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The health and wealth gospel differs from evangelical Chris-
tianity generally in its emphasis on the physical blessings that be-
lievers can — and should — experience in this life. Salvation is for
the whole person. Yet traditional Christianity has short-changed
this truth by focusing almost exclusively on the soul and on
spiritual blessings. So argue prominent health and wealth
gospellers such as Kenneth Hagin and Kenneth and Gloria
Copeland. And they are determined to right this imbalance by
making Christians aware that God has provided in Christ for their
material and physical well-being — if only they will reach out
and claim these blessings in faith. Most of the proponents of this
movement do not seek to downplay the significance of spiritual sal-
vation. What they believe about the basic doctrines of the faith is
well within the parameters of orthodoxy. If, indeed, theirs is
“another gospel,” it is so not because any basic doctrines have been
subtracted, but because certain questionable doctrines have been
added.

As the popular name for this growing but amorphous movement
suggests, the promises of financial prosperity and physical health
are the two pillars of this “gospel.” And, whatever Hagin, the
Copelands, and others in the movement may say about their min-
istries in their more guarded statements, these promises of material
well-being loom large in their literature and broadcasts. Other es-
says in this fascicle are taking a critical look at the “wealth” side
of the movement; in this article, we will examine the “health”
component.

The focus on physical well-being and healing in the health and
wealth gospel — hereafter HWG — has its roots in a century and a
half-old tradition. Key figures in this tradition were the
“Irvingites” in early nineteenth century Scotland, the Blumhardts
in Germany and A.J. Gordon and A.B. Simpson (founder of what
came to be the Christian and Missionary Alliance) at the end of the
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century in America. Divine healing was prominent in Pentecostal
circles and in those step-children of the Pentecostals, the charis-
matics. Oral Roberts is perhaps the best known representative of
the charismatic healing movement.! More recently, the Vineyard
movement, associated with John Wimber, has highlighted divine
healing as one of those “signs” that should accompany and witness
to the present-day manifestation of the kingdom of God in the
church.?

While having in common with these movements and individu-
als the conviction that God does heal miraculously at the present
time, advocates of the HWG differ from most of them in their
claim that good health should characterize every believer. Ken
Blue, for instance, a representative of the Vineyard movement,
thinks that it is God’s will to heal all believers. Yet, because of the
continuing opposition of Satan to the rule of Christ during this pe-
riod of human history, God’s will to heal will not always be ac-
complished.? The health and wealth evangelists, on the other
hand, make it clear that a failure to be healed can be ascribed only
to ignorance or lack of faith. The provision is there for every be-
liever — but we must step out in faith and claim it. Faith means
that we should not add “if it be thy will” when we pray for heal-
ing — while very pious-sounding, this only indicates doubt in the
promise of God. And, after praying, it is important that a “positive
confession” be made: thanking God for the healing that has taken
place, even if the physical symptoms remain. For faith must rise
about the physical evidence, resting secure in the promises of God in
his Word.*

The teaching about divine healing in the HWG rests, then, on
two main contentions: that God has promised physical well-being
in this life to every believer; and that only ignorance or lack of
faith can prevent this promise from being realized. The former is
shared with many other advocates of divine healing, but the latter
— while not unique to the HWG — is what gives to the movement
its distinctive and extremist flavor. Several key Scriptural and
theological arguments are used to support these two key con-
tentions: and we examine these in what follows. Our focus will be on
the HWG, but the similarities in teaching about divine healing be-
tween the HWG and other movements means that our analysis will
inevitably touch on these other movements also. Many authors

IBrief surveys of this history are found in Paul G. Chappell, “The Birth of the
Divine Healing Movement in America,” Healing in the Name of God (ed. Pieter G.R.
de Villiers; Pretoria, South Africa: C.B. Powell Bible Centre, 1986) 60-78 and in
Bruce Barron, The Health and Wealth Gospel (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1987)
35-60.

¢y, e.g., Ken Blue, Authority to Heal (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1987).

3 Authority to Heal 37-8.

4Barron claims that the teaching of “positive confession” is the third key belief
— after “health” and “wealth” — of the HWG (Health and Wealth Gospel 71-3).
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cited in the notes, then, are not in agreement with all the tenets of
the HWG.

1. JESUS" HEALINGS AND OURS

The evangelists narrate thirty three miracles of Jesus. Of these,
seventeen are healings and four are exorcisms that involve healing.
In one of several similar summaries of Jesus’ ministry, Matthew
tells us that “Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching
in their synagogues and preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and
healing every disease and every infirmity” (9:35). The healing of
people who were sick, incapacitated or handicapped was charac-
teristic of Jesus’ ministry; and nowhere is Jesus seen turning away a
person who sincerely wishes to be healed. It is only unbelief that
prevents Jesus from healing (Mark 6:5-6). If, then, Jesus is “the same
yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb 13:8), he must be willing and
ready to heal all now who come to Christ, through the church, in
faith.s

But we have more than this (somewhat dubious) a priori argu-
ment to go by: for Jesus passes on to his followers the power and re-
sponsibility to continue his own ministry of healing. The charges to
both the twelve (Matt 10:1=Luke 9:1; cf. Matt 10:8) and the seventy
(Luke 10:9) include the command to “heal the sick,” a charge that
is renewed by the resurrected Christ, who commands the disciples
to “lay their hands on the sick” with the promise that “they will
recover” (Mark 16:18). And Luke records the fulfillment of this
command and promise: Peter heals the lame man at the Temple
(Acts 3:1-10), Aeneas in Lydda (Acts 9:32-35) and even brings a
woman back to life (Acts 10:36-43). Paul, not to be outdone, also
heals a lame man in Lystra (Acts 14:8-10), the father of Publius on
Malta (Acts 28:7-8) and restores Eutychus to life at Troas (Acts 20:9-
12 — although it is not entirely clear whether Eutychus was dead).
Both Peter and Paul heal indirectly (Acts 5:15; 19:11-12). Luke, in
fact, is at pains to show that “signs and wonders” accompanied the
preaching of the early Christians (Acts 5:12) and were no small
reason for the success of their evangelism.

Should not the church today be characterized by the same
“signs and wonders”? As disciples of Jesus Christ are we not recipi-
ents of the Scriptural privilege — nay, command — to “heal the
sick”? Does not Jesus himself promise that we will accomplish
“greater works” than even he (John 14:12)? And, since both Jesus and
the early Christians (cf. Acts 5:16) healed all who came to them,
should not a biblically-faithful church today have a similar track
record?

This argument for divine healing is repeated again and again
in the literature and in the teaching of the HWG. One could, of

5Cf., e.g, Edwin Howard Cobb, Christ Healing (London: Marshall, Morgan &
Scott, 1933) 1-7.



















































