of all their troubles. The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in 

spirit. Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the LORD delivers him out of them 

all.       

 

Then the last one I would mention is Psalm 23, which is precious and well known to me 

for a reason. It just says everything. 

 

Psalm 23:4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 

evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.  

 

The issue for the believer is sickness is a result of evil. We live in a world that is still 

fallen, but God allows sin and the effects of evil to be here and be part of the lives of 

believers. But we don’t have to fear evil. Evil won’t have its last word over us. Guilt and 

condemnation of sin won’t stick to us, so we don’t have to fear judgment after we die. 

Sickness and death won’t have the last word over us. We’ll never die. Even when our 

body dies, it’s going to be resurrected. Do you have other passages you like? 

 



Josh: Well, to that end, 1 Corinthians 15, which talks about that resurrection hope, and 

Revelation 21 and 22. Every time you read it you think, why don’t I read this more? We 

read about God and the hope that He brings. But I guess one thought that comes to mind 

is in 2 Corinthians chapter 1 Paul says  

 

2 Corinthians 1:3-4 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father 

of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may 

be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we 

ourselves are comforted by God.  

 

So there are times when any one of us are going to be sick. We have afflictions and we go 

to God for comfort. Those times in fact, can give us some of those experiences that we 

can then share with others the comfort we’ve received. So, some of the most powerful 

comfort is just when you have received comfort. I can think of many, two of my favorite 

Psalms are Psalm 46 and then Psalm 30 was a big one that I went through when I had one 

of the most sick times of my life this past year, going through covid. I worked to 

memorize it because of how precious it was. There is a verse there that is so potent for 

me. It says God’s  

 

Psalm 30:5 For his anger is but for a moment, and his favor is for a lifetime. Weeping 

may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the morning.    

 

You think about that along with the hope of Revelation, that God is going to wipe away 

the tears. There is a morning and you don’t know if it’s this morning or the new dawn 

that is to come. But God is a God of mercy and of favor. You hear his pleading with the 

Lord. It’s such a human pleading. Later, there is another psalm that says God knows 

we’re dust and that in this form, before we return to the dust, there is a praising that we 

can offer to the Lord, and He offers that praise. There is a preciousness in the sight of 

God.  

 

You see sort of the twinkle of God’s heart in Job giving praise to God even as he is 

brought almost to dust and still being like, “I will praise God in this moment.” You see 

that through the Psalms and you get to live that sometimes in your life where you say, 

“Okay. Here is a moment where I’m almost dust. I’m almost returned to dust. Yet, God is 

sustaining me and I’m going to give praise to the Maker who is worthy. I’m going to 

place my faith and trust and hope in a God who is going to not leave me in the dust, but is 

going to bring me to a resurrection hope of life forever.” We have a comment here. 

 

Audience member: I don’t want to flip the script or anything like that, but there is an 

element of our humanity where we want to self-preserve, self-preservation. But we’re 

called as believers to give our life for the other. In this whole pandemic, I’ve struggled in 

my faith with that because I see some insulate themselves from everybody else behind 

locked doors, and others say this gather together, better together concept, and that really 

appeals to me. But I’m struggling when I look and I think that appears to me to be a lack 

of faith, but then is this over here too much pride? I don’t know that we’ve touched on 

that tonight, but I have wondered about that a lot. I fall more towards step out in faith 



while being sensible; sanitizing my hands, being conscious of the needs of others, 

wearing masks. So could you at all address something of that? 

 

Ritch: That is great! You didn’t flip the script. This is exactly the script.  

 

Josh: Those are two great questions right at the very end. It is an involved discussion and 

I think it’s not something that is new, though. What’s interesting is even as you read the 

Old Testament, you look at the beginning where God calls His people out. There is a lot 

of talk about sickness and about how to deal with different kinds of sickness. One of the 

most common there was leprosy. But there is actually a lot of talk. Quarantine is not 

something that we invented because we know about germs, all of a sudden. There was the 

idea of these things going on very early on. There are actually some principles there that 

we think Leviticus is super boring until all of a sudden it’s like wait a second. There 

might be some things in here. Not that Leviticus is entirely about medical priorities, but 

there are some principles to learn about how God engages with a community that is going 

to deal with sickness. So there are some principles that come from there.  

 

But the discussion that you just described, I think really, the word I will throw out there is 

just humility. To try to be humble and to learn, because it’s difficult to understand all the 

things that are going on, all the information that we’re getting, but also where everyone is 

coming from and what they are dealing with, whether it’s medically or relationally with 

others or professionally in their job. The amount of complexity and things going on really 

causes us to be humble. One of the aspects of humility is giving the time that this kind of 

conversation deserves. So I wouldn’t throw a curt answer out there because in humility, 

there are a lot of factors that play into the question you just asked.  

 

Ritch: Yes. You know, we do have some broad principles, because what you’re asking is 

an application of Gospel principles. It’s right for us to reaffirm the Gospel principles. We 

should not be motivated by fear. Any time we’re motivated by fear, we are not walking 

by faith. Walking by faith means I have the freedom to do whatever God commands me 

and calls me to do. I have the freedom to do that. A fearful person doesn’t have the 

freedom to do that because they’re locked up by their fear. We’re all susceptible to fear. 

So it’s right for us to assess, how much am I living my life on the basis of fear and how 

much freedom do I have to actually do God’s will?  

 

On the other hand, we ought not to be motivated by what I’ll call, sort of bravado, 

prideful foolishness. I was trying to look up the proverb where it says a wise man sees a 

danger and takes refuge. Okay, if a tornado is coming, you don’t say, “I dare you to try to 

take me! I can outrun you!” or whatever. That’s foolish and people have died because of 

foolishness that they interpret as their own fearlessness, but it’s really foolishness.  

 

Now on the application, your point there is, is there room for different applications of 

these two principles? Yes. Can a person be fearless and wise by exercising more 

precaution than another person? Yes, I think so. It’s just I think there is a point where, I’ll 

call this fear reasonable application of those things, where a person steps out on this side 

or a person steps out on that side. This person says, “I’m going to isolate myself for the 



rest of my life,” sort of like Howard Hughes did. I would say he has lived in fear. There is 

no question he is living in fear and his whole thoughts are driven by fear. There are 

others, like I remember the story of a young man who went to a covid party where the 

whole goal was to get covid and he ended up dying from it. At the end he said, “I think I 

made a mistake.” Well, yes you kind of did, where you shouldn’t have acted with such 

bravado about a disease.  

 

So what’s hard is it’s easier if we keep in the lane of our own, what is God calling me to 

do for His glory? Then have humility toward others. So I’m not pointing my finger and 

saying, “You should have done what I did.” Josh’s parents went to South Africa to live 

their life out there. That’s sacrifice. I should be willing to do that. But if they went and 

said, “Well, Ritch, you should have done what we did,” I would say I don’t know that 

that’s biblical Christianity. Or if I should point to them and say, “You shouldn’t have left 

the United States. You have family here. You should love your family. You should do 

what I did.” That’s where we start missing out on what I would say is actual biblical 

Christianity, where we enter into that lack of humility and the sort of pride that says I 

know what application other people should make.  

 

Josh: Right. I guess hopefully, the things that you’re doing are done out of love for God 

and for people. So you don’t isolate because you don’t love God and love people and I 

love myself too much. No, it’s like I love God and I love others, so I’m going to isolate. 

It’s going to expose what is your motivation for doing what you’re doing. There aren’t 

limits on our love for God and for others. There needs to be a reason as a worshiper, as a 

worker and as a witness, that this is a helpful step for me to take. That’s where it gets into 

a lot longer discussion. 

 

Ritch: I guess one more word about that is our own personal calling and circumstances 

have a lot to do with the application as well. If I say something wrong here it’s because of 

faulted memory, but I’m pretty sure it was Martin Luther that wrote a treatise about his 

response to the plague and how he believed it would have been sin for a pastor to leave 

the city where the plague had broken out. Everybody else has left the city. He didn’t have 

a problem with the normal person leaving the city. But he said for a pastor to leave the 

city, he is given a responsibility by God. You can’t just leave. It’s sort of like the captain 

of the ship just can’t say “Good luck everybody! I’m taking the nearest lifeboat.” No, I’m 

the last off the ship and that’s my role, that’s the calling, that’s the place that God has 

placed me. I think everybody has some of that as well that we should rightly reflect.  

 

That’s actually helped me to say, even if I were more bent toward being isolated, God has 

called me to something where I can’t isolate myself in the way that others might be able 

to. If I die for that, that’s part of the calling. I have a nephew that we support, he and his 

family. They live way up in the Himalayan mountains in a place where I have an Indian 

friend who also works there, and when he heard my nephew took his family to live up 

there and to do ministry, my Indian friend who is a Christian said, “Are you kidding? 

That’s dangerous up there!” My Indian friend is a man who has risked his life all his life. 

He’s like, “Going up there is really dangerous.” Well, it’s his calling, though. So it’s right 

for my nephew to be there with his family, with his kids.  



Josh: It’s not like early Christians didn’t struggle with that. Everybody was trying to 

convince Paul, “Don’t go do this, Paul.” He wrestled with is this where God is calling 

him, and there was conscience and conviction and all that kind of stuff. Even to the point 

of that calling, the elders going as a representative for the church is a little bit different 

than letting the whole congregation come and all put hands on the sick person. It’s 

actually a little bit thoughtful to send some designated people who have been assigned. 

That’s their role, their calling. If they die, that’s what they’re called to do and there is a 

recognition of that. So there are a lot of things that play into that and it’s worth more 

discussion. Thanks for asking. I’m going to bring us to a close because we’re already out 

of time. Let me pray. 

 

Lord, we know that there are a lot of people who struggle with sickness right now that are 

just suffering. We ask that you would give them comfort. Help the church family to bring 

comfort. Give them empathy and care for those who are suffering. Even though they’re 

not here, we’re one body and we suffer together. There are some who have been a part of 

this journey of sickness for many, many years, long before it was something that we were 

thinking about a lot right now. There are people who have had chronic sickness and 

ongoing sickness, sometimes not even visible, some that were born with different 

challenges that maybe others don’t even know. Lord, I ask that you would give them 

comfort. Help us as a church family to grow in maturity in how we share what’s going on 

and how we ask for prayer and how we offer prayer and how we express comfort and 

seek comfort and how we point people to the great hope of life who is Jesus Christ, who 

will wipe away our tears, that one day He will make all things new. May we live as a 

people of great hope in that future day and share it often with others every chance we get 

as the topic of sickness comes up. In Jesus’ name I pray, Amen.                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 


