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Introduction 

Calling upon the Lord for physical healing has been a major element of Christian 

fellowship since the beginning of the church. One of the most visible and extensive parts of 

Jesus‘ ministry was the healing of the sick.
1
 While His main focus was on preaching the 

kingdom of God, He healed multitudes of people.
2
 The power to heal was extended to the 

disciples and continued beyond Jesus‘ physical presence in the Book of Acts.
3
 Physical healing 

was important in Israel prior to Jesus‘ ministry as well.
4
 The power to bring miraculous healing 

authenticated a prophet‘s ministry.
5
  

Today we can frequently see healing done by charismatic evangelists on the television. 

There are healing services at churches of most denominations, although predominantly at 

Pentecostal and other charismatic churches. The main passage in the Bible that is given as the 

basis for these events is James 5:13-18. Sometimes people are healed and many times they are 

not. Was this passage meant for our time? Are we interpreting it correctly? This paper will 

examine the passage with an open mind and heart and seek God‘s wisdom for answering these 

questions.
6,7

 

                                                 
1
 Guy P. Duffield and Nathaniel M. Van Cleave, Foundations of Pentecostal Theology (Los Angeles, 

Calif.: L.I.F.E. Bible College, 1983), 379-82. 

2
 Mt 4:23-25; 9:35. 

3
 Mk 6:13; Duffield, 382-84. 

4
 Duffield, 374-79. 

5
 1 Kgs 17:24 

6
 The original introduction was much longer, but due to page constraints most of it was moved to Appendix 

B. I encourage the reader to proceed to the appendix for further insight on why I chose this passage for this paper 

assignment. 

7
 See Appendix A for the Greek text and a personal English translation of the James passage. The reader 

might compare the translation with his or her favorite Bible translation to be looking for nuances that may be 

uncovered here. 
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Historical/Cultural Context 

Authorship 

There is much discussion about whether James, the brother of Jesus, also known as James 

the Just, was the author of the epistle and when it was written.
8
 Some of this discussion centers 

on the quality of the Greek. However, if it is understood that either James could have been 

proficient in Greek or that he used an amanuensis to do the actual writing, then there is no 

problem accepting that James is the author. A.T. Robertson points out that the style of Greek 

used in Acts 15 when James is involved in writing a letter to Antioch is the same as that used in 

the epistle.
9
 So either James was fluent in Greek, which is possible even in Jerusalem, or the 

writer was the same person. Despite the Greek, it is evident from the first verse that the author is 

Jewish because the letter is addressed to the twelve tribes scattered among the nations. In 

addition, there are Aramaisms and Hebrewisms throughout the letter that point to a Jewish 

origin.
10

 

The idea that the author of James is the brother of Jesus is a matter of tradition.
11

 

However there are a number of candidates named James as possible authors. Since it is assumed 

that the readers know who James is, the most probable James is the leader of the church in 

Jerusalem. The identity of this James being the brother of Jesus is made known in a reference by 

Paul (Gal 1:19). 

                                                 
8
 Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1982), 2-22. 

9
 Robert James Utley, Jesus' Half-Brothers Speak: James and Jude, vol. 11 of Study Guide Commentary 

Series (Marshall, Texas: Bible Lessons International, 2000), 1. 

10
 Davids, 12. 

11
 Ralph P. Martin, Word Biblical Commentary: James, vol. 48 of Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: 

Word, Incorporated, 2002), xxxi–xxxiii. 
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Purpose 

James is writing to the Jewish Christians scattered throughout the nations (1:1). The exact 

situation is difficult to know for certain, but it is evident from the letter itself and from the 

context presented in Acts, that there was significant persecution against these Christians. The 

source of the persecution could have been Jews who were obedient to the religious rulers in 

Jerusalem as well as the pagans who may have not like Jews nor Christians. 

Whatever the situation, it was significant enough that these Jewish Christians were eager 

to give favor to the wealthy who might visit them (2:1-13). They were distressed enough to be 

quarrelling among themselves (1:26; 3:5-10; 4:1-12). And much of the letter stresses accepting 

trials and living out the faith fully (1:2-4, 21). The beginning of chapter 5 gives a warning to the 

rich oppressors followed by an exhortation to those being oppressed that they should be patient 

in their suffering. 

Literary Context 

James is a letter, however it does not follow the customary form of a letter seen 

elsewhere in the New Testament.
12

 Rather than a letter addressed to a particular congregation, 

this letter appears to be a homily, a sermon, addressed to all of the scattered Christian Jews. 

James seems to have some level of authority over them. He may be looked upon as the de-facto 

leader since Jerusalem is still the ―home‖ city of all Jews. 

Passage Context 

Verse 13 follows other verses in chapter 5 that addresses patience in suffering. Those 

who are oppressing these people will be judged, for ―the Judge is standing at the door!‖ (5:9) 

                                                 
12

 Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament 

Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 38. 
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Prior to that, James has told them that they should be seeking wisdom from God; submitting 

themselves to Him instead of getting caught up on the world; doing good, not just talking about 

it; and stopping their quarreling with each other. He notes that trials test their faith which 

develops perseverance and maturity (1:2-4). 

While James says that testing is good, he never actually says that suffering is good. He 

tells them to endure through suffering, to be patient and learn from it. If suffering was a good 

thing, why would he urge them to pray for each other for the healing of illnesses? Nevertheless, 

elsewhere throughout the Bible there are references to righteous suffering.
13

 Given what James 

writes, it is evident that he is well versed in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7).
14

 Therefore, it 

is unlikely that James was at odds with the understanding of suffering taught by Jesus and Paul, 

and whatever the reason was for which he called the people to pray for relief of their suffering is 

key to understanding this passage. 

Exegetical Analysis 

James 5:13 

Κακοπαθεῖ σιρ ἐν ὑμῖν, πποςετφέςθψ· εὐθτμεῖ σιρ, χαλλέσψ· 

James has just used the word κακοπαθείαρ (suffering) in verse 10, which is a noun form 

of the verb used here, in reference to the suffering of the prophets, who are the example that the 

people should follow. While some were delivered from their difficulties, many of the prophets 

suffered unto death.
15

 He singles out Job in verse 11, who was not a prophet but was considered 

                                                 
13

 Dan G. McCartney, James, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2009), 293-400. 

14
 Utley, 3-4. 

15
 See Hebrews 11:32-40 for a list of those in the Old Testament who were delivered from trials and those 

who suffered to death in order that they might gain a better resurrection. 
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a righteous man. Job suffered great illness and loss as part of a testing but God restored him with 

more than he had before the test. James continues in this verse with the theme on suffering and 

patient endurance he started at verse 7. These last verses are also the back bookend of the letter 

where the benefit of trials in chapter 1 are the front bookend. Therefore we can consider that the 

verb in this verse has to do with enduring suffering as a result of following Jesus. In Matt 5:10-

12, Jesus says those who are persecuted for His sake will receive great reward, just as the 

prophets before them. Paul addresses the same issue in Hebrews 12 and Peter addresses it in 1 

Peter 1. In this sense, the suffering is due to intentional evil in the spiritual battle. Κακοπαθεῖ 

does not have to be related to suffering or difficulties caused by intentional evil, but it does fit 

the context when the suffering is due to being a Christian.
16

 

While the readers of this letter may be suffering because of their association with Jesus, it 

is also evident from the tone of the whole letter that many of them were suffering even more 

because of their own sins and strife with each other. They are believers under the test of their 

faith and are failing the test. James blasts them for listening and not doing (1:19-22); for giving 

favor to the rich who visit their congregation (2:1-13); for having a dead faith without works 

(2:14-26); for speaking unwisely (3:1-12); for harboring bitter envy and selfish ambitions in their 

hearts (3:14-16); for fighting, quarreling, and slander against each other, as well as for being 

friends with the world (4:1-12); and for boasting about their plans (4:13-17). These rebukes 

make up almost the entire letter between the discussion about the benefit of trials at the 

beginning and the call to endurance and prayer at the end. 

πποζεςσέζθυ (pray) and ταλλέηυ (sing songs of praise) are in the imperative form 

indicating that the one who is suffering hardship is to pray and the one who is cheerful is to sing 

                                                 
16

 κακοπαθέψ in Horst Robert Balz and Gerhard Schneider, Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, 

vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1990-), 238. 
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praises. If the person is to rejoice in knowing that they will be rewarded more by their suffering, 

why should they pray? As James declares at the beginning of the letter, they are to pray for 

wisdom (1:5). Also, if they are lacking something they want and don‘t have, they are to pray for 

it, but with the right motives (4:2-3). In other words, these are not just innocent people who are 

being treated unfairly. They are following their human nature and reacting to the trials in exactly 

the opposite way Job did! They are to seek God‘s face. If they don‘t like the situation, instead of 

quarreling and complaining, they should talk to God about it. If they are content and realize the 

good in the trials, they are to praise God. Either way, it is a matter of going to God in prayer or 

praise. 

James 5:14 

ἀςθενεῖ σιρ ἐν ὑμῖν, πποςκαλεςάςθψ σοὺρ ππεςβτσέποτρ σῆρ ἐκκληςίαρ καὶ 

πποςετξάςθψςαν ἐπʼ αὐσὸν ἀλείχανσερ [αὐσὸν] ἐλαίῳ ἐν σῷ ὀνόμασι σοῦ κτπίοτ. 

Ἀζθενεῖ is one of the words of contention among scholars. Most see the word as meaning 

sickness in the context of the passage.
17

 Some see it as physical weakness and others as spiritual 

weakness.
18

 There are strong positions given for each case. 

Ἀζθενέυ and its cognates primarily refer to weakness.
19

 Weakness can be the result of 

illness, but the context has to determine whether it means only weakness, or weakness due to 

illness. Paul uses the word with regard to the thorn in his flesh (2 Co 12:7-10), in that God‘s 

power is made perfect in Paul‘s weakness. Paul delights in such weakness. The word is also used 

                                                 
17

 McCartney, 252. 

18
 Daniel R. Hayden, ―Calling the Elders to Pray,‖ Bibliotheca Sacra 138/551 (Jul. 1981): 372. 

19
 Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964-), 490-93; also see, Keith Warrington, ―James 5:14-18: 

Healing Then and Now.‖ International Review of Mission, 93, no. 370/371 (July-October 2004): 347-350. 
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in Heb. 4:16, ―For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 

weaknesses, but One who has been tested in every way as we are, yet without sin.‖
20

 However, 

despite the use as ―weakness‖ in these epistles, we find that the word means ―sick‖ most often in 

the gospels. It would not be inappropriate to translate the word as ―weak‖ here, but it is still 

entirely possible that sickness is a better translation since ―weak‖ does not quite describe the 

situation sufficiently if indeed James means ―sick.‖ Yet, the point of this verse is that the one 

who is ill or weak is to summon the elders. Evidently they are too weak, whether due to sickness 

or just weakness caused by fatigue, to go to the elders themselves. So, a translation of weak with 

a parenthetical about illness may suffice. 

The elders of the church are to pray (the aorist tense of both of the imperatives, to pray 

and to summon, emphasizes urgency) ―ἐπί” the person. With the accusative ―him,‖ the 

preposition is translated ―over,‖ to indicate location, which is the case in the major translations 

consulted.
21

 But it might also be a matter of the elders having authority over the person in this 

matter.‖
22

 In terms of location, either the elders are laying hands on the person or actually laying 

over the person. When Paul healed Eutychus after he fell out of the window, he had ―thrown 

himself‖ on the young man (Acts 20:9-10). When Elijah healed the son of the widow who fell 

gravely ill and stopped breathing, ―he stretched himself out on the boy three times and cried to 

the Lord‖ (1Kgs 17:21). The Septuagint uses the term ἐνεθύζηζεν which has to do with 

breathing upon the boy. This is most interesting because Elijiah laid himself over the boy in 

order to breathe life back into him. In Gen 2:7, God breathed into Adam‘s nostrils to give him 

                                                 
20

 NIV 

21
 HCSB, NIV, NASB, ESV, NKJV 

22
 Richard A. Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and Exegetical Approach, 

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994), 97-98. 
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life. The word for spirit is related to the word breath such that the Holy Spirit is the Holy Wind 

or Holy Breath of God. The same word is used when Jesus breathes onto the disciples in John 

20:22-23 and tells them, ―Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are 

forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.‖ The connection is that the elders 

may be bringing the breath of eternal life onto the person. 

The elders are to anoint the person with oil. Oil has significance in representing the Holy 

Spirit.
23

 While there is some healing power of olive oil, especially for someone who is fatigued,
24

 

it seems that the significance here has more to do with anointing the person as one who is to be 

healed specifically by God. And of course, praying in the name of the Lord further emphasizes 

that point. One other significance of the Elijah connection, which comes again later in this 

passage, is that the widow had just enough oil and flour due to the drought to eat one more meal 

and then die. Elijah urged her to give him the first cake made from the flour and oil and told her 

she would not run out of either until the Lord brought rain again upon the land. Flour and oil 

make up the grain offering described in Leviticus 2. The woman was asked to sacrifice what she 

had for the man of God first and her needs would be supplied. James speaks of rain both before 

this passage, when writing about enduring the suffering, and after, when giving Elijah as an 

example of a prayer warrior to emulate. The boy‘s illness appears to be part of the trial for the 

widow and when Elijah had breathed life back into him, the widow exclaimed, ―Now I know that 

you are a man of God and that the word of the Lord from your mouth is truth.‖ (1 Kgs 17:24) In 

the same way, the elders who are summoned to pray are men of God who speak the word of God 

with truth. 

                                                 
23

 Warrington, 355-6. 

24
 Warrington, 354-5. 
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By the parallel with the Elijah passage we can see that God uses men that He has set 

aside for His ministry to bring healing upon the land during times of distress, distress which can 

bring about significant sickness. The oil represents the Holy Spirit bringing life into the person as 

the men of God call upon His name for the situation. This parallel may appear to indicate that 

anyone who is sick could be healed, however it actually limits healing to those cases that God is 

using for His purposes of testing. 

Ἀλείτανηερ (to anoint) is an attendant circumstance aorist participle. Some state that the 

aorist indicates the anointing of the oil precedes the prayer, but as an attendant circumstance, the 

anointing goes with the prayer but is secondary. As such, the prayer is of primary importance in 

the healing process. Later, James makes the point that the prayer is what heals and it is very 

powerful. 

James 5:15 

καὶ ἡ εὐφὴ σῆρ πίςσεψρ ςώςει σὸν κάμνονσα καὶ ἐγεπεῖ αὐσὸν ὁ κύπιορ· κἂν ἁμαπσίαρ ᾖ 

πεποιηκώρ, ἀυεθήςεσαι αὐσῷ.  

Κάμνονηα refers to being exhausted or tired, but also can imply illness similarly to 

ἀζθενεῖ.
25

 This word is only used in James and once in Hebrews (12:3) where it means weary. It 

is the prayer of faith that ―makes well,‖ ―cures,‖ ―saves,‖ or ―restores‖ the one who is exhausted 

or ill. One who is exhausted might be restored, but the whole idea of being saved from a bad 

situation does not work as well with ―exhausted.‖ The person might be so exhausted they can‘t 

get out of bed and need to summon the elders, but being ill fits the context the best. 

                                                 
25

 Warrington, 350; Balz, 248; and Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, vol. 1, Greek-English 

Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains, 2nd ed. (New York: United Bible societies, 1996), 269. 
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It is interesting to look at the different ways the verse could be translated. It might 

indicate that ―the prayer of faith will save the one who is ill and the Lord will raise him up, and if 

he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.‖ Or it might indicate that ―the prayer of faith will 

heal the one who is ill and the Lord will cause him to get on his feet, and if he has sinned, he will 

be forgiven.‖ It is odd that James adds, ―and if he has sinned‖ to this statement about the ill 

person being restored. In the discussion about verse 13 it was noted that the recipients of the 

letter were being reprimanded, not praised. So, evidently all of them had sinned, especially those 

who were sick. While sickness is not always the result of sin committed by the person, the type 

of stress and attitudes James accuses the people of can lead to physical sickness. Therefore, it is 

likely that James is saying ―if he has sinned‖ rhetorically understanding that the person has 

indeed sinned and needs to be restored spiritually. In faith, this person wants to be restored, to 

repent, and so he calls the elders and they pray for the person‘s salvation and physical healing. It 

seems that James has intentionally made this verse ambiguous so that if a person who is ill does 

not get well due to his being restored in the faith, then it can be understood that he will be well 

and completely saved ultimately. 

James speaks of eschatological salvation is 1:21; 2:14; 4:12; 5:20. This verse is the only 

one that is related to illness. While some commentators want to see the word ζώζει here as a 

continuation of the eschatological theme, others note that in the context of a physical illness the 

term does not need to refer to ultimate salvation, but merely healing, and it would follow that 

ἐγεπεῖ pertains to the Lord causing the person to ―get up.‖
26

 However, in view of the sin issue, 

this verse is not speaking about any sickness, but one due to sin, and the eschatological 

interpretation is entirely appropriate. Immediately after the discussion on prayer, James ends the 

                                                 
26

 Martin, 209; and Robert G. Winter, ―Considerations On Theme Of James 5:13-18,‖ Michigan 

Theological Journal 1, no. 2 (Fall 1990): 148-9. 
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letter with a statement about bringing back a person who has strayed from the path of truth so 

that he may be saved from death. It seems that the illness is due to sin, and if that indeed is the 

case, it does not change the idea that a sick person, regardless of whether their sickness was 

caused by sin or not, should still call the elders to pray for them. The difference is that the 

guarantee of healing noted in this verse does not necessarily apply. 

Many commentators do hermeneutic gymnastics to try and make this passage work in 

modern times where we know that not all people are healed. Some say the passage was only 

applicable to Jewish Christians of the first century.
27

 Some say that the prayer of faith is a prayer 

done in full trust that it is in God‘s will.
28

 Faith should be tied to God‘s will, not ours, but the 

verse is not written as a conditional. Σώζει and ἐγεπεῖ are both future indicatives of fact, i.e, the 

prayer will heal and the Lord will raise up. It is safe to say that the person will be healed and 

raised, but that could be far into future. In this context, the prayer of faith is not faith in the 

prayer, but faith in God‘s salvation to which the prayer is tied. So, the elders are not called 

because they have the gift of healing or because their prayers are more powerful than other 

Christians, and not even because it is their duty to visit the sick, but in this case, because they are 

the ministers of the gospel. 

James 5:16 

ἐξομολογεῖςθε οὖν ἀλλήλοιρ σὰρ ἁμαπσίαρ καὶ εὔφεςθε ὑπὲπ ἀλλήλψν ὅπψρ ἰαθῆσε. 

Πολὺ ἰςφύει δέηςιρ δικαίοτ ἐνεπγοτμένη. 

Since this verse starts with οὖν it is tied to the previous few verses. In the previous verses 

it was the elders who prayed, here it is everybody. ―Therefore, you should confess your sins to 

                                                 
27

 Merrill F. Unger, ―Divine Healing,‖ Bibliotheca Sacra 128/511 (Jul. 1971): 237-9. 

28
  Moo, 182. 
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one another and must pray for one another so that you may be healed.‖ All of the people are 

Christians, however some have strayed farther from God‘s path and gotten sick because of it. 

However, those who are not ill need to confess their sins or they could very likely end up like the 

others that had to call for the elders. The ministers of the gospel are not as critical here and 

everyone as a community should be involved in helping each other. 

Ἰαθῆηε is most often used in the New Testament for physical healing of sickness, 

however it can be used in a figurative sense, unlike θεπαπεύυ, the other word used for physical 

healing.
29

 The Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament states: 

Ἰάομαι is used in a fig. sense for the saving intervention of God in 

association with OT texts in Matt 13:15; John 12:40; Acts 28:27. In a similar way 

Isa 53:6 is related to 1 Pet 2:24. The general conception that sickness is the 

consequence of sin (e.g., John 9:2) lies behind this fig. usage. The imagery in Heb 

12:13 is more ethical-parenetic: ―so that the lame not be put out of joint, but rather 

be healed.‖
30

 

 

The figurative use is exactly in line with the context, i.e, to confess sin and pray so that you may 

be healed. 

The last phrase has caused some difficulty in translation among the commentators.
31

 

νεπγοςμένη is a participle in the middle/passive voice. When translated in the middle voice it 

could be ―the prayer of a righteous person is powerful when it is working.‖ The passive 

translation could be ―the prayer of a righteous person is powerful when it is being worked.‖ 

Either one is odd. The passive indicates that prayer works when one actually bothers to pray. 

However a righteous person doesn‘t have to bother to pray, they likely pray all the time anyway. 

Instead of the temporal participle, if the grounds usage is applied, it reads, ―much prayer of a 

                                                 
29

 Balz, 169. 

30
 Horst, 170. 
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righteous person is powerful, because it works (or because it is effective).‖
32

 Peter Davids notes 

that it is not the prayer itself that is strong, but God‘s response to it.
33

 If indeed God‘s response is 

effective, then as a vehicle to God‘s response, prayer is powerful and effective.
34

 

Πολὺ (much) can be applied to the amount of prayer or to the powerfulness of prayer. If 

prayer is powerful, then ―much prayer‖ is probably not needed since prayer itself is ―much‖ or 

―very powerful.‖ So the best translation is ―the prayer of a righteous person is very powerful and 

effective.‖ Still, Jesus teaches persistence in petitions (Lk 18:1-5). 

James 5:17 

Ἠλίαρ ἄνθπψπορ ἦν ὁμοιοπαθὴρ ἡμῖν, καὶ πποςετφῇ πποςηύξασο σοῦ μὴ βπέξαι, καὶ οὐκ 

ἔβπεξεν ἐπὶ σῆρ γῆρ ἐνιατσοὺρ σπεῖρ καὶ μῆναρ ἕξ·  

Elijah was mentioned previously with regard to his praying ―over‖ an ill/dead boy and 

telling the widow that oil would be supplied for her until the rains returned. James points out that 

Elijah prayed to hold back the rains and then for the rains to return and produce crops. His prayer 

was tied to demonstrating to Ahab and the people God‘s power and word (1 Kgs 17-19). 

However, Elijah had to flee for his life from Jezebel. He was in a serious crisis because of being 

a man of God and in the end, God raised him up, without death! 

Elijah seems to have more to do with this passage then is evident on a cursory reading. 

Prayer is important, but it is for God‘s work, for deliverance from sin, and ultimately for 

salvation. That is not to say God does not provide healing in this life. He provided healing 

                                                 
31

 See James Hardy Ropes, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles of St. James, (Edinburgh: 

T & T Clark, 1916), 309-10; and Martin, 211-12. 

32
 Young, 155. 

33
 Davids, 197. 

34
 McCartney comes to the same conclusion in McCartney, 258. 
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through Elijah‘s ministry, but the primary focus was on God and everything pointed back to 

Him. 

James 5:18 

καὶ πάλιν πποςηύξασο, καὶ ὁ οὐπανὸρ ὑεσὸν ἔδψκεν καὶ ἡ γῆ ἐβλάςσηςεν σὸν καππὸν 

αὐσῆρ. 

James is exhorting those who are still on the path to bring back those who have fallen off 

it. In fact, that is the overall point of James‘ letter! He is trying to present the truth of their 

actions and of the need to put their focus on God and not on their problems. Ultimately, they 

need salvation. 

Application 

This passage in James is about a group of Christians getting right with God. It has full 

applicability today in that there are many people in the church who claim to be Christians, but 

who actually do not follow Christ and behave much like the people to whom James was writing. 

Such people need the prayers of the elders to bring life into their souls so that they may become 

more like Jesus in their lives and not succumb to the distractions and stress that can lead to 

illness. 

In terms of the idea that James is giving a formula for receiving divine physical healing, 

it seems that the practice of having the elders pray for a general healing of sickness with 

assurance of healing is not warranted. What is warranted is that all believers in a community 

should be praying for each other with regard to their walk with the Lord. In the case that a person 

has strayed from that walk and has become ill, the elders are to pray for restoration. That 

restoration might show itself with a physical healing when the person‘s mind becomes more 

focused on Christ rather than the things of this world. However, it might only show itself by a 
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spiritual renewal now, followed by the ultimate physical renewal that comes with the 

resurrection at the end of the age. 

The context of this passage does not override the fact that Jesus does heal the sick in 

various ways and that prayer is an important part of that process.
35

 We must keep in mind, 

though, that there are various examples in the New Testament where healing was not given, but 

God‘s grace was supplied instead.
36

 Suffering often has purpose in shaping our faith (1:2-4,12-

18).
37

 That may not be pleasing to hear, but knowing God is working things out for an ultimate 

good and that He is concerned about our difficulties should help us endure until the final coming 

of our Lord. 

Any claims by health and wealth evangelists that all sickness is guaranteed to be healed 

in this lifetime are not supported by Scripture and especially by this passage in James.
38

 Rather, 

each of us must go to God in prayer and seek His wisdom, which He gives liberally to all who 

ask (1:5). And if He wills to bring physical healing, then we can rejoice. But if He chooses not 

to, we can still rejoice if we are walking with Him in faith and know that we will be healed 

completely without any flaw whatsoever in the final days. 

  

                                                 
35

 For a general review, see Reginald B. Cherry, Healing Prayer: God's Divine Intervention in Medicine, 

Faith, and Prayer (Nashville, TN: T. Nelson, 1999). 

36
 Also see 2 Cor 12:7-10; 1 Tm 5:23; 2 Tm 4:20; Rom 8:18-25; and 2 Cor 4:16-18. 

37
 For more discussion on why God‘s people are allowed to suffer, see McCartney, ―Excursus 4: James and 

Suffering,‖ in James, 293-200. And we cannot forget that Jesus‘ suffering was excruciating, yet it had the highest 

good in it. 

38
 For an extensive discussion on biblical based healing versus the teachings of those within the health and 

wealth gospel, i.e, Hagin, Copeland, etc., see Douglas J. Moo, ―Divine Healing in the Health and Wealth Gospel,‖ 

Trinity Journal 9/2 (Fall 1988): 191-209. 



16 

Works Consulted 

Aland, Barbara, Kurt Aland, Matthew Black et al. The Greek New Testament. 4th ed. Federal 

Republic of Germany: United Bible Societies, 1993. 

Armerding, Carl. ―‗Is Any Among You Afflicted?‘ A Study of James 5:13-20.‖ Bibliotheca 

Sacra 95/378 (Jul 1938): 195-201. 

Balz, Horst Robert and Gerhard Schneider. Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990-. 

Cherry, Reginald B. Healing Prayer: God's Divine Intervention in Medicine, Faith, and Prayer. 

Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999. 

Cheung, Luke Leuk. The Genre, Composition and Hermeneutics of the Epistle of James. Milton 

Keynes: Paternoster Press, 2003. 

Collins, C. John. ‖James 5:14–16a: What Is the Anointing For?‖ Presbyterion 23 (1997): 79-91. 

Davids, Peter H. The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1982. 

———. ―Theological Perspectives on the Epistle of James.‖ JETS 23/2 (June 1980): 97-103. 

Dockery, David S., Trent C. Butler, Christopher L. Church et al. Holman Bible Handbook. 

Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 1992. 

Duffield, Guy P. and Nathaniel M. Van Cleave. Foundations of Pentecostal Theology. Los 

Angeles: L.I.F.E. Bible College, 1983. 

Edgar, Thomas R. ―The Cessation of the Sign Gifts.‖ Bibliotheca Sacra 145/580 (Oct. 1988): 

258-65. 

Elwell, Walter A., ed. Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Book House, 1996. 

Greenlee, J. Harold. An Exegetical Summary of James. Dallas: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 

1993. 

Hayden, Daniel R. ―Calling the Elders to Pray.‖ Bibliotheca Sacra 138/551 (Jul. 1981): 371-86. 

Karris, Robert J. ―Some New Angles on James 5:13-20.‖ Review and Expositor 97, no. 2 (Spring 

2000): 207-19. 

Kuske, David P. ―Exegetical Brief: James 5:14 – ‗Anoint Him With Oil‘.‖ Wisconsin Lutheran 

Quarterly 102, no. 2 (Spring 2005), http://www.wlsessays.net/files/KuskeOil.rtf 

[accessed Sept. 10, 2010]. 

http://www.wlsessays.net/files/KuskeOil.rtf


17 

Kittel, Gerhard, Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Gerhard Friedrich, eds. Theological Dictionary of the 

New Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964-. 

Louw, Johannes P. and Eugene Albert Nida. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: 

Based on Semantic Domains. 2nd ed. New York: United Bible societies, 1996. 

Male, E. William, ―‗Divine Healing‘ according to James 5.‖ 1, no. 2 Grace Theological Journal 

(Fall 1960): 23-30. 

Martin, Ralph P. Word Biblical Commentary: James. Vol. 48 of Word Biblical Commentary. 

Dallas: Word, Incorporated, 2002. 

McCartney, Dan G. James. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009. 

Moo, Douglas J. ―Divine Healing in the Health and Wealth Gospel.‖ Trinity Journal 9/2 (Fall 

1988): 191-209. 

———. The Letter of James: An Introduction and Commentary. Tyndale New Testament 

Commentaries. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985. 

Newman, Barclay Moon. A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New Testament. Stuttgart, 

Germany: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft; United Bible Societies, 1993. 

Omanson, Roger L. "The Certainty of Judgment and the Power of Prayer: James 5." Review and 

Expositor 83/3 (Summer 1986): 427-38. 

Piper, John. The Elders, the People, and the Prayer of Faith. Desiring God, 

http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/sermons/the-elders-the-people-and-the-

prayer-of-faith [accessed Oct. 30, 2010] 

Ropes, James H. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles of St. James. Edinburgh: 

T & T Clark, 1916. 

Thomas, John Christopher. The Devil, Disease and Deliverance: Origins of Illness in New 

Testament Thought. London: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998.  

Utley, Robert James. Jesus' Half-Brothers Speak: James and Jude. Vol. 11 of Study Guide 

Commentary Series. Marshall, Texas: Bible Lessons International, 2000. 

Unger, Merrill F. ―Divine Healing.‖ Bibliotheca Sacra 128/511 (Jul. 1971): 234-44. 

Vanhoozer, Kevin J., Craig G. Bartholomew, Daniel J. Treier and N. T. Wright. Dictionary for 

Theological Interpretation of the Bible. London; Grand Rapids, MI.: SPCK; Baker 

Academic, 2005. 

Warrington, Keith. ―James 5:14-18: Healing Then and Now.‖ International Review of Mission 

93, no. 370/371 (July-October 2004): 346-367. 

http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/sermons/the-elders-the-people-and-the-prayer-of-faith
http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/sermons/the-elders-the-people-and-the-prayer-of-faith


18 

Webber, Robert. The Sacred Actions of Christian Worship. Nashville: Star Song Pub. Group, 

1994. 

Winter, Robert G. ―Considerations On Theme Of James 5:13-18.‖ Michigan Theological Journal 

1, no. 2 (Fall 1990): 137-52. 

Young, Richard A. Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and Exegetical Approach. 

Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1994.  



19 

Appendix A - Translation 

Greek:
39

 

13 Κακοπαθεῖ ηιρ ἐν ὑμῖν, πποζεςσέζθυ· εὐθςμεῖ ηιρ, ταλλέηυ· 14 ἀζθενεῖ ηιρ ἐν ὑμῖν, 

πποζκαλεζάζθυ ηοὺρ ππεζβςηέποςρ ηῆρ ἐκκληζίαρ καὶ πποζεςξάζθυζαν ἐπʼ αὐηὸν ἀλείτανηερ 

[αὐηὸν] ἐλαίῳ ἐν ηῷ ὀνόμαηι ηοῦ κςπίος. 15 καὶ ἡ εὐσὴ ηῆρ πίζηευρ ζώζει ηὸν κάμνονηα καὶ 

ἐγεπεῖ αὐηὸν ὁ κύπιορ· κἂν ἁμαπηίαρ ᾖ πεποιηκώρ, ἀθεθήζεηαι αὐηῷ. 16 ἐξομολογεῖζθε οὖν 

ἀλλήλοιρ ηὰρ ἁμαπηίαρ καὶ εὔσεζθε ὑπὲπ ἀλλήλυν ὅπυρ ἰαθῆηε. Πολὺ ἰζσύει δέηζιρ δικαίος 

ἐνεπγοςμένη. 17 Ἠλίαρ ἄνθπυπορ ἦν ὁμοιοπαθὴρ ἡμῖν, καὶ πποζεςσῇ πποζηύξαηο ηοῦ μὴ 

βπέξαι, καὶ οὐκ ἔβπεξεν ἐπὶ ηῆρ γῆρ ἐνιαςηοὺρ ηπεῖρ καὶ μῆναρ ἕξ· 18 καὶ πάλιν πποζηύξαηο, καὶ 

ὁ οὐπανὸρ ὑεηὸν ἔδυκεν καὶ ἡ γῆ ἐβλάζηηζεν ηὸν καππὸν αὐηῆρ. 

19 Ἀδελθοί μος, ἐάν ηιρ ἐν ὑμῖν πλανηθῇ ἀπὸ ηῆρ ἀληθείαρ καὶ ἐπιζηπέτῃ ηιρ αὐηόν, 20 

γινυζκέηυ ὅηι ὁ ἐπιζηπέταρ ἁμαπηυλὸν ἐκ πλάνηρ ὁδοῦ αὐηοῦ ζώζει τςσὴν αὐηοῦ ἐκ θανάηος 

καὶ καλύψει πλῆθος ἁμαρτιῶν. 

Translation: 

13 If anyone among you is suffering difficulties, he should pray. If anyone is cheerful, he 

should sing songs of praise. 14 If anyone among you is weak [having become ill and is bed 

ridden], he must summon the elders of the church to come pray over him and anoint him with oil 

in the Lord's name. 15 And the prayer of faith will restore the one who is ill and the Lord will 

raise him up. Even if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore, you should 

confess your sins to one another and must pray for one another so that you may be healed. The 

prayer of a righteous person is very powerful and effective. 17 Elijah was a man like us, and he 

prayed fervently that it would not rain, and it did not rain upon the land for three years and six 

months. 18 And again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain and the land produced its crops. 

19 My brothers, if anyone among you strays from the truth and someone turns him back, 

20 he shall know that whoever brings the sinner back from the wandering of his way will save 

him from death and will cover a multitude of sins. 
  

                                                 
39

 Barbara Aland, Kurt Aland, Matthew Black et al., The Greek New Testament, 4th ed. (Federal Republic 

of Germany: United Bible Societies, 1993), 597. 
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Appendix B - Extended Introduction 

On a recent trip to India, after each service, there would be long lines of people wanting 

prayer for various afflictions, often for a physical healing. After one service in a village, while 

trying to leave through the crowd to get to the car one lady came up after running home to get a 

bottle of oil and asked for prayer with the anointing oil.
40

 While on the one hand these people 

may have been influenced by the charismatic groups that are very active in that area of the world, 

it was evident they believed that a man who would fly around the world to preach to them also 

could bring healing to them by his prayers. 

At the Southern Baptist church where I served as a deacon there would be prayer services 

where a special time would be set aside with James 5:14-16 in mind.
41

 All of the pastors (elders) 

would stand up front with at least two deacons per pastor and people at the service who needed 

special prayers would come forward. Each pastor had a small vial of oil which was dabbed on 

the person prior to praying. Many times you would hear afterwards that a person was healed, but 

in a number of other cases they were not. Clearly, those who came forward wanted to be healed. 

Sometimes the request was for something that was truly miraculous, like an infant to be healed 

who was born with part of his brain missing. I personally prayed intently for this family that the 

child would truly be miraculously healed. A miracle healing was my first and primary request, 

but if God wasn‘t going to do that for whatever reasons, I prayed that the family would have the 

strength to endure.
42

  Did I not have enough faith that God would do the miracle? The child has 

                                                 
40

 Reminded me of what it might have been like for Jesus around the crowds (in a small way). 

41
 Here, the person wanting healing is at the service and comes forward, but on occasion the person it too 

sick to come forward. In those cases a group of pastors and deacons visit the person at their home or in the hospital 

to anoint the person and pray over them. Visiting the sick is the context of James 5:14, whereas v16 is more in line 

with congregational prayers. 

42
 Prior to this, after being a Christian for only two years but already entered into seminary, a young man 

had been nearly killed in a head on auto collision with a truck. Each week I would pray a specific prayer towards his 
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never gained any ability beyond that of an infant and has continued to need surgery after surgery. 

Nevertheless, the couple trusted God and was blessed with another wonderful normal child 

despite concerns the same thing could have happened again. And, they teach a class on 

Wednesday nights on dealing with adversity. It is clear that God was at work in their lives, but 

not through physical healing. Unfortunately others become angry at God and some mock 

Christians when the prayers are not answered. 

So, what are we to make of the James passage about healing? It seems to indicate that 

those whom the elders pray for will be healed. Does this mean ultimately, as in the final 

resurrection? For example, the young child, Eli, is apparently not going to be healed on this side 

of heaven, but I look forward to meeting Eli completely healed and fully cognizant after the 

resurrection of believers. If the passage actually pertains to physical healing in this life, are we 

missing something in the interpretation? Does James really mean that a person will always be 

healed when the elders pray for him? It is well known that the apostle Paul prayed three times to 

have a thorn in his flesh removed. He described this thorn as a messenger from Satan to torment 

him. Instead of healing, God told him that His grace was sufficient, for His power was made 

perfect in weakness.
43

 Interestingly enough, the word translated weakness is the Greek word 

ἀσθενείᾳ, which is a form of the same word that is a key word we will study in this paper with 

regard to the James passage. Paul goes on to say that he delights in weaknesses, in insults, in 

                                                 
healing and each week that prayer would be answered. The doctors had no hope but he eventually recovered and 

accepted Jesus as his Lord and Savior. Prior to the accident he had told his mother that he was an atheist. Such 

results from prayer, as well as positive results from many other situations, gave me confidence that God heard my 

prayers and might bless this young family that was under my deacon care with a miracle. A difference between the 

young man and the child was that it was possible, even though the odds were against him, that the young man could 

get well strictly through the work of the doctors. There was no hope for the child outside of a miracle. If it weren‘t 

for the timing of each answer to prayer for the young man being beyond serendipity, I would have said God didn‘t  

do anything in either case. However, it is clear He worked in both, but in different ways. 

43
 2 Co 12:7-10. 
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hardships, in persecutions, and in difficulties as a result of this. The people James is writing to 

are undergoing the same list. So why should Paul delight and James says to call the elders to be 

healed when James also says to consider it pure joy to be under trials (1:2)? It is evident that on 

the surface James presents a bit of a dilemma. 

James says that ―if any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to 

all without finding fault, and it will be given to him. But when he asks, he must believe and not 

doubt, because he who doubts is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind.‖
44

 Taking 

that advice under counsel, we seek God‘s wisdom for the meaning of this text. 

  

                                                 
44

 James 1:5-6, New International Version. 
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Appendix C - Theological Context (draft) 

Elders and the Gift of Healing 

Some have noted that James does not call for those who have the gift of healing, but the 

elders. They see this as a development of institutional healing. However, that seems to be 

jumping to conclusions. In the time that James wrote his letter, there had already been the 

passing on of leadership from the Apostles to local church leaders. These leaders, that James 

calls the elders, as was the term used of the leaders in the synagogue, were appointed and 

ordained by praying and the laying on of hands. The laying on of hands signified the passing on 

of ministry gifts (1 Ti 4:14). While the gift of healing is not necessarily passed on, there is 

nothing to say that what Jesus gave the Apostles and seventy others (Lk 10) had not continued to 

be passed on and used.
45

 So, it is very possible that those who were elders of the church also had 

the ability to heal through prayer. 

Alternatively, the elders may not exhibit any gift of healing any more than any other 

devout believer, but it may have been the normal function of the elders to visit those who are 

sick. As such, anyone who was sick, would call the elders to visit them and pray for them just as 

is done today. 

Anointing and Oil 

Olive oil was used in ancient days for curing illnesses. In most cases the cure had to do 

with skin diseases where the oil had direct contact. In Lev 14:15-20, a ritual is given using olive 

oil as a type of anointing for those who have leprosy. The oil in this case seemed to have purely 

religious significance and not healing significance. 

                                                 
45

 John Piper notes that there may have been gifts of healings rather than those who had the gift of healing. 
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It is quite common today to use oils with massage for those who are fatigued. Not only 

does the oil help with relaxing the skin and muscles, but the aroma helps sooth the inner body 

through the air passages. Specific medicinal purposes are advertised through this method in the 

field called Ayurvedic medicine that comes out of India. While some might claim otherwise, in 

general, these treatments are only for relaxation and will not address illnesses such as internal 

cancers, heart disease, and etc. 

It is conceivable that oil therapy could aid with the most common ailments in the first 

century. But one thing that has to be kept in mind when considering the idea of the oil having 

medicinal purposes in reference to James is that the oil was secondary to the prayer. That will be 

discussed more during the exegesis section. A question that arises is why one would use the oil if 

the prayer was primary. One also has to consider that Jesus did not use oil in the documented 

healings He performed, even though His disciples did use oil (Mk 6:13). 

The various uses of the words for anointing in the Old and New Testaments will be 

covered later, but it should also be noted here that oil was also used for anointing kings, priests 

and artifacts in the Tabernacle for the purpose of sanctification, i.e, setting them apart for use for 

the Lord; was used to ―freshen up,‖ as in perfume; for burial; and was used with the grain 

offerings described in Leviticus.  

Oil also symbolized the Holy Spirit. In the Old Testament, people were anointed with oil 

who were specifically set aside for devotion to the work of the Lord. They may have received the 

Holy Spirit for a time. In the New Testament, the Holy Spirit comes upon all of those who are set 

aside for devotion and declared children of God. It is not clear why the oil symbolizes the Holy 

Spirit, but the following can be surmised: oil flows through a plant to give it life; it provides light 
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in the lamp to overcome darkness; it was essential to much of ancient middle eastern life as it 

was used for a multitude of purposes. 

While we don‘t know much about the tree of life in the garden of Eden, we know that it 

provided life so that the one who partook of it would never die. We also know that at the end of 

the book of Revelation, there is a tree which receives its water from a river that flow from the 

throne of God and of the Lamb. That tree, through its leaves, provides healing for all the nations. 

And while not in the Bible, Rabbinical literature tells of Adam, when he was over 900 years old, 

asking Eve and Seth to go and get oil from an angel so that his pain may be taken away. It is the 

indwelling of the Holy Spirit that gives us eternal life and binds us to God and His family. While 

the connection is loose, there appears to be some tie between olive oil and the Holy Spirit. One 

could even surmise that the tree of life in the garden was an olive tree. 

Healings by Jesus 

A major part of Jesus‘ ministry was healing the sick. In nearly every case, the healing 

involved recognition of the person, or someone on their behalf‘s faith. It seems that the more 

Jesus was impressed with a person‘s faith, the more willing He was to do the healing. This may 

sound like God‘s healing is directly related to our faith rather than His will, and that may not 

settle well with those who advocate that God‘s will is not tied to our actions, but that flies in the 

face of Scripture. First all, our salvation requires a response. It may be God who gives us the 

faith to respond, but nevertheless, we must respond. Our ultimate salvation itself is a form of 

healing which we cannot do for ourselves, but we must go to God to receive. Healing is no 

different. Jesus was offering healing to those who came to Him. He never, as far as we can see 

from Scripture, turned anyone down who demonstrated their faith. He did note that a prophet 

was not welcome in His own hometown and that miracles would not be seen there, but those who 
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came, He healed. Considering that Jesus is still alive, interceding on our behalf and that James 

says the elders should pray in the name of the Lord, there are strong implications here! 

Healings by the Disciples/Apostles 

In Matthew 10:1-8 Jesus declares that the kingdom of heaven is at hand and orders his 

disciples to heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, and to cast out devils; for freely they 

had received, freely they are to give! It appears here that nothing was held back. Everything that 

Jesus was doing, they were to do. He says in John: 

Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or at 

least believe on the evidence of the miracles themselves. I tell you the truth, 

anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even 

greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do 

whatever you ask in my name, so that the Son may bring glory to the Father. You 

may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it. (Jn 14:11-14) 

 

There does not appear to be any limitations stated here. As a matter of fact, He didn‘t single out 

the disciples, rather He said, anyone! 

Note that the passage in Mk 6:13 does not qualify the sickness and implies all sickness! 

Prayer and Faith 

Prayer of faith as compared to double-mindedness. 

James 4:3 – prayers offered with selfish motives are not answered. 

Prayer of faith is tied to knowing God‘s will for the situation and supposedly, the elders 

have the ability to seek that will and pray appropriately. (I still have difficulty with this.) 

 


