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THE SACRAMENTAL MEDICINE CHEST: 
 

Reclaiming a Lutheran Theology of Healing, Suffering, and Deliverance 
 
Introduction: The Stolen Heritage 
 
For the better part of the last century, the “ministry of healing” has been largely associated with 
the high-gloss, high-decibel world of modern televangelism. From the tent revivals of the 1950s 
to contemporary broadcasts, the image of a “healer” has often been tied to personal charisma, 
emotional manipulation, and a theology of glory that demands immediate, visible results. Conse-
quently, many within the historic, liturgical traditions—particularly Lutherans—have functionally 
neglected this dimension of pastoral care. Fearing the chaos of the charismatic, the sacramental 
church has often left its medicine chest unopened, without always offering a clear pastoral alter-
native for the sick, the traumatized, and the spiritually oppressed. 
 
Yet a closer examination of the historic Ordo and the lives of the Reformers reveals a different 
story. Long before the first healing crusade was televised, the Lutheran tradition practiced a sober 
and pastorally grounded ministry of healing rooted in the Means of Grace. By placing the pastoral 
categories of Francis MacNutt into conversation with the cruciform theology of Martin Luther and 
the ministry of Johann Christoph Blumhardt—while critically appropriating later practical mod-
els—we can recover a form of healing that is both ancient and urgently needed. 
 
I. The MacNutt Taxonomy: Categorizing the Brokenness 
 
In Healing (1974), Francis MacNutt sought to move beyond an “all-or-nothing” approach to mir-
acles by identifying distinct yet overlapping forms of human brokenness. While emerging from a 
Roman Catholic charismatic context, his categories can be pastorally useful when theologically 
disciplined. 
 
It is essential to note at the outset that these practices must be carefully distinguished from the 
Means of Grace properly so called. Word and Sacrament alone are divinely instituted, promise-
bearing, and universally binding (AC V). The practices described below are best understood as 
pastoral applications of the Word—subordinate to and governed by the Church’s public ministry—
not as independent techniques or competing sacramental acts. 
 
Definitions of Sickness and Their Remedies 
 

• Spiritual Sickness (Sin): The foundational human ailment (Psalm 51:5; Romans 3:23). 
The remedy is Confession and Absolution (John 20:23). 

• Emotional Sickness (Wounded Memory): Trauma and inward affliction (Psalm 34:18). 
In a Lutheran context, this is the “Consolation of the Brethren” (Smalcald Articles III, IV—
Luther’s listing of the mutual conversation and consolation of the saints among the means 
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through which the Holy Spirit works). The pastoral response is the application of the Gos-
pel to the subconscious—not as a technique for revising the past, but as the bringing of 
wounded memories under the judgment and promise of God’s Word. It is “applied Abso-
lution,” where the blood of Christ is proclaimed to cover even the hidden wounds of the 
past. 

• Physical Sickness: Bodily illness (James 5:14–15). The response includes prayer, anoint-
ing with oil, and the laying on of hands, viewed as a physical “Amen” to the Word of 
prayer. 

• Diabolical Sickness: Oppression by demonic forces (Mark 1:34; Luke 10:17). The re-
sponse is deliverance or exorcism, carried out through the authority of Christ’s Word, mov-
ing from the subjective “power of the healer” to the objective authority of the Name. 

 
II. The Lutheran Precedent: “Scoffing” at the Enemy 
 
The assumption that “Lutherans don’t do that” dissolves under the weight of the 16th-century 
sources. Luther’s worldview was unapologetically supernatural. The devil was not metaphor but 
“a real, present, and malicious foe” (cf. 1 Peter 5:8; Luther, Large Catechism, Baptism IV). 
 
A well-known example is Luther’s intervention during Philipp Melanchthon’s near-fatal illness in 
1540. Finding Melanchthon essentially on his deathbed—eyes set and speech gone—Luther’s 
prayer was anything but detached. He did not merely petition; he engaged in what he himself 
described as “rubbing God’s ears” with His own promises (WA Br 9, no. 3497—Luther’s letter to 
Jonas, October 1540). Addressing the illness with the authority of the Word, he commanded it to 
yield to the King of Life. Melanchthon recovered, and Luther later spoke of having “snatched him 
from the grave” (cf. WA TR 5, no. 5674). 
 
Equally striking is Luther’s pastoral counsel regarding the devil. In his Table Talk, he writes: “The 
best way to drive out the devil, if he will not yield to texts of Scripture, is to jeer and flout him, for 
he cannot bear scorn” (Table Talk, no. 127). Such “scoffing,” however, is never autonomous. It is 
not psychological bravado, but the confidence that flows from the external Word of Christ. It is 
the posture of faith that stands on Christ’s victory (Colossians 2:15), not an independent technique. 
It is the objective reality of the Resurrection making a mockery of the “strong man” who has been 
bound. 
 
III. The Blumhardt Breakthrough: “Jesus is Victor” 
 
In the 19th century, Johann Christoph Blumhardt, a Lutheran pastor in Möttlingen, rediscovered 
this dimension of pastoral ministry through an extended confrontation with demonic oppression in 
the life of Gottlieben Dittus. The struggle lasted nearly two years and was not sought out as a 
specialized “ministry,” but arose from ordinary pastoral care. 
 
The crisis culminated in 1843 when the demonic presence cried out, “Jesus ist Sieger!” (“Jesus is 
Victor”). For Blumhardt, this was not merely an isolated exorcism but a revelation: the Kingdom 
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of God was breaking into the present (Matthew 12:28). This breakthrough emphasized the objec-
tive over the subjective. The victory did not depend on Blumhardt’s “heat” or emotional intensity, 
but on the external Word that the demons were forced to acknowledge. 
 
As Harold Ristau argues in At War with Angels (2012), this Lutheran approach to spiritual warfare 
is decisively non-performative. The power lies not in the pastor, but in the objective efficacy of 
Christ’s Word. The Church’s liturgy itself functions as a “spiritual shield,” wherein the Name of 
Jesus (Philippians 2:10), the Sign of the Cross (Galatians 6:14), Baptism (Romans 6:3–4), Abso-
lution (John 20:23), and the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 10:16) are the very means by which 
Christ’s victory is delivered. 
 
Ristau’s contribution provides the theological payoff: he relocates spiritual warfare within the 
Church’s ordinary life. What revivalism seeks through spectacle, the liturgy delivers through 
promise. This move is decisive: it means that healing ministry is not an add-on specialty for gifted 
practitioners, but a dimension of the Church’s regular pastoral work. 
 
IV. Ristau’s Reframing: Warfare in the Ordinary 
 
The weight of Ristau’s argument lies in his insistence that the Church does not need to import the 
forms of revivalist spiritual warfare in order to engage real spiritual conflict. The liturgy is already 
a theater of war. Every baptism is an exorcism—historically, the Lutheran rite retained the “Minor 
Exorcism” in Luther’s Taufbüchlein (1523, revised 1526) specifically to signal this transition of 
kingdoms. Every absolution is a defeat of the accuser. Every Eucharist is a proclamation of Christ’s 
death “until he comes” (1 Corinthians 11:26)—a declaration that the eschatological victory is al-
ready present, however hidden under its opposite. 
 
This has immediate pastoral consequences. The pastor who administers the Sacraments, hears con-
fession, pronounces absolution, and prays over the sick is already doing healing ministry in its 
fullest sense. This is the question the Church must answer: not whether to “add” a healing ministry, 
but whether it will recover the eschatological weight of what it is already doing. 
 
This also guards against a persistent temptation in all healing movements: the shift from the ob-
jectivity of the Word to the subjectivity of the practitioner. Ristau’s framework insists that author-
ity in spiritual conflict is not a personal attribute—it is a baptismal and ministerial reality. The 
pastor operates not on the basis of gift, temperament, or technique, but on the basis of the Office 
and the Word entrusted to it. 
 
This is why Blumhardt’s story matters as more than historical curiosity. His two-year pastoral 
struggle was not the exercise of a charismatic gift. It was the patient, persistent application of Word 
and prayer by an ordained minister in the context of ordinary parish care. The breakthrough, when 
it came, belonged to Christ—not to Blumhardt’s method. 
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V. The Practical Ordo: A Disciplined Pastoral Approach 
 
What Ristau establishes theologically, a structured pastoral methodology can organize practically. 
While emerging from a different theological tradition, John Wimber’s pastoral methodology can 
be critically appropriated and disciplined within a Lutheran framework. His “5-Step Model” is 
essentially a modern recovery of Seelsorge (the care of souls)—the ancient art of pastoral diagnosis 
and application. By subordinating Wimber’s instincts to the Means of Grace, the theological dis-
tance is acknowledged and crossed deliberately, not naively. 
 

• The Interview: A pastoral inquiry into the person’s condition. Like the classical Seel-
sorger, the pastor asks, “Where does it hurt?” and “What burdens the conscience?” 

• The Diagnostic: Discernment of the primary dimension of suffering. Is the root physical, 
or is there a “wounded memory” that requires the Consolation of the Brethren? 

• The Prayer Selection: Choosing the appropriate pastoral response—Absolution, interces-
sory prayer, the Laying on of Hands, anointing with oil, or, where warranted, deliverance. 
The choice is governed by the diagnostic, not by preference or expectation. 

• The Prayer Engagement: Attentive, Word-centered prayer. This is “eyes-open” prayer, 
not looking for “vibes,” but remaining attentive to the person while standing firmly on 
Romans 10:17. 

• Post-Prayer Direction: Reintegrating the individual into the ongoing life of Word and 
Sacrament in the parish. 

 
This approach avoids both the “hit-and-run” spirituality of revivalism and the reduction of pastoral 
care to mere abstraction. Healing is treated as part of discipleship, not spectacle. 
 
VI. Synthesis: The Theology of the Cross 
 
The decisive distinction between this approach and modern healing movements lies in the Theo-
logia Crucis (1 Corinthians 1:18–25). A Lutheran theology of healing refuses to collapse God’s 
work into immediate visibility. We pray for healing with boldness (James 5:16), yet we remain 
under the cross. We live in the tension of the “now and not yet” (Romans 8:23). Not every illness 
is removed; not every prayer yields visible results. 
 
Yet even unanswered prayer is not empty. It becomes participation in Christ’s own suffering (Phi-
lippians 3:10), where healing is hidden under its opposite. Luther’s category of Anfechtung re-
minds us that spiritual struggle itself is a site of divine encounter. To suffer with Christ is not to 
be abandoned by him—it is to be drawn into the very movement by which he redeems. 
 
When healing is withheld, the believer is not abandoned. They are directed to the deeper reality: 
the resurrection of the body (1 Corinthians 15:42–44) and what Ignatius of Antioch called the 
“medicine of immortality” (Letter to the Ephesians, 20)—writing in the early second century to 
describe the Eucharist as the body and blood of Christ given as the antidote to death. This suggests 
that the Church has always understood the Sacrament as bearing a healing weight. The Eucharist 
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is the “remedy” that guarantees the eventual restoration of the whole person, even if the “sign” of 
physical healing is hidden for a time beneath the suffering of the cross. We do not pray for healing 
to escape the cross, but because the One who hung on the cross has already triumphed over the 
roots of all illness. 
 
Conclusion: Reclaiming the Medicine 
 
The Church is not merely a lecture hall; it is a hospital for sinners. By recovering a properly ordered 
and theologically grounded practice—drawing on the insights of MacNutt, the boldness of Luther, 
the witness of Blumhardt, and the clarity of Ristau—the Lutheran tradition can once again offer a 
healing ministry that is both responsible and robust. 
 
Such a ministry does not depend on personality, technique, or spectacle. It rests on the objective 
promises of God, delivered through Word and Sacrament and applied pastorally to the full range 
of human suffering. It names suffering honestly, including the suffering that is not relieved in this 
life. It does not promise what God has not promised. And precisely because it does not over-
promise, it can be trusted. 
 
The medicine chest has not been emptied—only neglected. It is time to open it again and confess 
with confidence: Jesus ist Sieger. 
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