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If you would, please turn in your Bible to James chapter 5. 

James, the half-brother of Jesus wrote this letter. It, like the letters of Peter, John and Jude are called encyclical letters, meaning that they were not addressed to individual churches or persons but to believers in general.

James writes here in James 5:13-16 “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise. 

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. 

15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 

16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. 

At first reading it sound fairly simple. If you are facing an uncertain future and want God to strengthen you spiritually and perhaps, if it is the Lord’s will, to be healed physically than, according to this passage call the elders and have them pray over you and anoint you with oil and everything will be fine.

[Most of us understand prayer but I will come back and explain what “anointing with oil means is a bit.]
I remember back in was my first pastoral ministry. I served as a pastor in what had been my home church in Baltimore, MD.

Shortly after stepping into this new role, Ms. Cindy called the church and without much explanation asked if I and the elders would come to her home that evening to pray for her.

By this point I had known Ms. Cindy for years. She was one to the great prayer worriers God put in life and has used to help shape my Christian walk. 

When she prayed you felt yourself being lifted into the presence of God. 

And I got to tell you, the thought that she wanted me to come prayer for her, honestly, I was a little intimidating.

When the elders and I arrived Ms. Cindy told us that she had been diagnosed with cancer and the prognosis was not good.

Then she took my hand, looked me in the eyes and asked me to pray for her and anoint her with oil according to James chapter 5.

Immediately my heart raced. As a new pastor, this would be my first time praying over someone in this capacity. 

Sure, I had seen this done before, so I knew kind of what to do, but I can tell you I was more than just a little nervous. 

A fact that was heightened when it dawned on that that I hadn’t even thought to bring oil with me. So I sent one of the elders into the kitchen to find some olive oil as I found James chapter 5 in my Bible. 

We had Ms. Cindy sit in a chair in the middle of the living room. I read this passage from James 5. And after a time of confession, I then took some oil and anointed Ms. Cindy’s forehead. 
Then I and the elders laid our hands on her shoulders and prayed for her spiritual strength and physical healing. 

Three weeks later, Ms. Cindy was dead. I was in total disbelief when I got the call saying she had passed. How could this be?!

What did we, what did I do wrong? We had anointed her and prayed for God to bring healing to her body.

I knew that Ms. Cindy had been promoted home to glory, but why didn’t the God heal her in keeping with the apparent promise in James? 

We’d prayed in faith. We’d followed the Scriptures. Why did God take her away from us only a few weeks later? 

Over the years I have come back to James chapter 5 and sought understanding.

I have never questioned if God is there or is His word true.

But I have wondered if I had somehow misunderstood what the Bible really says here in James 5.

The question of how faith, prayer, healing, and God’s will relate to each other has become a question that I have come back to often in my life. 

And here is what I discovered. 

To begin with, we must first recognize that faith in Christ is essential for all aspects of the Christian life. 

It is not a question of how much faith I have or how confident I am in my faith. After all it only takes the faith this size of a mustard seed to move an entire mountain (Matthew 17:20).

Some people put their faith in their faith…and their ability to claim and do things by the power unleashed through their faith.

Some teach that through your faith you can simply speak, claim something into happing, you will it to happen through your faith.

But then if it doesn’t happen than it is because you didn’t have enough faith, or maybe you had some little bit of doubt or maybe you spoke a negative word into existence.

In Matthew 17:14–21. A man had brought his son to the disciples but they could not heal him so the man brought his to Jesus and begged Jesus to heal him.

Later, when the disciples asked Jesus why they could not heal the son Jesus said in Matthew 17:20 “…Because of your little faith. For truly, I say to you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you.”

Note the “little faith” and appose to the “grain of mustard seed”.

The real question is what, or more appropriately who is the object of your faith. Is your faith in Christ?

The writer of Hebrews tells us that without faith it is impossible to please God (Hebrews 11:6). 

But you can faith in Mohamed, in Buddha, science, and a rock out in the yard and that will get you nowhere.

Faith in Christ is faith that pleases God. Faith in Jesus Christ and His saving grace, his healing power, and his sovereign will

Think about this. In Matthew 15:58 Jesus chose to limit his healing ministry as he ministered in his hometown of Nazareth because of the persistent unbelief of those who lived there, those who had watched Jesus grow up. 

The Bible elevates the role of faith as an important element in healing. But it is, faith-trust in, dependence upon, and a willingness to submit to God’s will that comes through His Son—Jesus Christ.

Second, the Bible clearly also elevates the importance of prayer. 

James makes it clear that there are times when we do not receive things from God simply because we have not asked (James 4:2). 

Therefore, as James rightly states in our text, God looks for “prayer offered in faith” (5:15 NIV 1984). 

And we shouldn’t restrict this only to our pursuit of spiritual renewal or physical healing; this should be the pattern for all of the Christian life. 

The believer is called to walk by faith (2 Corinthians 5:7) while at the same time remaining in a continual attitude of steadfast, dependent prayer (1 Thessalonians 5:17). 

So how does all this apply to James 5:13–16? 

Doesn’t the text seem to imply that if we call the elders of the church to pray over us and anoint us with oil, we have a guarantee that the sick person will be made well? 

Well…let’s take a closer look. 

First, let’s start with the role of the elders. As the spiritual shepherds of the church, they are charged with tending to the needs of the flock. 

So it is right for them to come to the aid of someone who is in need. 

In no way does this exclude other believers from coming alongside to assist in spiritual and physical matters, but here James specifically says to call the elders, the pastors—the shepherds. Why? 

Because you want someone who will pray over you who is spiritually wise, mature, knowledgeable in the Scriptures, and familiar with God’s ways. 

These are all key factors in knowing how to pray rightly in these kinds of circumstances. 

Second, we notice that it is not only the duty of the elders to pray, but James also ascribes to them the role of anointing (or rubbing) the sick person with oil in the name of the Lord. 

Interestingly, olive oil was used in biblical times for medicinal purposes as a way to protect and condition the skin (cf., the story of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10). 

But in our text James is not telling the elders to come pray and give medical attention. There was another purpose for using oil in the Bible. 

Oil was also used as a symbolic way of setting a person apart or consecrating someone (dedicating them) to God. 

Kings were anointed and priests were ordained with anointing oil to communicate that this person was committed and set apart for God, for God’s purposes. 

Therefore, as the elders pray over and anoint a sick person they are saying in one sense that this person is being set apart for special attention from God as they pray. 

The time of confession along with the anointing with oil symbolically communicates that this is a moment where the one who is weak or sick is being consecrated unto the Lord and is renewing their commitment to place all of their trust in him. 

In essence, they are saying, “God, I belong to you. My life is yours. My body and soul are yours, and we are praying for you to strengthen and heal.” 

Notice all this is to be done in faith and in the name of the Lord. That phrase, in the name of the Lord, carries serious implications. 

It recognizes that Jesus Christ is the Sovereign Lord of all things and that his purposes and will far outweigh ours plans. 

And, it recognizes that we come to him in prayer not on the basis of any merits of our own, but based on who he is and what he has done for us. 

Finally, Jesus taught in John 14:13 that when we ask for things in his name this request will be directly linked to that which brings glory to God. 

In other words, to pray in the name of the Lord is to recognize that he is sovereign in the matter, and that he will answer our prayers in ways that bring him the most glory. 

He may choose to heal someone in this life or he may not, and in some instances this may have nothing to do with the amount of faith and prayer that is being exercised on the part of the believer. 

Even someone with a mature, spiritually rich faith who prays steadfastly does not have the power to commandeer, or usurp, the sovereign will of God; replacing God’s will with our will.

If it is his will not to heal or to call a Christian home to heaven, then to God be the glory. 

For example, Paul pleaded with God in 2 Corinthians 12 to take away a “thorn” in his flesh that had become a bother to his ministry. 

(Though we can’t be too sure what this “thorn” was, some suspect it may have been an eye problem.) 

Nevertheless, this great apostle pleaded with God to relieve him of this difficulty, but the Lord basically said, “No, Paul, my grace is sufficient for you. My power is made perfect and is on display in the midst of your weakness.” 

Now we know that having much faith is better than having little faith, but let’s be careful of telling someone that their loved one is still sick or may have died because they did not have enough faith to make the healing happen. 

We don’t have God’s perspective on that, and besides, how is that helpful during someone’s time of grief? 

It seems pretty insensitive to me, and quite frankly un-biblical. 

There are times when it is not God’s will to physically heal in certain situations, and on those occasions we have to trust him and his goodness while relying on the sufficiency of his grace to carry us. 

The deciding factor is whether or not our request is in keeping with God’s will (cf. 1 John 5:14–15). 

But here is the question that naturally comes up. If God is sovereign and his will is going to be done anyway, why pray at all? 

Simple. Because God said we should. 
And sometimes the means that God uses to unlock his grace and healing power is in the context of our prayers. 

God choses to work through our prayers.

The consistent testimony of the Bible is that prayer makes a difference. 

James 5:16 says, “The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective” (NIV 1984). 

So God, in his sovereignty, somehow takes into consideration and weaves into his plan the idea that we are praying in faith for his will to be done. 

Prayer matters, and when he does choose to heal (as I believe he still does today), often it is in response to faith-filled, persistent prayer. 

Now someone may still ask, “I understand all that stuff about God’s sovereignty and will and sufficient grace, but doesn’t James still guarantee healing?” 

Well, yes, but what kind of healing is guaranteed? Look closer at the text. 

To be fair, I don’t think we can ever dismiss the possibility of physical healing being in view here, especially since James uses the imagery of the medicinal practice of anointing with oil along with the picture of someone being “raised up” (presumably from a position of lying down, as in a bed). 

But even if physical healing is in view here, we know that it is still conditional to all that we’ve said until now. 

And though we prayed over and anointed Ms. Cindy, the Lord chose to take her home.
Therefore, the more likely interpretation of what James is promising here is nothing less than a spiritual restoration and healing. 

There are two different Greek words that James uses in the text that are translated into the word sick. 

These words can also communicate the idea of someone who is emotionally weary or spiritually weak due to persecution or suffering. 

This would fit the context of the book of James well. 

The immediate surrounding context also suggests that James has more spiritual issues in mind here rather than physical ones. 

Consider that he talks about the confession of sin and the forgiveness that is sure to follow. 

As soon as James mentions the prayer of faith that will make the sick person well, he says, “If he has sinned, he will be forgiven” (5:15). 

Surely then, we are talking about a promise of spiritual restoration and spiritual healing that comes as a result of confession and faith-filled prayer. 

And that’s why James continues: Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. (James 5:16 NIV) 

So the only kind of healing that is absolutely guaranteed in this life is the spiritual healing and restoration that comes as a result of repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. 

God promises to spiritually restore and make us whole again. 

Sin has acted as a barrier, and may have even caused us to be physically weak (see 1 Corinthians 11:29–30). But spiritual healing comes to those who confess and turn from sin. 

As Peter said in his sermon in the book of Acts, Acts 3:19, we should “repent, then, and turn to God, so that [our] sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord”. 

So even though physical healing is not guaranteed in this life, spiritual healing and restoration is guaranteed for those who repent of their sins and seek the Lord in faith. 

He is the Lord who will “raise them up,” so that they may be spiritually made whole and restored again. 

Now, to be fair, God may in fact choose to physically heal someone who prays in faith for healing, but that prayer will be answered according to God’s sovereign will. 

And even if he chooses to do so, we know that our ultimate physical healing will have to wait for the life we inherit in the age to come. 

I have thought about Ms. Cindy from time to time. I take comfort in the fact that in the days before her death, she enjoyed a true sense of spiritual renewal and restoration that came from confessing her sins and putting James 5 into practice. 

She truly was healed, in the way that matters most.
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Benediction  
“The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” (2 Corinthians 13:14)
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