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"Anointing Him with Oil" 

James says in v. 14, "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." Let us notice first what James does not say: he 
does not tell his recipients to go to the doctor. Dale C. Allison, Jr., mentions R.J. Karris, who "suggests that 
'the sick person is implicitly admonished not to call the physicians to his/her bedside', that Jas 5:14 is 'anti-
physician'" (as quoted by Allison, p. 754). Is this true? 

Some--such as health and wealth gospel preachers--would like to think so. They would look at a passage 
like ours and see it as a proof text for their position. Christians don't have to rely on medicine or medical 
care. If they have enough faith and pray, they will be healed of their diseases, no matter how serious they 
may be. That is a simple, convenient position, isn't it? On the one hand, its preachers can affirm God's 
healing power and how we can tap into it by faith. On the other hand, if anyone is not healed, they can 
simply say, "It's because you did not have enough faith." 

There is a degree of truth in what they proclaim. God is not an automatic vending machine, who dispenses 
healing as long as we chant the right incantation or follow the right ritual. Our God sees what goes on in 
our mind, even the deepest secrets of our heart. Can He be taken in by what we do on the outside, however 
pious our actions may appear to men? Can He be impressed with our appearance when He sees what goes 
on in our heart? James said earlier, "But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is 
like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. For that person must not suppose that he will 
receive anything from the Lord; he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways" (James 1:6-8). And 
the Hebrews writer also said, "And without faith it is impossible to please him, for whoever would draw 
near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him" (Heb. 11:6). We need to 
be encouraged and challenged to pray with faith, believing! 

But God is also not an automatic vending machine, who is programed to grant healing if we pray with 
enough faith. God is sovereign. He is not just an impersonal force: He has His purpose and plan, doing 
everything according to the counsel of His will. His thoughts are higher than our thoughts, His ways are 
more mysterious than our understanding, and His wisdom is greater than our desires. One can pray with a 
greatest faith and still not be healed. Consider Paul and the thorn in his flesh. So painful was this problem 
that he prayed for healing three times! And do you think he prayed just for greater ease and comfort in his 
life? For someone like Paul to pray for healing, this thorn in his flesh must have made his ministry much 
more difficult than we can imagine. Even then, the Lord's answer to him was, "My grace is sufficient for 
you, for my power is made perfect in weakness" (2 Cor. 12:9). It could not have been for lack of faith that 
Paul was not healed! 

How devastating it would be for someone seriously ill to be weighed down also with the guilt of not having 
enough faith! Who of us can say our faith is without any tinge of doubt? Many of us have experienced 
God's gracious and generous answers to our prayers, even the prayers we uttered with little faith. And why 
do you think God has done that for us? Is He saying that it's OK to pray without faith? Of course not! He is 
encouraging us to pray with greater faith by showing us how God is so much more powerful and gracious 
than we think He is!  

But we must also trust our God to know what is best for us--whether He answers our prayer or not, whether 
He heals us or not. We also need to keep in mind how God answers our prayers. Does James' call to prayer 
for healing exclude medical care?  

We must remember that the Ancient Near Eastern culture was different from ours. Their healthcare system 
was not like ours, if there was any. Doctors were rare and their services were expensive and people did not 



have health insurance or programs like Medicare. And the medical technology at that time must have been 
quite primitive compared to modern medicine. The cure rate could not have been too high. Allison quotes 
Erasmus: "If someone is suffering from bad health, he should not take refuge in magical remedies or spend 
huge sums of money on doctors, whose cures are often such that it is better to depart cheerfully from life'" 
(as quoted by Allison, p. 754). Going to the doctor and going to the temple to pray might not have been so 
much different in the rate of successful cure. Going to the doctor for healing might not have been a 
practically very viable option for many, economically and medically speaking.  

Consider also the condition of the sick. James exhorts the sick to call for the elders (to come over) and pray 
over him. This indicates the seriousness of his illness. It is quite possible that all the means of available 
home remedy or medical care had failed. The only option left for the sick might have been for the elders of 
the church to come over and pray for him. So, what James says in our passage does not necessarily exclude 
various forms of medical care. 

Consider also why James is instructing the elders to anoint the sick with oil. Oil was used for various things 
in the Ancient Near Eastern culture. Of course, it was used for cooking and eating as it is today. But oil--
particularly the olive oil--was used also as a sort of perfume because of its rich, pleasant aroma. It seems 
like anointing a guest with oil was a sign of welcome and giving honor. So, Jesus rebuked a Pharisee 
named Simon for not anointing His head with oil when He came to his house at his invitation (Luke 7:46). 
Oil was also used in religious ceremonies. In the Old Testament, we hear how oil was used in the 
consecration of priests unto their sacred office. Besides these, oil was used for medicinal purpose as well. 
The Ancient Near Eastern literature testifies amply to the medicinal use of oil. Even in Jesus' Parable of the 
Good Samaritan, we see the Samaritan anointing the injured man with oil and wine (Luke 10:34) as part of 
the first aid treatment.  

But most closely connected with today's passage is what we find in Mark 6:13. There we read, "And they 
[the disciples] cast out many demons and anointed with oil many who were sick and healed them." We 
know that oil does not have any magical power in itself to bring about a supernatural healing. So, this must 
have had a symbolic purpose. What was it symbolic of? 

Was it symbolic of something religious? What were some religious ceremonies involving oil? Oil was 
poured on grain offerings, along with frankincense (Lev. 2:1). It was also used in the ceremony of setting 
the priests apart for their service at the tabernacle/temple (Ex. 29:7). As you can see, the religious use of oil 
was restricted to the temple-related ceremonies. And the things or people, who were anointed with oil, were 
set apart for a holy function. It is hard to imagine that the disciples' use of oil had this kind of temple-
related, sanctifying function. Neither the social function nor the cosmetic function (using it as perfume) 
applies here.  

There was still another religious usage of oil. According to Lev. 14:15-18, oil was applied to "the lobe of 
the right ear of him who is to be cleansed and on the thumb of his right hand and on the big toe of his right 
foot" (v. 17), as well as on the head of the one cleansed of leprosy (v. 18). The parallel is quite intriguing, 
isn't it? The sick ones are healed and oil was applied to signify the healing. But the parallel ends there. In 
the case of the leper, oil was applied after he was cleansed and declared clean by the priest. In the case of 
the sick healed by the disciples, it seems like oil was applied before the healing: "they cast out many 
demons and anointed with oil many who were sick and healed them." What is more, through the religious 
ceremony, the leper was re-admitted to the covenant community. But, most likely, in the case of the 
disciples' healing, leprosy was not the only disease that was cured. There were many other kinds of 
sicknesses, which did not lead to the excommunication of the sick from the covenant community. The same 
was true of the sick members of the church. Sickness is not a cause for excommunication! 

And think of how the sick people, as well as those who witnessed the healing, would have perceived the 
anointing with oil. Would they have thought of the priestly function, especially this anointing performed by 
Jesus' disciples, who were obviously not priests? More likely they would have thought of what they 
themselves would have done often as non-priests: anointing the sick with oil as a home remedy. Though 



not a universally accepted view, I believe that this practice of anointing the sick with oil when praying for 
him was symbolic of medical care.  

Now, I'd like to make a few concluding observations. 

Firs, it is not wrong to pray for healing. This may sound strange. There are some to whom getting healed, 
or getting their prayers answered, is what having a religion is all about. Even for Christians, we can wonder 
how we can know whether God cares about us or not if God doesn't answer their prayers? How can we not 
feel unloved and even abandoned if our prayers go unanswered? But that is a very childish, faulty thinking, 
isn't it? This assumes that what we want is what is best for us. Is it? Why, then, do we have sayings like, 
"Be careful what you wish for"? Quite often, what we want is not what is best for us, let alone what is good 
for us. We don't want God to aid us in our self-destructive wishes, do we? The spirit of the Christian prayer 
is, as it was exemplified by our Lord, "Not my will but Your will be done!" When God answers our 
prayers, there is a joyful uplifting of our hearts and spirits, no question about it. But it would be foolish to 
look to our answered prayers as the proof of God's love and care for us. What would we do when God 
doesn't answer our prayers? Our Christian life would become a dizzying roller-coast ride! No, we have a 
firmer and surer foundation, which can never be moved or shaken--God's sacrifice of his only begotten Son 
for our salvation!  

At the same time, it would be wrong to be so heavenly-minded that we ignore our earthly affairs. Maybe 
that is not our problem in our daily living but possibly in our theologically thinking. We know that heaven 
is our ultimate destination and this world is already passing away. We are to lay up our treasures in heaven, 
not on earth. So, some of us feel guilty about asking for "earthly" blessings, including our health. When 
God forgave all our sins and delivered us from hell and adopted us as His children, and that through the 
unspeakable sufferings of Christ, what more does God have to do for us?  

Does this mean we should be only concerned about our spiritual wellbeing and not our physical wellbeing? 
But this is what is amazing about our God and Christianity! What does our God say about this? It is God 
who is speaking through James' words and God says, "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!" Yes, our 
Lord said, "Therefore do not be anxious, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What 
shall we wear?" But He went on to say, "For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly 
Father knows that you need them all." He said, "But seek first the kingdom of God and his 
righteousness…." But then He added, "[A]nd all these things will be added to you [by your loving heavenly 
Father]."  

How wonderful is our God! But should this surprise us? After all, it is God who made us both body and 
soul. The Son of God came into this world, both with a human body and a reasonable human soul, because 
we needed to be saved in our whole being--not only in our spirit but also in our body. That is why the 
bodily resurrection of our Lord is so important for our salvation! So, Paul admonished the Corinthians, 
"[D]o you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? 
You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body" (1 Cor. 6:19-20).  

Of course, the spiritual takes precedence. For God is a Spirit and therefore the spiritual is the ultimate 
reality. Think about it: our physical body can be broken up and disintegrate. But not our spirit: it is an 
indestructible, indivisible, unbreakable substance. When we are resurrected on the last day, we will not be 
raised in the same body we have now. Our body will be transformed into a spiritual body, which will share 
the indestructible, indivisible, unbreakable properties of our spirit. That is why we don't absolutize the 
wellbeing of our body in this life, as important as it is. The health of our body is not the litmus test of God's 
love and care for us, at least in this world. Even so, God graciously invites us to pray for healing when we 
are sick! Our desire to be well, even in our body, testifies to the longing God Himself placed in our soul for 
the kind of abundant and wholesome life, for which God created us to have and enjoy! And we should 
examine our hearts to see why we want to be healed. Is it to indulge our earthly desires or to finish the work 
God has given us to do?  



Second, in dealing with our sicknesses, it is not wrong to take advantage of the medical care that is 
available to us. Our God is not just the Lord of the spiritual realm; He is the Lord both of heaven and earth, 
of the natural realm as well as the supernatural. For our God created them all! The power of God is shown 
not only through miracles but also through the laws of nature! They are just different ways in which our 
God demonstrates His power! To God, spectacular miracles in our eyes are as easy as the gravitational 
force that causes the apples to drop from the branches. In the same token, one is as wonderful a 
demonstration of God's power as the other. Why do we like watching those nature programs on TV? Is it 
not because so many "natural wonders" are brought to our attention in such vivid, startling ways? If so, why 
should we think that God's work is shown only in supernatural miracles and not in "ordinary" occurrences 
of life and nature? Why should we think that God loves us only when He suspends and violates the laws of 
nature, which He Himself established by His power and wisdom for our good? The Book of Esther 
famously has no mention of God. Yet, when we read the book, we cannot help but come away marveling at 
the delicacy and precision with which God worked out everything through His providence. 

If so, why would God forbid us from taking advantage of our medical technology, which is part of God's 
common grace (as long as it does not violate God's moral precepts)? Consider the way God provides for 
our daily needs. Is it not through the ordinary means of our parents, through our labor, which we are 
enabled to do by God's grace?  

But we do not rely on the medical care alone. Our medical care and technology is far from perfect. Even 
the most brilliant doctors can be confounded and mystified by the complexity of our human body and its 
problems. We ought to look to God as our ultimate Healer. He is the head Physician, who orchestrates and 
superintends the medical care we receive, who works through the doctors and nurses and the medications 
we take. So we should pray that God would give the doctors the wisdom they need to properly diagnose our 
problems and find the cure. James said, "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" (v. 14). Not only were 
the elders to pray in the name of the Lord; they were to anoint the sick with oil also in the name of the 
Lord.  

Should the elders anoint the sick with oil when they pray over them? I am not opposed to it principially but 
I don't think it is necessary practically. We said that the anointing the sick with oil was a symbolic gesture. 
A symbol works only when it is ingrained it the culture. Today, especially in our culture, oil has lost its 
medicinal use. So, using oil does not serve its purpose of symbolizing the use of medicine. And we don't 
need to be reminded to take advantage of medicine, do we? If anything, our reliance on medicine growing 
more and more, even to the exclusion of prayer. What is important is for us to pray with faith in the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ! 

We ought to pray for the sick in the name of the Lord for He is able to heal even when the doctors give up! 
Remember Edwin's father and how we were praying for him? He had to come all the way to the States from 
Indonesia for medical treatment. He had been suffering from a debilitating illness for a couple of years. But 
when he came to the States, his condition improved drastically without receiving any medical care. The 
doctors were confounded because they couldn't locate the problem, contrary to the medical records! We 
were very thankful and we rejoiced with Edwin and his family. But I realized that I wasn't thankful enough 
(because he was far away and we didn't know the full extent of his problem) until I talked to Edwin's 
mother. Having seen his physical degeneration and having taken care of him during that time, she knew full 
well the seriousness of his illness. She also witnessed how quickly and mysteriously he got better, too! She 
kept telling me, "It's just amazing! It's just amazing!"  

How wonderful it is to be able to pray in the name of the Lord! It is He, who created the heavens and the 
earth! If He could call all things into existence out of nothing, merely by the power of His Word, what is 
too difficult for Him to do? What is our cancer to Him, who made us out of the dust of the ground? What is 
more, He rose again from the dead, conquering our sin and death, smashing the shackles of hell forever! If 
our problems seem insurmountable, it is only because we have lost the sight of our great God and Savior! 
Let us pray in faith! Let us pray in the name of our Lord. "We pray all these things in the name of our Lord 



Jesus Christ" is not some kind of empty, ceremonial chant, is it? It is meant to remind us of His greatness, 
which is greater than all our problems! 

And let us not forget to praise God when our cancer is removed by a successful surgery or our ache is gone 
after taking some ibuprofen. For God is not just a God of miracles; He is also the God of the ordinary, 
intimately involved even in the most mundane affairs of our life! "Unless the LORD builds the house, those 
who build it labor in vain" (Ps. 127:1). But through all these things, let us not view God merely as a cosmic 
Butler, a genii in the lamp, to grant us whatever we desire. May the Lord bring us to that place where we 
can say with Paul, "For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain" (Phil. 1:21)! 
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