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Preface

I originally wrote this on the eve of prostate-cancer surgery.   I believed then, and I believe now, in God’s power to heal—by miracle   and by medicine. I believe it is right and good to pray for both kinds   of healing. Cancer is not wasted when it is healed by God. He gets the   glory, and that is why cancer exists. So not to pray for healing may   waste our cancer.

But   healing is not God’s plan for everyone in this life. And there are many   other ways to waste our cancer. As I prayed for myself, and continue to   do so, I also pray for you that we will not waste this pain.

At   this time (five years after my surgery) the evidence is that they “got   it.” But I have learned that one day we think we are well, and the next   day we find out we are not. So now when people ask me, “How’s your   health?” I say, “I feel fine. And the doctors are pleased.” Which, being   translated, means: “I don’t know how I am; only God knows.”

That   God knows, and cares, and rules, is enough. The passage of Scripture   that came to my mind while I waited for the biopsy was 1 Thessalonians   5:9–10: “God has not destined us for wrath, but to obtain salvation   through our LORD Jesus Christ, who died for us so that whether we are   awake or asleep we might live with him.” That is enough. I am not   destined for wrath, but to live with Christ.

Until we see him, may God help us not waste our health or our cancer.
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1

 We waste our cancer if we don’t hear in   
  our own groanings the hope-filled   
  labor pains of a fallen world.

All   suffering is owing to the fall of Adam and Eve into sin. God subjected   the world to futility because of that disobedience (Romans 8:20). So, in   one sense, all suffering is judgment. But since Christ   bore our judgment, that’s not what suffering is for us who believe. For   us, the groanings of disease have become the labor pains of a new   creation. “We know that the whole creation has been groaning together in   the pains of childbirth until now.... We ourselves, who have the   firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for   adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:22–23).

When   God subjected the world to futility, he did it “in hope that the   creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and   obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Romans 8:21).   So the groaning of our cancer has a double meaning. It means that sin is   horrible, and it means that glorious freedom is coming. We will waste   our cancer if we don’t hear in our own groanings the labor pains of the   new creation.

Labor   pains mean that something wonderful is coming. That’s what our cancer   means. “For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an   eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison” (2 Corinthians 4:17).   Don’t misinterpret your own groanings. Don’t waste the witness of your   own cancer.


2

 We waste our cancer if we do not believe   
  it is designed for us by God.

It will not do to say that God only uses our cancer but does not design it. What God permits, he permits for a   reason. And that reason is his design. If God foresees molecular   developments becoming cancer, he can stop it, or not. If he does not, he   has a purpose. Since he is infinitely wise, it is right to call this   purpose a design.

Satan   is real and causes many pleasures and pains. But he is not ultimate. So   when he strikes Job with boils (Job 2:7), Job attributes it ultimately   to God (Job 2:10), and the inspired writer agrees: “They . . . comforted him for all the evil that the LORD had brought upon him” (Job 42:11). If we don’t believe our cancer is designed for us by God, we will waste it.
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3

 We waste our cancer if we believe it is   
  a curse and not a gift.

A   father who had just lost his child asked me, “Can a Christian family be   cursed?” So many things had piled up. My answer is no, but it certainly   can feel like it. Satan tries to destroy some of us by increasing our   health and wealth, which can strangle our faith (Matthew 13:22). And he   tries to destroy others by multiplying their pain (Luke 13:16).

But   the reason I say God’s people cannot be cursed is that God said to   them, “There is no enchantment against Jacob, no divination against   Israel” (Numbers 23:23). And more importantly, those who trust Christ   are united to him, and in him there is no condemnation   (Romans 8:1). No curse. “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by   becoming a curse for us” (Galatians 3:13). Christ has taken the curse   of our condemnation and the curse of our diseases.

That   means the diseases we still bear are not a curse. They have been   transformed from a punitive pathway to hell into a purifying pathway to   heaven. We are not cursed. As hard as it is to feel this, we believe God   is not withholding good. He is doing good.



The LORD God is a sun and shield;

the LORD bestows favor and honor.

No good thing does he withhold

from those who walk uprightly. (Psalm 84:11)


4

  We waste our cancer if we seek
  comfort from our odds rather than
from God.

The   design of God in our cancer is not to train us in the rationalistic,   human calculation of odds. The world gets comfort from their odds. Not   Christians. Some count their chariots (percentages of survival) and some   count their horses (side effects of treatment), but we trust in the   name of the LORD our God (Psalm 20:7). God’s design is clear from 2   Corinthians 1:9: “We felt that we had received the sentence of death.   But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the   dead.” The aim of God in our cancer (among a thousand other good things)   is to knock props out from under our hearts so that we rely utterly on   him.
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