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11

CHAPTER 1

What Is a Miracle?

My first encounter with miracles and healing came when I 
was two years old. My father was diagnosed with Hodg‑

kin’s disease, commonly known in those days as “young man’s 
disease” because the most common victims were males between 
the ages of fifteen and thirty‑five. My father was twenty‑four 
when he was given the diagnosis.

My mother wanted him to immediately see a doctor and get 
treatment. But my father was hesitant, not because he didn’t trust 
the medical profession but because he believed he was going to be 
healed, and he didn’t want to demonstrate a lack of faith.

At the time this drama was unfolding, my father was studying 
for the ministry at Wheaton College in the suburbs of Chicago. 
My father came out of the Christian and Missionary Alliance 
tradition, so at that time our little family of three was attend‑
ing Southside Alliance Church in Chicago, where the legendary 
A.W. Tozer was the pastor. Tozer was known as a deeply spiritual 
man who taught that every Christian should long for the “man‑
ifest presence of God.” Writing in his classic book The Pursuit 
of God, first published in 1948, Tozer expressed what my father 
must have felt. I have no doubt my father read these words from 
Tozer’s best‑known book:
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The Healing Power of God12

I want deliberately to encourage this mighty longing 
after God. The lack of it has brought us to our pres‑
ent low estate. The stiff and wooden quality about 
our religious lives is a result of our lack of holy desire. 
Complacency is a deadly foe of all spiritual growth. 
Acute desire must be present or there will be no 
manifestation of Christ to His people. He waits to 
be wanted. Too bad that with many of us He waits 
so long, so very long, in vain.1

I believe the greatest desire of my father’s heart was to long 
after God, to experience the manifest presence of Christ in his 
life. Therefore, when he was diagnosed with a life‑threatening 
disease, his first inclination was not to seek an earthly remedy but 
to go straight to his heavenly Father. And in the Spirit, he boldly 
asked Dr. Tozer to pray for his healing.

My father’s older brother, Sam, who was also studying for the 
ministry, went with my father to Tozer’s home. There was great 
expectancy that God was about to do a miracle. I have a letter 
written by my uncle Sam to their parents expressing the fervency 
with which Tozer prayed. He laid his hands on my father and 
asked God to heal him. I can only imagine the divine power my 
father must have felt. 

r
If we’re going to talk about healing, we have to first talk about 

miracles, since healing is a kind of miracle. And sometimes it’s 
easier to begin a conversation with someone about miracles 
rather than about healing. Talking about healing can some‑
times make people nervous, but everyone can relate to a mir‑
acle because miracles make people feel good. The prospect that 
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13What Is a Miracle?

miracles are possible gives hope to all people—those who believe 
in God as well as those who don’t. 

According to a survey by Barna Research, two‑thirds of Amer‑
icans believe people can be physically healed supernaturally by 
God. Nearly 70 percent have prayed for someone to be healed, 
and among committed Christians, 75 percent believe they have 
actually witnessed a miracle. Perhaps the most astonishing sta‑
tistic is that more than half of all physicians say they have seen a 
miracle in the course of their practice.2

So there’s no crisis of belief when it comes to miracles and 
healing. But there is a lack of clarity and consensus as to what 
a miracle really is. It’s common for people to “feel” the miracu‑
lous in various experiences: a sunset, the stars, a newborn baby. 
Corporations have even used the word to describe popular prod‑
ucts, such as fake mayonnaise (Miracle Whip) and lawn fertilizer 
(Miracle Gro). There’s just one problem. None of these miracle 
feelings or objects are actually a miracle.

There is no shortage of definitions for miracle, probably 
because, as Eric Metaxas writes in his book Miracles, “what is 
and what isn’t a miracle is extremely subjective.”3 Metaxas may 
have a point, especially when you include in the mix definitions 
by skeptics. For example, the philosopher David Hume famously 
hated the idea of miracles, but he defined them anyway as a vio‑
lation of natural law. 

You might read that and say to yourself, that sounds about 
right. Logic dictates that Jesus walking on the water would seem 
to violate the laws of nature, as would the resurrection of Jesus 
from the dead, since it’s natural for a person to sink in water and 
a dead person to stay dead. But are such occurrences a violation 
of natural law or simply an interruption?
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The Healing Power of God14

I BELIEVE IN MIRACLES… SORT OF
Before I get into definitions some really smart people have 

come up with, I have a confession to make. I believe in God and 
the supernatural because I have experienced a spiritual transfor‑
mation that can only be described as supernatural. My spiritual 
rebirth didn’t happen as a result of my own effort or any other nat‑
ural means but by the grace of God. My “conversion” happened 
when I was seven years old, so you could say I have lived a super‑
natural life for most of my life. Only it hasn’t always felt that way.

Since I’m confessing here, I will be transparent with you. I 
have never felt I was living a supernatural life. I know in my head 
that God is real, but I don’t wake up in the morning thinking, 
Wow, I’m going to encounter the miraculous today because I believe in 
a supernatural God. I believe in God and have put my faith in him, 
but it is a practical faith. Beyond believing that the supernatural 
exists and miracles are real, my actions and my words don’t show 
that I truly believe in the supernatural, and I even wonder some‑
times if I will ever see a true miracle. 

I had to get that off my chest. I could not go on with this 
book on the healing power of God if I did not first confess this 
to you. So why did I write this book? For one basic reason: I want 
to experience the supernatural. I want to see a miracle. I want to 
feel God’s touch. Perhaps just like you, I have a longing to see 
the evidence that God is active in the world and that he hasn’t 
forgotten about us.

I mentioned David Hume (1711–1776), a Scottish philos‑
opher who lived and wrote at a time in history known as the 
Age of Enlightenment (or the Age of Reason). It all started with 
the French philosopher René Descartes (1596–1650), who pro‑
posed that in order to figure out the world, all you need is reason. 
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15What Is a Miracle?

Before Descartes, the consensus was that you needed faith to 
believe in God. 

In England, Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727) contributed 
massively to advancements in science and math that seemed to 
unlock the secrets of the natural world. His astounding discover‑
ies advanced the Enlightenment in both Europe and the Amer‑
ican colonies. As the eighteenth century unfolded, the leading 
thinkers of the world were convinced that reason and reason 
alone was the key to the universe and to belief in God.

The Enlightenment captured America’s founding fathers, 
in particular Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. They 
accepted that God created the universe, but they didn’t believe 
God was active in the world. He existed but was perfectly willing 
to let the universe run on its own. This view of God is known as 
deism, wherein God exists but is not personal. And because God 
is not involved in history or in the lives of individuals, it’s up to 
us to make our own way through reason and effort. (By contrast, 
the belief that God created the world and is personally involved 
with it is called theism.) 

Any notion of God interfering with the fine work of human 
agents was out of the question. So naturally the idea that God 
would interrupt or intervene in the world was not only impossi‑
ble but also repugnant. That’s why Thomas Jefferson, the primary 
writer of the Declaration of Independence, believed that God 
existed but without the miraculous interfering with our world. 
Jefferson famously produced a New Testament with all the super‑
natural elements removed. He was fine with the teachings of 
Jesus but could not condone his miracles.

By no stretch of the imagination do I share David Hume’s 
and Thomas Jefferson’s skepticism about the miraculous. But if 
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The Healing Power of God16

I am being completely honest (something I will continue to be 
throughout the book), I will confess that I have been skeptical 
at times when I hear or read about miracles occurring, whether 
here in my home city, state, and country, or in other countries, 
especially in the Global South. Maybe it’s because I have lived 
my Christian life almost exclusively through the lens of West‑
ern culture and theology. Perhaps my mild skepticism is due to 
my conservative church upbringing. More likely, it’s a combina‑
tion of both.

But does that get me off the hook? Am I being faithful to the 
God who saved me if I take an ostrich view of miracles and bury 
my head in the sand of conservative theological tradition? Or do 
I look to the hills, from where my help comes, and acknowledge 
that by denying or even ignoring the presence of miracles—and 
by implication the supernatural—in the world, I am turning my 
back to the reality of the spectacular, incredible, mind‑bending 
miracles that we read about in the pages of Scripture?

And still I wonder. Do those kinds of miracles occur today? 
Can they occur today? We’re going to find out as this book 
unfolds. But for now, let’s explore what a miracle really is. 

IN SEARCH OF A DEFINITION
The first book I ever read on miracles was the celebrated book 

by C.S. Lewis titled, appropriately enough, Miracles. First pub‑
lished in 1947, Miracles has been the standard bearer for this topic 
ever since. It’s not an easy book to get through, but it’s well worth 
the effort. Lewis’ discussion of “Nature” or the natural world and 
its relationship to the supernatural is brilliant. 

Lewis uses the word miracle to mean “an interference with 
Nature by supernatural power.”4 He contends that miracles are 
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17What Is a Miracle?

possible only if “there exists, in addition to Nature, something 
else which we call the supernatural.”5 Together, naturalism and 
supernaturalism give us a composite picture of reality. However, 
the naturalist believes that the world we see “exists on its own 
in space and time, and that nothing else exists.” By comparison,

The Supernaturalist believes that one Thing exists on 
its own and has produced the framework or space 
and time and the procession of systematically con‑
nected events which fill them. This framework, and 
this filling, he calls Nature. It may, or may not, be 
the only reality which the one Primary Thing has 
produced. There might be other systems in addition 
to the one we call Nature.6

If nature is the only thing that’s true, says Lewis, then mir‑
acles are impossible. But if supernaturalism is also true, then  
miracles are possible. But that doesn’t mean the two—naturalism  
and supernaturalism—exist in separate worlds. They aren’t mutu‑
ally exclusive. In fact, they are inextricably connected.

“All records of miracles teach the same thing,” writes Lewis. 
They elicit “fear and wonder (that is what the very word mira-
cle implies) among the spectators, and are taken as evidence of 
supernatural power. If they were not known to be contrary to 
the laws of nature how could they suggest the presence of the 
supernatural?”7

Lewis uses the example of the virgin birth, a pivotal belief in 
Christianity. Even by the standards of scientific knowledge in 
the first century, Mary’s fiancé, Joseph, knew there was only one 
way for a woman to become pregnant. When Mary told Joseph 
she was going to have a baby, he assumed the natural explanation 
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The Healing Power of God18

for her pregnancy and decided to break the engagement because, 
well, wasn’t it obvious he wasn’t the father? 

What Joseph didn’t know (an angel had to explain it to him) 
was that God had interrupted the natural process of human con‑
ception to accomplish what was scientifically impossible. To put 
it simply, God performed a miracle. And so you have the sim‑
plest definition of a miracle, proposed quite nicely by Norman 
Geisler: “A miracle is a special act of God that interrupts the nat‑
ural course of events.”8

There are two components of this definition that impact the 
way we look at miracles today. First is the relationship of the mir‑
acle to the “natural course of events.” The way Jesus came into the 
world—through the virgin birth—was impossible unless the reg‑
ular process of nature was, to quote Lewis again, “over‑ruled or 
supplemented by something from beyond nature.”9 In fact, if this 
miracle (or any miracle for that matter) was not an interruption of 
the laws of nature, it could not be called a miracle. Indeed, the evi‑
dence of supernatural power is what makes something miraculous.

That’s why a sunset or the birth of a baby are not miraculous 
because they are perfectly natural. That’s not to say such things 
are incapable of evoking wonder at God’s goodness, power, and 
beauty, but they are not miracles in the true sense of the word. 

The second part of the definition of miracle is this: In order 
for us to perceive anything as a miracle, we need to know the 
rules of nature. As Lewis puts it, 

Nothing can seem extraordinary until you have dis‑
covered what is ordinary. Belief in miracles, far from 
depending on an ignorance of the laws of nature, is 
only possible in so far as those laws are known.10
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19What Is a Miracle?

THE SUPERNATURAL POWER OF GOD
Here’s what has struck me as I have been working on this 

book. By his supernatural power, God created a world for us to 
inhabit that is spectacular and unbelievably intricate and com‑
plex. Even the ancients, without the benefit of scientific knowl‑
edge as we have today, marveled at the way the universe works. 
Writing three thousand years ago, David observed,

The heavens proclaim the glory of God.
 The skies display his craftsmanship.
Day after day they continue to speak;
 night after night they make him known.
They speak without a sound or word;
 their voice is never heard. 
Yet their message has gone throughout the earth,
 and their words to all the world.
     (Psalm 19:1‑4)

And two thousand years ago the apostle Paul wrote,

For ever since the world was created, people have 
seen the earth and sky. Through everything God 
made, they can clearly see his invisible qualities—
his eternal power and divine nature. So they have no 
excuse for not knowing God (Romans 1:20).

If you see the world only from the natural perspective, with 
no accounting for a Creator who exists outside nature, who is the 
First Cause of everything that exists, the only conclusion is that 
the universe came about by natural means. Either it has always 
existed, or it has generated itself, or it is the result of some alien 
being (though certainly not God).
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The Healing Power of God20

This is nothing new. People have long invented alternate 
explanations, whether gods or aliens, to avoid the idea that a tran‑
scendent God exists outside of our material existence and that 
this immaterial God created our material world. As the writer of 
Hebrews observes, God brought everything into existence out of 
nothing by the power of his creative and awesome word:

By faith we understand that the entire universe 
was formed at God’s command, that what we now 
see did not come from anything that can be seen 
(Hebrews 11:3)

With all this in mind, can you see why some people try so 
hard to disbelieve in miracles? If a miracle is a special act of God 
that interrupts the natural course of events, you have to accept 
the reality that God exists in the first place. And not just any God, 
but the God of the Bible, who is described as—

• eternal (Psalm 90:2)

• infinite (Revelation 1:8)

• holy (Isaiah 6:3)

• just (Deuteronomy 32:4)

• all powerful (Revelation 19:6)

• all knowing (Psalm 139:1‑4)

• always present (Psalm 139:7‑12)

• love (1 John 4:7‑9)

THE GOD WHO ACTS IN HISTORY
The late Richard Purtill, who taught philosophy at Western 
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21What Is a Miracle?

Washington University, takes Lewis’s basic definition of miracle 
and expands it: “A miracle is an event in which God temporarily 
makes an exception to the natural order of things, to show that 
God is acting.” 

This definition reminds us that a miracle is an event brought 
about by God’s power. “If for some reason,” writes Purtill, “we 
find that some apparently wonderful event can be accounted for 
by some power less than the power of God, then we withhold 
the designation miracle.”11 

Geisler agrees that a miracle shows us that God is acting in 
history, and he explains why: “To glorify God and to provide evi‑
dence for God’s people to believe.”12 

When God created the universe, he did it with us in mind. 
He made a world and a planet—the Bible refers to these as “the 
heavens and the earth”—ideally suited for life, in particular for 
the life of humanity. God created people “in his image,” which 
means we are like God in terms of our personality and certain 
traits: love, care, creativity, and the ability to be generative. But 
we don’t share God’s supernatural characteristics and abilities—
in particular his “omni” attributes (omnipotence, omniscience, 
and omnipresence). However, we are not finite beings. As Lewis 
reminds us, we are more than mere mortals:

There are no ordinary people. You have never talked 
to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations 

—these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life 
of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, 
work with, marry, snub and exploit—immortal hor‑
rors or everlasting splendors.13

God is more than a mere mortal as well, but he is much 
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The Healing Power of God22

more. In addition to being immortal, God is eternal and imma‑
terial and everywhere at once. He isn’t the universe, but he fills 
the created world with his presence and power. As the psalmist 
David writes,

I can never escape from your Spirit!
 I can never get away from your presence!
If I go up to heaven, you are there;
 if I go down to the grave, you are there.
If I ride the wings of the morning,
 if I dwell by the farthest oceans,
even there your hand will guide me,
 and your strength will support me.
     (Psalm 139:7‑10)

There’s another important quality we possess that God does 
not: we have the ability to sin. It’s part of the free will God built 
into our DNA. God gave our first parents, Adam and Eve, and 
every human born since then the choice to follow or reject him. 
The original plan was for humanity to live in the garden as sinless 
immortal beings, never to die. But all that changed when Adam 
and Eve chose to follow their own way rather than God. 

It’s not as if Adam and Eve didn’t know the consequences of 
this decision. God told them they were free to eat of any tree in 
the garden, including the tree of life. “But you must not eat from 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” God warned, “for 
when you eat from it you will certainly die” (Genesis 2:17 niv).

In our original immortal state before sin entered the world, 
the supernatural was an integral and visible part of the natural 
world God created. The narrative in Genesis makes reference to 
God “walking in the garden in the cool of the day” (Genesis 3:8 
niv). From the beginning, God intended his human creation to 
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23What Is a Miracle?

live with him in the abundant and beautiful natural world he cre‑
ated with the presence of the supernatural as natural as breathing. 
The natural and supernatural existed together and in harmony. 
Material beings interacted with the immaterial God. There were 
no miracles because all of life existed in this beautiful blend of 
the natural and supernatural.

WHY GOD STARTED DOING MIRACLES
When temptation entered the world, sin followed, upsetting 

the beautiful balance and harmony of natural and supernatural  
existing together. At that moment humanity and the natural 
world changed, and with it our relationship with the supernatural.  
Because sin now existed in God’s once‑perfect natural world, the 
relationship between a holy God and sinful humanity changed.

No longer would God walk with humanity in the cool of the 
day. The natural world would continue to exist, but not without 
the effect of sin. Rather than operating in perfect and unbroken 
harmony, the natural world began “groaning as in the pains of 
childbirth,” something it has continued to do to the present time 
(Romans 8:22). The supernatural world still exists, but it is not 
immediately present in our natural world, and its effects are not 
constantly in front of us.

But that’s not the end of the story. Because of God’s extra‑ 
ordinary love for us, he put a rescue plan into action the moment 
we rejected him. The apostle Paul gives us the highlights of this 
plan in his letter to the church at Ephesus. Designed “before the 
creation of the world,” this plan centered on Jesus Christ, who 
would take on the punishment we deserved and forgive our sins 

“in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished 
on us.” It would be “put into effect when the times reach their 
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The Healing Power of God24

fulfillment—to bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth 
under Christ” (Ephesians 1:3‑10 niv). Jesus would become the 
intermediary between God and man, restoring the intimacy and 
harmony that once existed in the garden.

Until that time reached its fulfillment (Galatians 4:4), God 
called out a people to become the channel for his plan. Through 
the physical existence of these chosen people would come the 
Savior of the world, the one promised by God before the begin‑
ning, who would bring the supernatural and the natural world 
together. During this time, God revealed himself selectively and 
in various ways through miracles, bringing the supernatural into 
the natural world to advance his purposes and to remind his peo‑
ple that he is God and above him is no other.

God called prophets and gave them power, he defeated the 
enemies of his people, and he healed his people to remind them 
that the Savior, the Messiah, his very Son would be coming as 
the ultimate miracle worker and healer because he would be God 
himself in human form.

HEAVEN CAME TO EARTH
So Jesus came to earth, God descending in human form to 

live among us for a while, once again uniting heaven and earth. 
Just as God did from heaven, Jesus did on earth. He brought the 
supernatural to the natural, doing everything God did. He called 
the apostles and gave them power, defeated the spiritual enemies 
of humanity, and conquered sickness—all because of his love, 
compassion, and power. Jesus also suffered on our behalf because 
of our sins, forgave us, and conquered the grave. By dying and 
coming back to life, Jesus gave us a preview of what we can expect 
in our future immortal lives, if we put our trust in him.
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25What Is a Miracle?

Sin and Satan and suffering still exist, but the supernatural 
life and healing touch of Jesus are stronger than these, present 
in our world today through the Holy Spirit, who is the presence 
of Christ in us. The supernatural and natural once again dwell 
together in each person who has been miraculously transformed 
by the person and work of Jesus.

We don’t have to cry to heaven in our distress and hope that 
God hears us and descends with miraculous power. He has 
already done that through Jesus. The supernatural dwells in us 
because of his grace, forgiveness, love, and power.

So how should we live? As believers, we have two choices. We 
can live naturally, our heads filled with knowledge and principles 
for living because we follow sound Bible teaching and do our best 
to apply these principles to our lives. Or we can live supernatu-
rally, still doing what God tells us to do in his world and in our 
hearts, but also living in the reality that the supernatural power 
of God is in us at all times.

Before Jesus came, God dwelled supernaturally in the temple. 
But because of what Jesus accomplished through his life, death, 
and resurrection, we are his temple. Rather than dwelling in a 
building made by human hands, God now dwells supernatu‑
rally in us. As we continue in our journey to discover how to live 
supernaturally in a natural world, this reality will take on more 
significance. Right now, let’s find out why miracles are central to 
God’s very existence.

WHY MIRACLES AND HEALING MATTER
Here’s a quick review of our definition of a miracle, pulled 

from C. S. Lewis and others:

A miracle is an event in which God temporarily 
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The Healing Power of God26

interrupts the ordinary course of nature to show that 
God has acted and continues to act in history.

From this definition, we can come to another conclusion: 
miracles and healing are necessary to show God’s activity in the 
world. In fact, according to Geisler, there is no way to show that 
Christianity is true “unless miracles are possible and actual.”14 We 
can talk all day about how we believe in the God of the Bible and 
offer all kinds of reasons why we think he is real. But without the 
miraculous, Christianity is no better than any other belief system.

If you think I’m pushing this argument too far, here’s what 
the apostle Paul said about people who believe in a God devoid 
of the miraculous:

If Christ has not been raised, then your faith is use‑
less and you are still guilty of your sins. In that case, 
all who have died believing in Christ are lost! And if 
our hope in Christ is only for this life, we are more 
to be pitied than anyone in the world (1 Corinthi‑
ans 15:17‑19).

In this indictment, Paul is referring to one particular mir‑
acle, the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. There’s a 
reason why he picked this one as the “do or die” miracle to rep‑
resent the entirety of the Christian faith. Even if you accept all 
the other miracles and healings in the Bible as true, if this one 
miracle didn’t happen, the rest don’t matter for one simple rea‑
son. Everything hinges on Jesus. If he is still dead, then God is 
dead, and the best we can say is that he had a good run, creating 
the universe and entering the world in human form to solve the 
sin problem and all that. But he stumbled as he rounded the cor‑
ner for the finish line.
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27What Is a Miracle?

But Paul believed in the resurrection because he was person‑
ally confronted by the resurrected Christ, as were more than five 
hundred other eyewitnesses (1 Corinthians 15:3‑7), prompting 
him to declare, “But truth is that Christ has been raised up, the 
first in a long legacy of those who are going to leave the cemeter‑
ies” (1 Corinthians 15:20 msg).

As we close this chapter, I need to continue my pattern of 
complete transparency. I am writing this book for those who 
believe God exists, whether you call yourself a Christian, a 
believer, a Christ follower, or a spiritual person. You’re not a skep‑
tic when it comes to belief in a supernatural God. Consequently, 
I’m not going to spend any time offering reasons why you can 
believe God exists.

What I want to do is show that it’s reasonable to believe in mir‑
acles, and not just the miracles found in the Bible. As Geisler writes, 

“If God exists, we should come to human history with the expec‑
tation of the miraculous, not with a naturalistic bias against it.”15

Expecting miracles in human history is not limited to the 
past. History is still being written, and God is just as involved in 
human affairs now as he was in the beginning. He is not detached 
but intensely interested in our lives. In fact, if you have commit‑
ted to live in the truth of his redemption plan and have been 
transformed by the person and work of Jesus, then God loves 
being involved in every part of your life—emotional, spiritual, 
and physical. Here’s how the psalmist David expresses this reality:

The Lord directs the steps of the godly.
 He delights in every detail of their lives.
     (Psalm 37:23)

Knowing this should give us confidence that he cares when 
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The Healing Power of God28

we (or a loved one) are hurting, and that he desires to help and 
heal us. And yet we are sometimes hesitant and temper our 
expectations when it comes to miracles and healing. Why do we 
do this? Why do we sometimes doubt that God is willing and 
able to do the miraculous and heal us? That’s the subject of the 
next chapter.
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