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Abstract 

This paper looks at the concept of divine healing in the theology of 

James: An exegetical study of James 5:14-16. The presence of evil in 

the world created by a good God has been a subject in philoso-

theological debates. Sickness is generally regarded as evil. While 

some people see God as a Sadist who takes pleasure in the suffering 

of people, others believe that even though God is not happy  seeing 

evil in the world He created, but He is finite in power to stop them 

It happens that even the pious ones who devotedly serve God often 

fall into terrible sicknesses, and even die in that process while the 

God they are serving watches  them suffer in pains. This explains 

the questionability of the Jehovah  Rapha name of God within the 

circle of critics of divine healing. The incurability of some deadly 

diseases like cancer, HIV /AIDS and Ebola virus still remain 

mysterious and thought–provoking. We are therefore left to ask 

whether God still heals today, whether the biblical teaching on 

divine healing is still relevant in our age, especially as taught by 

James. Whether there is any relationship between medicine and 

faith, or whether one rules out the other. This paper looked at the 

concept of anointing with oil coupled with the prayer of faith for the 

healing of the sick as recommended the in theology of James.  
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Introduction 

 This study is an exegetical of James 5:14-16, looking at the concept of 

divine healing in the theology of James, the brother of Jesus who, along with 

his brothers Joses, Simon and Judas (Matt 13:55) did not accept the authority 

of Jesus before the resurrection, later became a leader of the Jewish – 

Christian Church at Jerusalem. He presided at the first council of Jerusalem, 

which considered the terms of admission of Gentiles into the Church, 

formulated the decree which was promulgated to the Churches of Antioch, 

Syria and Cilicia (Acts 15:19-23), and remained as sole leader of the 

Jerusalem church  

According to Davids (1987), James’ belief in faith healing was so 

strong and radical to an extent that he recommended that if any believer is 

sick, not minding the type of sickness or its causes, inviting the leaders of 

Church to anoint and pray for him in the name of the Lord, coupled with 

the confession of sin by the sick person, would result to divine healing for 

him 

 

Sickness and Healing in Biblical Times                                                                           

 Sickness refers to physical or mental malfunction that limits human 

functions and lessens the quality of life. Successful treatment of sickness 

depends primarily on prompt, correct diagnosis, and the use of effective 

therapeutic agents  

Unfortunately, people living in biblical times had limited means to 

diagnose and treat illness. The best-educated people in biblical times had a 

meager understanding of human anatomy and physiology, and even less 

knowledge about the nature of sickness and its effect on the body. No one 

knew about bacteria and viruses. This fact hampered diagnosis. Illness was 

often attributed to sin or to curse by an enemy. The main tools were 

observation and superficial physical examination. The physicians had few 

aids to use in his work.  

 The Bible contains little information about the treatment of sickness, 

except through miraculous means. Medical care in biblical times frequently 
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employed the use of different kinds of salves and ointments. Olive oil was 

used widely, either alone or as ingredient in ointments. The use of oil for 

treatment of wounds is mentioned in Isaiah 1:6 and Luke 10:34,  oil also 

became a symbol of medicine, and it was coupled with prayer for the ill 

(Mark 6:13; James 5:14). Wine was commonly thought to have medical 

value. It was used to sooth stomach and intestinal disorders (I Timothy 

5:23), and to treat a variety of other physical problems.  

 According to Dekoven (2009), since there was relatively little good 

medical care available, and since illness so often led to disastrous results, it 

is not unexpected that sick persons in biblical times frequently asked for 

divine help. The Hebrew people were no exception to this practice. They 

often sought the help of God directly through prayer or through some 

persons who were believed to possess special God-granted power to heal. 

A large number of the miracles described in the Bible are miracles of having. 

This explains one of the reasons why multitudes flocked to Jesus, often 

heaving tried all the remedies available in their day. They were desperate 

for help. Regardless of the cause of their distress, people found that Jesus 

could truly help. His Apostles also believed that prayer in his name could 

heal the sick. This is why James recommended the prayer of faith for the 

healing of the sick 

 

The Possibility of Sickness 

 Eakins (2004) observed that the question in James 5:14 ά∂θvı ᴛıs ἐ√ 

ύuıv; (asthenei tis en humin) which is translated “is any sick among you” is 

a clear indication that believers can be sick. Salvation from sin does not 

mean immunity against sickness. While the soul may be strong the body 

may suddenly grow weak and weary.  Sickness is generally regarded as 

evil, and the question many curious minds still ask till today is why a Good 

and just God should allow evil thing to happen to those who love and 

follow Him. This is a question that bothers in the subject of theodicy, that 

is, the justice of God in light of human suffering. The theodicy question in 

Greek and later Western thought has been: How can the justice of an 
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Almighty God be defended in the face of evil, especially human suffering, 

and even more particularly, the suffering of the innocent? 

 In early Greek thought, according to White (2010),  there are three 

assumptions to this question (1) that God is not Almighty; (2) that God is 

not just (that there is a “demonic” element in His being); and (3) that man 

may be innocent. In ancient Israel, however, it was indisputably believed 

that God is Almighty, that He is perfectly just, and that no human is wholly 

innocent in His sight. Some parochial thinkers do argue that every person’s 

suffering is indicative of the measure of his guilt in the eyes of God. But on 

the contrary it has been discovered that there were those whose godliness 

was genuine, whose moral character was upright and who, though not 

sinless, had kept themselves from great transgression, but who nonetheless 

were made to suffer bitterly. The God to whom the sufferer was accustomed 

to turn in moments of needs and distress become Himself the 

overwhelming enigma.  

 The question about the presence of evil in the world had also 

bothered the minds of the atheists who could not see the reason why God 

should allow evil in the world He created. They tried to relate the cause to 

the effect, with the feeling that if God is truly the cause of this world, and 

He truly exists, and has moral attributes of holiness as the Christians always 

portray Him to be, and the effect, which is the world He created, is full of 

evil, and those who love, worship and obey Him often find themselves in 

unpalatable situations, one of which is sickness, then something is wrong. 

If God is all knowing and all–powerful,  and He  sees His creatures suffering 

with little or nothing to do to stop the suffering or even prevent it entirely 

from occurring in the first place, then it is either He is non-existent, or He is 

finite in power, or he is a sadist. The atheistic position can be further 

explained diagrammatically according to Jim Brawley. 
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Three answers have been given by the atheists as regards the 

presence of evil in this world, according to Larry  (2010).  

First, Sadism: The position of sadism states that if it was true that God 

created the world, if ever such a God existed, and that He is all-powerful 

and can stop anything at will, and yet fails to  stop evil in this world, it 

means He takes interest in the suffering of the people He created, that is, 

He is a sadist.  

Second, Impossibilism:  This position states that since God had created the 

world and there are evils in it, and He fails to stop those evils, then it can 

be explained that after He had created the world it has become impossible 

for Him to know that the world would be the way it is now, for if it had 

been possible for Him to know, He would not be have allowed the evils we 

see in the world today.  
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Third, Finitism: This position states that God is finite in knowledge and not 

absolute in power. He has no power to stop evils in the world. As a result, 

His creatures will continue to suffer; sickness and other evils will continue 

unabated.  

 Parson (2004) in his answer to the atheists, argued that the presence 

of sickness and other evils in the world does not indicate the powerlessness 

or finite nature of God; He has purpose for everything. Samson stressed 

further that there are reasons why God may permit sickness.  

1. Sickness as retribution. God may allow sickness in a person’s life in 

form of His retributive judgment for that person’s wickedness or sin. 

Everything a man does, good or evil, attracts divine reward.Many 

examples of sickness as retribution abounds in the Bible. God struck 

the Egyptians with festering boils beyond magical solution because 

pharaoh rejected the word of God to let Israel go (Exod 9:8-11), God 

struck Miriam with leprosy for opposing Moses his servant 

(Numbers 12:1-10); because the Israelites spoke against God and 

against Moses, God sent Venomous snakes among them which bit 

the people and many of them died of the snake poison. (Num 21:4-

6). God afflicted the people of Ashdod and Gath with tumors 

because they held the Ark of God captive, many of them died of that 

terrible affliction. (1 Samuel 5:6-9) 

2. Sickness as satanic attack. Evidences abound in the Bible that 

sickness can occur as a result of satanic attack of the individual. It 

was Satan that afflicted Job with painful sores from the soles of his 

feet to the top of his head (Job 2:7) 

3. Sickness as a result of negligence. Health neglect and hygienic 

lapses may causes sickness. Failure to keep laws of hygiene may 

result to sickness. Eating of unhygienic food; failure to rest; untidy 

environment and physiological dirtiness may causes sickness. 

4. Sickness as a trial of faith. The sickness of Job was a trial of faith 

(Job 2:3-6). It was meant to prove to Satan that Job was a resolute 
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believe who would remain steadfast both in prosperity and in 

adversity 

5. Sickness as a means of displaying the sovereignty and work of 

God in a person’s life. The blind man in John chapter 9 was born 

blind so that the work of God might be displayed in his life. 

Deliverance after affliction is a proof of God’s mighty power. 

Although, why a good God should allow negative situations in the 

lives of his creatures in order to demonstrate His great power, 

afterall, still remains a puzzle to the mind of the critics. However, 

this is where the sovereignty and unquestionability of God come in. 

He does whatsoever pleases Him with his creatures. This was the 

conclusion of  Nebuchadnezzar after he was delivered (Daniel 4:34-

35) 

The Call for the Elders                                          

 Osterhaven (2008) submitted that Proskalesasthō tous presbuterous tes 

ekklēsia which was translated “Let him call for the elders of the church” in 

James 5:14 shows that the initiative to call elders of the Church must come 

from the sick believer himself. At the time of the Apostolic Church the 

ᴛκбβυᴛεροɪ (Presbuteroi), elders performed many duties, even treating sick 

people in whatever manner they could. These elders are supposed to do 

two things when they come to the home of the sick brother. First, “Let them 

pray over him πρoϭƐυαϭϭαν  ἐπ’ αὐTov  (prosseuxasthesan ep’auton). 

Second, before they pray, they must do something first’ αɪανs  αὺᴛov  

ἐαı  ν ᴛoı  ooαᴛı  ᴛoυ kυρıoυ (aleipsantes auton elaioi en toi onomati tou 

kuriou- having anointed him with oil in the name of the Lord). This is a kind 

of medical or physical therapeutic assistance. The word translated 

“anointing him” is in the aorist participle α ıαvᴛs (aleipsantes), which 

makes it an act which precedes prayer; “having rubbed him with oil”. Oil 

In the scripture is used for religious anointing as well as for lighting and 

medicinal purposes. The word αɪφ  (alephō), which means to rub, to 

cover over, from which αlαᴛ s (aleipsantes) was derived, normally is 

not used in a religious sacramental sense as the word xρı (chrio) which 
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means to anoint with a  sacred or religious meaning. From this is derived 

xρɪбᴛοs (Christos) the anointed one, the Christ.  Aleipho (αı) usually 

means to rub or apply ointment. Therefore, this refer to the application of 

medicinal assistance to the sick person first, and then the elders are 

commanded to pray for him.  

 Gill (2010) opined that the prayer is to be made “in the name of the 

Lord”. In this verse thereare two verbs, the one is the indirect imperative in 

the aorist of the verb Proseuchomai the aorist tense indicates that this is not 

repeated prayer but a single prayer. This is the principal verb in the third 

clause of this verse. The verb Proseuxasthosan,  “Let them pray”, is the aorist 

indirect imperative of prosen chomai, even as the verb ᴛρoбκαἐαбθω 

(Prokaleastho), “let him call” is the aorist indirect imperative of the 

invitation to come was one single invitation, and so was the prayer one 

single prayer, not continuous. “Anointing him” is in the aorist participle 

and refers to a complete act in the past “having anointed him, let them pray 

over him”  

 Both unbelieving and believing doctors can apply medicine on 

anybody, but when it comes to believers, they must seek God’s will in the 

result of both the practice of medicine and the exercise of faith.  

 

The prayer of faith 

 καɪ ή εÙϰ ᴛs ∏ɪбᴛεωбεɪ ᴛον καυᴛα,καɪ ἐγερεɪ αύᴛον ό κυρɪοs (kai he euchē  

Tēs pisteōsei tov kauta,  kai egerei auton ho kurios). And the prayer of faith 

shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up” (James 5:15) 

 According to Barclay (2014), It is God who heals all people, 

unbelievers and believers, with or without medicine. In the case of the 

believer, however, there must be the realization that after the application of 

medicine and then prayer, it is God who heals, honouring our prayer. So, 

the prayer of faith is important to divine healing. Faith is from the Greek 

word  πıϭᴛıs (Pistis), which means to persuade; to be persuaded, confidence 

in certain divine truths. The prayer of faith then, is the prayer offered by the 

elders on the sick person, after anointing him with oil in the name of the 
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Lord. It is a prayer that is persuaded, confident in the fact that God is able 

to heal the sick. The prayer of faith has power to do three things.  

 First, the prayer of faith shall save the sick. The word save is ϭ 

(sōzō) which means deliverance from danger, suffering etc. The prayer of 

faith shall deliver the sick from sickness. 

 Second, the Lord shall raise him up. This is another way of saying 

God shall bring him out of his sick bed.  

Third kαv ἁαρΤıαs ή π πoıks  α Φ Φϭᴛαı   αὐΤ (Kan hamartias he 

pepoiēkōs aphethēsetai autō) “ And if he has committed sins, they shall be 

forgiven him”. The prayer of faith has power to forgive the sick of his 

sins15.  

 

The Confession and Forgiveness of Sin  

ἐoooγıϭ   ἁoıs  Τα  παραπΤαΤα  kαl  ὐϰϭ   ύπρ ἁv, 

òπs   ÌαΤ.  πo  lϭϰl  δϭls    δlkαloυ  ἐvρɪo    v (James 5:16). 

In the opinion of Brawley (2007), James here projects the possibility that this 

sickness from which the believer may be suffering may be as a result of his 

own sin. A great deal of sickness begins on the inside. It may be that there 

is sin or disobedience in there. Perhaps there are wrong attitude. Oftentimes 

there are harmful thought patterns and detrimental emotions. There must 

be an acknowledgment and conversion of sins. Confession is necessary for 

healing to take place. Many people find it hard to acknowledge that they 

have any faults. Consequently, they never obtain healing for their physical 

infirmities. Such sins should be confessed  

 To confess, according to Zodhiates (1985) is from ἐoooγ  

(exomologeō) which means to reason, speak intelligently. To agree together 

with God or with one’s conscience and to externalize that which is inside 

oneself. The word rendered fault is παραπΤα (paraptōma) sometimes 

used when it is intended to designate a sin not of the deepest nature and 

the worst enormity. It is unknown and unintentional fault. It is a missing of 

that which is right involving little guilt.  
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 Confession of faults to the elders does not place them in position of 

a forgiver, rather, as they pray with the sick, having confessed his faults, 

God would be ready to honour  the prayer so as to heal him. Such prayer 

becomes effectual fervent prayer ἐvργ (energeō),  that is, inspired prayer 

of a righteous man wrought by the operation or energy of the Holy Spirit  

 

Summary  

 From this study we have seen the possibility of sickness, either as 

retribution, Satanic attack, result of negligence, trial of faith, or a means  of 

displaying the greatness and work of God in a person’s life. Piety may not 

be immunity against sickness. When sickness occurs, the sick, according to 

James, should call the elders of the  church who shall first of all anoint him 

with oil, then pray for him a prayer of faith. The sick should confess his 

faults and obtain forgiveness so as to facilitate has healing  

 

 

Recommendations  

Based on this study the following are recommended at this juncture  

1. Believers should follow the instruction of James for divine healing 

by inviting the servants of God to pray on them and anoint them 

with oil when sick  

2. The sick believer should confess his faults to facilitate his healing  

3. The sick believer should seek medical assistance when necessary  

4. Believers should avoid negligence  concerning health issues 

 

Conclusion 

 Going by the teaching of James, divine healing is real, biblical, and 

still relevant in our age because God’s word and power are the same in all 

dispensations. However, as available as divine healing is, God may not heal 

all sicknesses, even though He has power to do so. There are instances the 

sick person has to apply medications to get well. The fact that the sick may 

be healed divinely through the prayer of faith offered by the elders of the 
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Church does not rule out the necessity for medical applications. Paul 

instructed Timothy to take wine for his stomach problems. That kind of 

ỏivos (wine) had medicinal and curative power. The same Paul, despite his 

healing power, was accompanied by Luke, a medical practitioner, in his 

missionary enterprise, probably to give him medical assistance. So, the fact 

of divine healing, though real, does not rule out the need for medical 

assistance when sick  
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