Should We Use Oil for Healing Today?

(By Pastor Kelly Sensenig)

The Charismatic movement for many years has promoted the practice of using oil for healing people. Other non-charismatic pastors also practice this procedure because they see elders doing it in the Bible and want to follow their pattern or example. However, many pastors simply perform this practice without understanding the real significance attached to the Biblical example. 

I have personally talked to pastors and asked pastors over the years about their use of oil. I would ask them why they actually use oil, but many of them never really know why they anoint with oil. Their response has always been, “Well, they did it in the Bible and therefore, I want to follow the Biblical example.”  This seems like a noble response; however, as pastors we must understand what we do and why we do it. We are responsible for all of our actions and should be able to communicate to people why we are doing a certain act. 

For those pastor’s who believe that we should use oil for today; I must ask you this question. “Why do you use oil?” Every pastor should have a reason for what they do and also understand why they perform a certain action. An elder is to be “apt to teach” according to 1 Timothy 3:2. This means that he must teach people what the Bible says about oil and not perform a practice in the air or without any reason. 
In one sense, I am speaking to pastors, one pastor to another pastor. I have known good pastors that are doctrinally sound and perform the practice of anointing with oil. However, like many of the pastors that I have talked with over the years, they do not have any reason for doing this act or ceremony.  They simply just perform the procedure and go on with prayer for the individual.

As pastors, we must be very careful not to mislead people by our use of oil today. There are many well-meaning pastors who anoint with oil

and unknowingly give a false sense of security about a person’s healing. Many sick people who are desperate will look at the oil as something, which will in itself bring healing into their life. This is a false premise, as we will see in this study. As pastors, we must be very careful that we do not send false magical messages to people about oil. 

This idea of using oil is developed from James 5:13-16. 

“Is any among you afflicted? let him pray. Is any merry? let him sing psalms. Is any sick among you? 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: And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him. Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”
Anointing with oil? You might wonder what kind of oil it was that the elders anointed with. Was it 10w40 or 10w30? Just kidding! Actually it was olive oil. James is writing to Jews (1:1) and they customarily used olive oil for many things. This was the oil of the land of Palestine. The growth of olive trees was widespread. The olive was produced from the olive berry on the trees. Oil was used primarily in cooking. It was also used for lighting, skin and cosmetic purposes. It also had some therapeutic value. 

There are various groups who interpret James 5:13-16 as a mandate to use oil whenever Christians are afflicted.  The oil in James 5:14 has been given different interpretations.

1. The Medical Interpretation
There are those who interpret the oil as purely therapeutic in its purposes. They claim the oil was used only for medical or medicinal reasons, much like the oil, which was used to heal the wound of the Good Samaritan. In Jesus’ day olive oil was often used medicinally. This point is understood in the parable of the Good Samaritan, which Jesus gave in Luke chapter ten.

Luke 10:33-34 reveals this particular aspect of olive oil:

“But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he had compassion on him, And went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine, and set him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn, and took care of him.” 

The Samaritan was using olive oil to heal the wounds of this man. The oil was soothing and healing to those who had open wounds on their body. However, we must realize that oil was not used for every illness that came into a person’s life. The Holy Land provided a great variety of plants and herbs within a short distance. Many herbs and other natural remedies were also used to treat illness besides oil (1 Timothy 5:23; Rev. 3:18; Jeremiah 8:22; Ezekiel 47:12). Oil itself was not an over all cure for every illness that came into a person’s life. No doctor has only one kind of medicine at his disposal! 

The interpretation that the elders were using the oil for medicinal purposes in James 5 is rather stretched. This man probably had an illness that could not be touched medically by olive oil. There is nothing in the text that says this man had open gaping wounds, which could be ministered to with oil. He was simply sick with some type of illness. The elders did not say, “Now open up my boy and swallow this oil so that you can be healed of your sickness.” 

I find this whole medical interpretation rather far fetched and misleading. We are not in the doctor’s house in James chapter 5! This view seems rather unlikely, although very good men hold this view, such as Spiros Zodhiates and Theodore Epp. Dr. Zodhiates contends that the oil was sometimes applied by rubbing and was for soothing and relaxing purposes, which gives the oil the medicinal value. As we will note later in our study, the olive oil was refreshing to the one who received it. However, there must be a distinction between the oil bringing refreshment and real medical healing. We must also remember that the first century Christians knew that olive oil was not the best remedy for every illness. Oil certainly could not cure cancers and heart problems and many other forms of diseases known to the world even during the early days of Christianity. Furthermore, it was hardly the job of the elders to go around doctoring sick people by rubbing them down with oil, especially if they were women!  In addition, not every elder was a Dr. Luke (Colossians 4:14). Physicians were available in Israel according to our Lord’s statement. The elders were not the physicians.

Mark 2:17 verifies this truth:

“When Jesus heard it, he saith unto them, They that are whole have no need of the physician, but they that are sick: I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.”

Also, Mark 5:26 indicates that there were Physicians in Israel.

“And a certain woman, which had an issue of blood twelve years, 

And had suffered many things of many physicians, and had spent all that she had, and was nothing bettered, but rather grew worse.”

The fact of the matter was that this man in James 5 was not calling on the doctors to help him medically. He was calling on the elders to pray for him. He wanted prayer attention and not medical attention at this point. Perhaps the doctors were already there but no change occurred in this man’s medical condition. This may very well be, since he was under the discipline and chastening hand of God because of his sin (15, 20). Now he was ready to repent to the church elders and seek for God’s healing. All the doctors or oil in the world could not heal this man. What he needed was the prayers of God’s people at this point. And prayer is what James is emphasizing. For these reasons we can readily understand that the elders were not the doctors providing medical assistance but the preachers providing prayer assistance. This sick man did not need the doctors at this point, he needed the prayer meeting to come to his house! 

2.  The Healing Interpretation.

Many Pentecostal and Charismatic preachers actually believe that the use of oil is a magical formula that we can follow in order to promise healing for all sick people. Their claim is that the elders of the church must always anoint the sick with oil in order for God to heal them. This is one of the primary interpretations given to this passage. I call this the “Alice In Wonderland” interpretation.  It should be left in the fairy tale books.  Verse 15 clearly says that the prayer (not the oil) results in the person being healed (“And the prayer of faith shall save the sick…”).  The healing was not brought about by the oil, but ultimately through the prayers of the elders. Prayer is what is emphasized in this passage.

In all the book of Acts, there is no mention of any magical oil.  Only in Mark 6:13 do we find the apostles anointing someone with oil to create miraculous responses such as healing.  However, it was not the oil that was magic.  The oil did not possess any magical power to heal them. It was actually the Lord, who did the healing, as the apostles used their gift of healing in that day.

Mark 6: 7 &13 says:

“And he called unto him the twelve, and began to send them forth by two and two; and gave them power over unclean spirits; And they 

cast out many devils, and anointed with oil many that were sick, and healed them.” 

The apostles of the early church, who had the divine gift of healing, would sometimes use oil as they performed miracles of healing upon the lives of people. We have already mentioned that oil did have medicinal value in the days of the early church. This is why the apostles used oil on occasion as they went about healing people. Oil could be seen to be a visible sign of healing upon the life of the individual. The oil was used in a representative manner or fashion.

As a well-known healing agent of the day, the oil was an appropriate, tangible and representative sign for healing that the people could identify with as the disciples ministered to the sick among them.
It is worthy to note that Mark 6:13 is the only passage that actually talks about the apostle’s use of oil in connection with bodily healing. In other words, the use of oil by the apostles was limited and not an everyday occurrence as they went about to heal people and prove their credentials as apostles (Mark 16:20). There are multitudes of Biblical passages where there was no oil involved in the person’s healing (Acts 8:6-7, 9:36, 28:8-9). The idea that some charismatic people have adopted today is that oil must always be used in order to bring healing to people. This is erroneous in view of the apostle’s use of oil. Even the apostles did not use oil in this stringent way. The Biblical passages confirm that oil was not used all the time. On occasion they would use oil or some other kind of piece of cloth from their bodies to represent God’s healing power, which could be administered through the apostles (Acts19:11-12).

Another important investigation in the passage of Mark 6:13 is to determine the actual Greek word used for “anointing.” It is the Greek word “aleipho” which seems to suggest in these passages the pouring of oil upon a person. It could also be rubbed into the skin and provide relaxation to a tired and weary body. In the Greek language, two words are used for anointing. One is “aleipho” as used here in Mark 6:13 and in extra-biblical Greek literature. It was the word that normally is used for medicinal purposes. However, both here and even in the Greek Septuagint the world “aleipho” is used in connection with ceremonial and symbolic anointing (Gen. 31:13; Ex. 40:13; Numb. 3:3) and would suggest that the Greeks did use this word with a ceremonial and symbolic emphasis as well. The other word used for “anoint” is the word “chrio” which always seemed to point to the ceremonial aspect of anointing. 

The word “aleipho” is used in Mark 6:13 to denote the anointing procedure, which was used in connection with the healing ministry of the apostles of the church. It was oil used for ceremonial purposes and was intended to convey a symbolic meaning about well being and healing. The apostles would evidently pour oil upon someone in order to convey to the people that God was going to heal them, just as oil would heal a person of certain physical bodily ailments. The oil was representative of God’s ability to heal them even as the use of natural oil would bring healing. 

James 5:13 also uses the same word “aleipho” when it says how the elders anointed the sick with oil (“anointing him with oil”). Because of this comparison of the Greek word, some have suggested that the elders were using the oil in the same way as the early apostles did. In other words, they were using it as an example of God’s healing power upon the human body. It is then suggested that James depicts a ceremonial procedure where the elders were anointing with oil. This is further substantiated by the fact that three times in the Greek Septuagint the Greek verb “aleipho” is used in connection with ceremonial anointing (Gen. 31:13; Ex. 40:13; Num. 3:3). Thus, it’s assumed that the Greeks did view this word with anointing and that James is using the word in a ceremonial fashion.  The conclusion is then drawn that we should ceremonially anoint with oil today in order communicate this same message and witness people being healed. I disagree with this conclusion for several reasons. 

In the first place, these elders did not have the gifts of healing as the apostles did (I Corinthians 12:9). This is why they were praying for the healing of this man. There is absolutely nothing in this passage, which indicates that they possessed the gift of healing. It would be unsound to conclude that they did. James was writing during the days of the apostles when the gifts of healing were being used in the church.  It’s interesting that James instructs the elders to “pray” over the man’s sickness and not to heal him. The simple reason for this statement was because these elders did not have the gifts of healing and James does not expect the elders to heal everyone as the apostles did.  Rather, he wants them to pray for the healing of others and leave the matter of healing in God’s will. This is quite substantial evidence to prove that God never intends elders to possess the gifts of healing today and heal everyone that they visit who is sick. The theory that all elders should be able to heal goes against the “trial emphasis” in James 1:2-3. Believers sometimes must endure trials of sickness in order to fulfill God’s plan for them (John 9:1-3).

There is something that we can conclude at this point in our study. The elders needed to possess the gift of healing in order to use the oil in the same ceremonial and symbolic way that the apostles used it. It was only the apostles who could use the oil as an indicator that God was going to heal people. The reason was because the apostles had the gifts of healing and could use the oil as a sure sign that God would heal those people, which they anoint. Therefore, we can logically conclude that the elders did not use oil in association with any physical healing purposes for the simple reason that they did not possess the sign gifts of healing and could not promise healing as the apostles. 

When we try to use oil today in order to promise healing to people, we do it without the authority, which the apostles possessed. The early sign gift of healing, along with the other eight sign gifts, has ceased today (1 Corinthians 13:10). Therefore, we cannot use oil and absolutely claim healing upon any and every person today as the apostles could when they anointed them. 

When a pastor tries to use oil as the apostles did and concludes that the oil becomes the sure sign of healing upon the person’s life, then the use of oil becomes misleading and inappropriate. Today, we do not have the gift of healing as the apostles did. Therefore, we should never use oil in connection with healing and send a false message that we can promise healing as the apostles did. 

Some pastors may suggest at this point that we can still use oil as a sign of healing without pressing the point that every person will necessarily be healed. This thinking seems practical; however, we must understand that when the apostles used oil they healed everyone that they touched as indicated by Acts 5:16. The gift of divine healing had a 100% success rate. When God gave the apostles this gift, they could use this gift at will and heal all the people. If they were using oil there would be a 100% success rate in healing people. This is something, which no person can claim today. Therefore, we should not try to use oil in the same way that the early apostles did. Their oil represented sure healing. It was the sure sign that God was going to send healing. This is what the oil pictured. 

When we use oil today realizing that God does not always heal people, then we are breaking the pattern of the apostles and trying to incorporate a procedure in a different way and with different conclusions then God intended. In short, we re trying to do something in a different way then God intended it to be done. The representative use of oil by the apostles was always used to indicate sure healing. It would seem to be wrong and misleading to use oil in any way if you are not going to guarantee the same results as the apostles did. Sound conclusions would lead us to believe that the elders in James 5, who lacked the gift of healing, did not use the oil in the same sense as the gifted apostles did.

A second reason why we should not ceremonial anoint with oil today is because “chrio” is the normal or usual Greek word, which is used for ceremonial or ritual anointing. Since this word is not used here we might raise questions concerning the ceremonial nature of this anointing in James chapter five. This is the word the ancients would primarily use to indicate a ceremonial pouring or rubbing of oil. The fact that this Greek word is not used in connection with this passage in James is significant. This tells us that the use of oil never developed into a ritualistic ceremony that was to be performed by the elders of the church. This is important to realize. Neither the apostles nor elders in the church had an ongoing ceremony or ritual that involved oil. The Greek word used for “anointing” in these passages (“aleipho”) does not support the conclusion of ceremonial anointing. If Mark or James had wanted to use the other Greek word “chrio” instead of  “aleipho” they could have. However, the Spirit of God did not lead them to use this word and send us into the confusion about ceremonial oil. The fact that “aliepho” is used by extrabiblical Greek writers in a ceremonial way should not be sufficient ground to interpret the word “anoint” in this way in the James 5:13 passage. However, the fact that it is used in connection with the apostolic ministry of anointing (Mark 6:13) does imply that the word could have some ceremonial connection. After all is said and done, it might be better to conclude that the anointing in James five cannot be determined by linguistics alone. Therefore, the context must ultimately determine what kind of anointing is being referred to – medicinal or ceremonial. 

We do know that oil was never used in a ceremonial or symbolic way that would stress power or ability in the oil itself to bring healing. Nor was oil used as a continuing symbol in church life to convey the message of the absolute assurance of healing for any person at any time as the apostolic ministry demonstrated. The ceremonial use of oil was never associated with the ongoing and systematic healing ministry among the elders of the local churches. This is because the elders did not possess the gifts of healing as the apostles did. Furthermore, we should never think that oil is significant to the healing of the body and adopt present day healing ceremonies revolving around the symbolic use of oil. It only sends mixed messages and confusion in the minds of people. It might cause dear saints to redirect their faith in a ceremony or in the oil itself. Neither the apostles nor the elders used oil in any continuing ceremonial fashion, where they believed the oil itself had magical powers or abilities to bring healing. It is God that heals and not the oil. 

James does not expect the elders to use oil as the apostles did and heal this man. The elders did the only thing that they knew would bring healing into this man’s life and that was to pray. They were to pray for the man’s healing and leave the matter of healing in God’s hand and in God’s will. Prayer is what can bring healing into the lives of people. “And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up…” (James 5:16).
3. The Symbolical Interpretation 
This view holds that the oil has no magical power. Instead, it conveys the thought that the oil has a symbolic meaning attached to it. Richard Mayhue suggests that the oil symbolizes health and well-being (Ps. 23:5; 133:2) which is what the elders prayed for as they dealt with the man in James 5:15. This is at least a reasonable explanation if symbolic oil is in the picture. Zane Hodges suggests that the oil symbolically represents the presence and healing power of God Himself and the person’s dependence upon God’s sovereignty over the healing situation. But many suggest that the oil symbolically represents the Holy Spirit (Isaiah 61:1; Luke 4:18, I John 2:20, 27). This interpretation then views the oil as representing God or more specifically, God the Holy Spirit.

In the Old Testament, God’s representatives were anointed with oil and came to be known as “God’s anointed.” This act of oiling would indicate that God was with them and that the Holy Spirit would come upon them to equip and enable them to serve (see 1 Samuel 16:13, 10:1,9; Psalms 89:20; Isaiah 61:1). Anointing with oil became associated with the presence and power of the Holy Spirit for service. Those people who were helped and empowered by God’s Spirit were seen to be anointed (Psalms 28:8, 84:9). 

These verses show or demonstrate that the act of anointing with oil and oil in particular was a type of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament. Within the Old Testament, the act of anointing with oil and the term “anointed” was virtually a symbolical expression of a person who was favored by God and empowered by the Holy Spirit. This act of anointing with oil was many times used as a symbolical reference of the Spirit of God.  

This Old Testament concept of anointing is also seen in light of the Lord Jesus and His service upon earth, which was done in the power of the Holy Spirit and likened to an anointing (see Acts 10:38). In fact, this is why He was called the Messiah (“anointed one”). Old Testament kings were anointed as we have already seen. The long awaited and prophesied Messiah was of course the true king and God’s representative, who would be filled with the power of the Spirit to do God’s work. In fact, the Holy Spirit’s coming upon Christ at His baptism was portraying this very truth. He was God’s anointed who would be filled and empowered with the Holy Spirit (Matthew 3:16-17, Hebrews 1:9). 

Jesus said in Luke 4:18:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised.” 
1 John 2:20,27

“But ye have an unction from the Holy One (Holy Spirit), and ye know all things. But the anointing which ye have received of him abideth in you, and ye need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things, and is truth, and is no lie, and even as it hath taught you, ye shall abide in him.”  

These New Testament verses seem to suggest that the word “anointing” can be used as a continuing symbol of the Holy Spirit today. Both types in the Old Testament and symbols in the Bible represent something else. For this reason, many identify the literal anointing oil today as a continuing type or symbol representing the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. 

When tying the Old Testament concept of anointing with oil and the Holy Spirit together, many conclude that this would suggest that anointing people with literal oil today is a continuing sign and representation of the healing power of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, elders or pastors should anoint with oil today in order to represent and rely upon the power of the Holy Spirit.

This view is held today by many honest interpreters of the Bible. Since oil in its Old Testament typology and symbolic representation pictured the Holy Spirit; they view the oil as a type of ceremony which should be used to represent the Holy Spirit’s healing ministry.  

Herman Hoyt, who I respect as a Bible teacher, adopts this view. Dr. Hoyt writes:

“The oil becomes a beautiful symbol of the Holy Spirit who lives in and watches over the saint.”

There is some merit to this view. However, with all due respect to Dr. Hoyt and those who take this interpretive approach to this passage; this interpretation seems rather forced. It’s like trying to put a square block in a round hole. It just does not work.  This interpretation seems to be pushing the oil symbol of the Holy Spirit much further then the Bible does and certainly is foreign to what James ever intended to convey in this passage. 

We have already seen the typology and symbolic representation of the oil as we studied some Old Testament verses. In the Old Testament the act of literal anointing was a type of the Holy Spirit’s presence and power. However, it would seem that the New Testament no longer stresses the literal act of anointing but only the word anointing. When exegeting these New Testament verses, we can readily see that the word for anointing is still associated with power for service, power to do healing and the capability to discern spiritual truth (Luke 4:18; 1 John 2:20,27). 

However, we must remember that the symbolic meaning of the term “anoint” and the actual bottle of anointing oil are two different matters. Some Biblical passages may use the term or word “anoint” with reference to the Holy Spirit without necessarily implying the literal use of the oil itself (Luke 4:18 and 1 John 2:20,27). On the other hand, there are other passages like the one in the epistle of James that do speak of the practice of using literal oil. However, these passages do not imply that the oil has some kind of symbolic hidden code behind it. The point is this. Sometimes the symbolic meaning of the word  “anoint” and the actual bottle of anointing oil must be distinguished. We should not join the symbolic meaning of the term “anoint” with the literal use of oil itself. Although the word “anoint,” which is used for anointing oil can represent the Holy Spirit, it is unsound exegesis and forced typology to conclude that literal oil represents the Holy Spirit in every passage of the Bible.
Whenever we find the word “anoint” and the teaching about the Holy Spirit is joined together in the same passage, we might Biblically conclude that there is a true representation of the Holy Spirit to the term oil. However, we cannot conclude that every passage mentioning literal oil is suggesting that the oil represents the Holy Spirit. The fact of the matter is this, many times oil is only one thing – oil!  Don’t try to confuse somebody by trying to explain to them that literal oil is more then what it’s supposed to be. If it looks like oil, tastes like oil, cooks like oil, it is oil! 

Remember that a Bible type or symbol is designed to present a clearly revealed Biblical truth about a person, place or thing. Bottles with literal oil in them do not suggest a clear symbol of the Holy Spirit’s presence and power. You would do better using your bottle of oil for the barbecue then to try and make it represent the Holy Spirit. 

It seems to be a stretch of the imagination to believe that God would expect elders to carry bottles of olive oil around through the future church centuries in order to represent the Holy Spirit and see people healed. This is rather far fetched. 

In reality, this type of action would not be much different then trying to represent the Holy Spirit by dangling a necklace in front of the eyes of a sick person, which has the figure of a dove, attached to it. Maybe we should carry a picture of a dove in our wallet or pocketbook in case we need to pray for a person’s healing without any previous notice or appointment. Please do not misunderstand me. I don’t want to sound silly or try to make fun of those dear people who hold to this symbolic view of the oil. This certainly is not my intent. The whole point is this. 

The Holy Spirit is not to be represented in a bottle of oil but in the outward beauty of a person’s life as a believer (Gal. 5:22-23)    Furthermore, we are not living on Old Testament ground in the shadows of types and religious ceremonies.

Hebrews 6:1 says:

“Therefore leaving the principles of the doctrine of Christ, let us go on unto perfection…”
This simply means that we must leave behind all the elementary or ABC teachings of the Old Testament Law that pointed to Christ. In other words, we must leave behind Judaism with all of its shadows and types. This principle should be carried through with all the typology of Old Testament rituals. We must not live in the past shadows but push on to maturity by seeing the reality of all the shadows and symbols. When you carry oil around in a bottle to represent the Holy Spirit you are really trying to live in the past dispensation of shadows, typology and symbols about the Holy Spirit. The message of the epistle to the Hebrew Christians might very well be applied to this Old Testament practice of using oil to represent the Holy Spirit and His power. The message is this: “Don’t go back!”

A bottled-up representation of the Holy Spirit and His power is not needed as we pray for the healing of a sick person. What we need today is the actual power of prayer, which the Holy Spirit takes before the throne of God and translates into the will of God “with groanings which cannot be uttered” (Romans 8:26-27).

As a pastor, I remember watching another pastor anoint a Christian man with oil in the hospital. The oil did nothing for the person. In fact, the person actually died! After the death of this believer the preacher seemed rather frustrated because he had anointed with oil and believed God for the healing. Certainly the oil did not represent the Holy Spirit’s presence and power to heal. If that were the case, then the man would have never died!  We must come to realize that if oil in a bottle represents the absolute power of the Holy Spirit to heal and the individual is not healed; then the act of oiling becomes a travesty or mockery of the person and power of the Holy Spirit. 

I want to say that the Holy Spirit’s help and presence were with this Christian man in the hospital long before the oil got there! We do not have to wait for a few drops of oil to be placed upon our forehead in order to receive the power, presence, help or healing of the Holy Spirit upon our life! I thank the Lord for this wonderful truth. The Holy Spirit is with us at all times and His presence and power is available to help us at any moment in life (John 14:16).

4.  The Faith Interpretation
This view claims that the oil in James was used in order to aid a person’s faith in God. Thus, the oil today should be used in the same manner. It should be used to help assist or aid a person in their healing process by increasing their faith in God for healing. Their claim is that the oil was used in the same way that the Lord Jesus used spittle and clay (Mark 8:22-26; John 9:6).  

John 9:6-7

“When he had thus spoken, he spat on the ground, and made clay of the spittle, and he anointed the eyes of the blind man with the clay.
And said unto him, Go, wash in the pool of Siloam, (which is by interpretation, Sent.) He went his way therefore, and washed, and came seeing.” 

The theory behind this view is to make the oil similar to the clay and spittle that Jesus used in His earthly ministry. God wants people to use this oil in order to help their faith increase in God, just as Jesus used the mixture of clay and spit. The oil is simply a means to an end. The oil becomes a specific way to have the person zero in on God’s ability to heal them. The oil draws us to God and His ability to heal us. Now this interpretation seems to have merit in the eyes of some people today. I for one do not swallow this interpretation. 

In the first place, I do not personally believe that Jesus necessarily created this mudpack mixture in order for the person to increase their faith in Him. This man could have faith in the Lord without any visible or tangible demonstration. In fact, Jesus healed many people without any visible or tangible means. Greater faith does not need any tangible signs or outward evidence in order to believe (John 20:29). Jesus was actually teaching that a person must learn to have faith in what He says (“Go, wash in the pool…”). 

The lesson to be learned is that faith in God’s Word (not clay and spittle) is the prerequisite to the blessing of God upon our lives. The clay may simply mean that Jesus was recreating something from the dust, such as human eyesight, which He had created for every person that came into this world (Genesis 2:7). Some have even suggested that the man had no eyeballs and that the Lord Jesus simply created them, giving him eyeballs. The clay reminded everyone that He was the true and original Creator of everything and could recreate as He so pleased (John 1:3). The clay itself did not necessarily inspire this man’s faith. The clay seemed to simply represent that the Creator was at work. Therefore, the clay is representing God at work and is not to be construed as a way to increase the man’s faith.  

Jesus’ making of clay also broke the Rabbinic regulations against kneading clay on the Sabbath (John 9:14), which may also indicate that Jesus made the clay to show the utter legalistic and unloving rules of the Pharisees. 
One thing we can be sure about. If Jesus was not using the incident of the clay and spittle in order to try and increase the man’s faith in Him; He was using it as an illustration to prove the spiritual sight of this man and the spiritual blindness of the religious people of the day (39-40). Like the Pharisees, there are a great many people today who are sitting in churches and are still spiritually blind. Until God touches their eyes they will not see. Jesus can turn the lights on and bring spiritual sight to the lost. This is the real message of this section. 
By the way, what a delightful surprise it must have been for this man to look for the first time upon the world in which he had lived! Can you even imagine the joy and wonder that he went through?

Second, this faith interpretation seems like a rather unlikely interpretation and scenario, due to the fact that the elders in James 5 are not said to have the gifts of healing or the ability to heal this man as Christ could do during His earthly ministry. To use an object such as oil in order to center one’s faith upon the healing ministry of God would be rather useless if there could be no assurance of healing.
As we will see later, there is no blanket promise that this man or any man will be healed, even when prayer is offered up in faith.

We might also stress something else that I have already briefly alluded to. God does not want us to think that we can only have faith in Him and His ability to heal us through some outward and tangible evidence. We must remember what the true nature of faith is.

Hebrews 11:1-2 says:

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things 

not seen. For by it the elders obtained a good report.”
This is what true faith really is. It is developing a trust in God and His Word. Hebrews 11:1 suggests this to us. Faith rests upon the unshakable foundation of God and His Word and promises directed to our life (“the substance or foundation of things hoped for”). We have a know-so-hope realizing that God, His Word, His will and His promises are always right and will come to pass. This in return produces unmistakable conviction in our hearts that God is working on our behalf even though we do not outwardly see it at the present time (“the evidence or conviction of things not seen”).  We can have the sure conviction that God is working even though we cannot see Him working at the present time. 

We do not have to see a bottle of oil or feel oil dripping upon our forehead in order to have greater faith in God and His ability to work in our life. Faith does not need some kind of outward or tangible evidence in order to believe in God and His truth. Noah did not see the floodwaters or feel the water flowing between his toes, but he still believed God’s Word.

Hebrews 11:7 says:

“By faith Noah, being warned of God of things not seen as yet, moved with fear, prepared an ark to the saving of his house; by the which he 

condemned the world, and became heir of the righteousness which is by faith.”
Likewise, Abraham did not see the place where he was going, but he believed God’s word and started walking. 

Hebrews 11:8 says:

“By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should after receive for an inheritance, obeyed; and he went out, not knowing whither he went.”

The Old Testament saints believed in all of the repeated promises of a coming Savior and of the eternal land of inheritance, even though they did not see these promises fulfilled in their own day. The Bible says that they “seen them afar off” (vs. 13) with the eye of faith.

Faith does not have to see in order to believe. People today falsely say, “Seeing is believing,” but the Bible says, “Believing is seeing!” You do not have to see oil in order to have faith in the God who knows what He is doing. You do not have to see God working, through the ceremonial application of oil to your forehead, in order to actually know and believe that He is working in some wonderful way. 

Faith is taking God at His word and resting in the truth of His plan and will for your life. You do not need oil in order to have faith in God and His ability to work within your life. True faith is when a person has confidence in God to work out His own way in every situation, even though they do not outwardly witness God doing anything at the present time. True faith is actually characterized by the “things not seen.” A little oil bottle or oil on my forehead is a seeing or feeling type of faith. This is not true faith according to what the Bible says. True faith does not have to see or feel. True faith believes in God and His Word without any visible sight or feeling. 

5.  The Interpretation of Extreme Unction
This is the Roman Catholic view, which equates the oil with the “Sacrament of Extreme Unction,” whereby a priest anoints the dead with oil, securing the forgiveness of their sins and preparing them for the after life. This is an “extreme” interpretation! Of course, this teaching is a satanic, devil-sent and unscriptural dogma. Some priest must have gotten this interpretation out of the farthermost, northeast corner of his mind! Oil does not prepare a person for death. Oil has no saving merit attached to it. It is only the eternal and unchanging blood of Jesus Christ that brings complete forgiveness into a person’s life and prepares a person for eternity! 

Colossians 1:14 gives us this blessed promise:

“In whom we have redemption through his blood, even the forgiveness of sins.” 
1 John 1:7 says:

“… and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin.”
It’s not holy oil but holy blood that saves and prepares a man for the eternal glory of Heaven! Many look at this “Sacrament of Extreme Unction” as the “Last Rights” given to a dead person. My friend, you had better be right before you die!  And the only way to be right before God is to be spiritually washed in the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. It’s only through the everlasting blood of Jesus Christ that a person has the first right, the only right and the last right to go to Heaven! 

The writer of this paper does not see any of these interpretations or views of this passage as satisfactory.  We must just allow the text to say what is wants to say without imposing upon it.  

Zane Hodges has said:  

“There is no real problem with this text so long as we allow it to mean what it says – and neither more nor less then it says.”

6. The Interpretation of Jewish custom
This leads me to share with you what I believe to be the best and most reliable interpretation of this text. Sometimes the interpretation is so simple that people miss it. While trying to look for symbols and pressing a passage to fit our own scheme of theology, we become rather blindsided to seeing the real truth and having the best understanding of a text. We become like the woman who said to the officer, “I just could not see that tree in front of me; then it suddenly just came out of nowhere and hit me!” After thinking through these interpretations, the tree seemed to come out and just hit me. 

If we view or look at the olive oil in the context and custom of the early Jewish Christians (James 1:1), we will remember that oil was simply a gesture or sign of friendship, care, concern and refreshment for others.  Anointing this brother with oil was merely a custom of the Jews designed to refresh, encourage and uplift the spirits of people.  There is nothing magical, mystical, symbolic or saving to the oil at all.  

These elders in a normal customary fashion simply poured oil upon the head of this brother and “oiled” him as the word means in James 5:14 (“oiling with oil”). The elders automatically would oil this man as a customary token of their friendship and greeting to him. This interpretation seemed to rest with me. I view the oil in a simple non-symbolic, non-healing and non-ritualistic fashion. I believe it was the simple customary greeting that the Jewish people adopted among themselves. 

This is the same customary gesture that we see in Luke 7:44-46.  

“And he turned to the woman, and said unto Simon, Seest thou this woman? I entered into thine house, thou gavest me no water for my feet: but she hath washed my feet with tears, and wiped them with the hairs of her head. Thou gavest me no kiss: but this woman since the time I came in hath not ceased to kiss my feet. My head with oil thou didst not anoint: but this woman hath anointed my feet with ointment.”
Jesus referred to the Jewish custom of oiling the head.  This was again a sign of bestowing honor and refreshment upon a visitor. Not to offer a guest oil for their head and water for the washing of their feet was tantamount to an insult. It would be like not offering to take a guest’s coat in our modern Western culture.
Simon the Pharisee had failed to show this customary respect and sign of friendship to Jesus. The reason was that Jesus was perhaps a sinner in the eyes of this Pharisee and Pharisees did not associate with known sinners. Well, the oil was simply a customary procedure of welcome and kindness in this day. Even the woman, who was not the host, demonstrated this customary gesture of kindness to Christ by pouring the perfumed oil upon His feet. This of course demonstrated her contrition and humble repentance. You might say that Jesus saw her broken heart in the broken box of perfumed oil. Her action demonstrated that her heart was broken by her sin. That broken alabaster box of oiled perfumed which she had evidently used for her unlady like trade was the sure sign of her broken heart of contrition.

It was the normal sign of respect to pour oil on someone’s head. Perhaps the woman felt unworthy to anoint Jesus’ head, so she anointed His feet.  She was not worthy to anoint the head of Jesus. Other customary tokens of kindness included washing the feet of the guest and kissing the guest with the traditional kiss of welcome.  

This same customary token of kindness and friendship is also seen in Matthew 6:17-18.  

“Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward. But thou, when thou fastest, anoint thine head, and wash thy face.”

Jesus was instructing His disciples to not fast in the same manner in which the religious Pharisees did. The reason for their fasting was to draw attention to themselves. They would fail to anoint their heads with olive oil and follow through with certain customary greetings and procedures of the day. The Pharisees loved to fast so that others would see them and think of them as spiritual. Fasting emphasized the denial of the flesh, but the Pharisees were glorifying in their flesh by drawing attention to themselves. By this statement of Jesus, we can see once again that anointing people upon the head with oil was the customary procedure of the day. It served a gesture and time of refreshment for the weary traveler.

This act of greeting and friendship has been a custom for the Jewish people down through the centuries. It was a sign of refreshment and kindness. It was also associated with blessing.

David declared in the beloved Psalm 23:5:
“…thou anointest my head with oil...”

The Bible Knowledge Commentary has said:

“The image of anointing the head with oil, which was refreshing and soothing, harmonizes with the concept of a gracious host welcoming someone into his home.”

Other verses bring this same concept out. We will just mention them in passing.

Psalm 92:10

“…I shall be anointed with fresh oil”
Psalms 104:15

“…and oil to make his face to shine…”

Psalm 133:2

“It is like the precious ointment upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, even Aaron’s beard: that went down to the skirts of his garments.”

Psalm 45:7 also states: 

“…therefore God, thy God, hath anointed thee with the oil of gladness above thy fellows.”

Ecclesiaties 9:8

“…let thy head lack no ointment.”
Amos 6:6

“…and anoint themselves with the chief ointments…”
When the elders in James 5:14 came to this brother’s house, he was to weak to greet the pastors with any customary greeting. Therefore, the elders gave this repentant brother their own sign of friendship and welcome by anointing his head with olive oil. These elders were merely expressing the ancient and customary response of friendship, refreshment, and encouragement to this sick man. It was there sign of acceptance and friendship as they came to see this repentant man. 

The sick man must have appreciated their friendship and customary blessing that they demonstrated to him. He was a broken man who truly wanted to be restored into the church fellowship. 

The customary oil served as a way of expressing their love, friendship and care for this man who had been under the hammer of God’s chastening hand. The customary practice of anointing with oil would allow the elders to stimulate, encourage, strengthen and refresh this man. The customary practice of friendship and hospitality was used to sooth and comfort this man and help him to realize that the elders came to forgive him and bring comfort into his life. 

This was certainly the “oil of gladness” to this sickly man as the elders poured it upon his head (Psalms 45:7). Perhaps the oil ran down his beard like it did upon Aaron’s beard. The poor man was no doubt rejoicing as he felt the “oil of joy” drip down the side of his face (Isaiah 61:3). Perhaps he began to shed a few tears. If he did, they were tears of joy. The oil felt refreshing to him physically and it was also refreshing to him spiritually. He now knew that the elders were coming to accept his repentance and restore him into the fellowship of the church. He also knew that they came as dear friends who were ready to pray intently about God’s healing. The oil was simply their sign of welcome and friendship to him. 

James is not emphasizing elders or oil in this section of Scripture at all. Nor is he establishing a blanket formula or established pattern on how a person is to be healed today. This customary pattern was not intended to be binding upon succeeding generations. Customary greetings change, such as the anointing with oil, but the way God heals people from this point and onward would not change. The prayer (not the oil) of these elders could bring healing into the life of this man.

The only thing that is needed today is prayer.  This is what James is emphasizing (see verse 15,16, 17).  This is what needs to be practiced today for the healing of people.  (“And the prayer of faith shall save the sick…”)  You will notice that James clearly says that the oil has no healing significance.  Prayer is the important thing when it comes to the healing of the person.  We do not really need elders or oil around when we are sick and in need of healing.  What we need is prayer.  The prayers of God’s people! This is the way people can receive healing today. “Is any among afflicted you, let him pray” (vs.13).

No doubt, these elders were only visiting this man because he had obviously committed a sin worthy of church discipline. They were coming to his home because he had called for them (verse 14).  Obviously, this man wanted to repent and the elders were responding out of love in the spirit of Galatians 6:1 and wanting to restore him by the directives of Matthew 18:16. This is no doubt the case at hand due to the context’s emphasis on sin and the Christian brother’s conversion or turning back to God (15-16, 20). Did you know that even Christians need to be converted at times within their life? James says that this is true. Christians need to make a 180-degree turn back to God through contrition and repentance.

James 5:20 says:

“Let him know, that he which converteth the sinner from the error of 

his way shall save a soul from death, and shall hide a multitude of sins.” 

Certainly there was no magic to the oil at all, only a sign of friendship as these elders came to restore this brother into the local assembly and then pray for his healing. Therefore, we do not need oil in order to see people healed today. We need prayer. That’s what James is saying. Prayer is what needs to be practiced in this later period of church history. Friend, we can bring a sick person to no better place today, then to the throne of grace. James is establishing only one pattern to follow for the succeeding church generations. This is the pattern of prayer for divine healing (verse 15). The pattern of oil was simply a Jewish custom much like the veil was in Corinth (1 Corinthians 11:5-6,15).

As we look at the practice of James 5:14, we can see that the only other Biblical passages, which parallel this passage and relate to the matter of oiling, deal with the Jewish customary practice of anointing with oil. By comparison, we can safely conclude that all the passages have a common interpretation and similar understanding attached to them. Like the rest of the passages dealing with oil, James seems to simply be expressing a customary way of greeting people in the orient. 

The question then arises, should we use oil today? 

Yes, by all means. Cook with it! Olive oil is the best type of oil to cook with! Grease your hair back with it! I’m just kidding. 

The real answer is that we should not use any oil connected with healing purposes since we do not have the apostolic gifts of healing or the capability to heal every person. Likewise, we should not use oil with our prayers for healing today since the incident in James suggests only a customary practice, which has not been given as a mandate for the succeeding church generations to follow outside of their culture. Furthermore, the Greek word for anointing is not the usual ceremonial word for anointing (chrio) and could not refer to any ceremony or ritual done in connection with healing. Lastly, olive oil that you buy at the local grocery store could hardly symbolically represent the presence and power of the Holy Spirit since many people die after being anointed with oil.

Roy B. Zuck has said something very interesting about cultural patterns mentioned in the Bible:

“The Bible is its own authority, including the authority to set limits on which practices are culture-bound and which ones are not. One way to determine which commands are to be repeated (for today) is by examining whether the command or situation is paralleled in Scripture elsewhere.”

The cultural practice of oiling in the day of James and during Biblical times is spoken about in several passages, but all of the passages clearly indicate the customary nature of the oiling, which is not binding upon the church for today. Likewise, oiling people for their healing as the apostles did is not mentioned or stressed in any Scripture that deals with continuing church life for today. In addition, using some type of symbolic or magical oil in connection with prayer cannot be supported from any repeated Biblical passages; therefore, oiling should not be an ongoing ministry or practice for the church today.
What we should do is pray! Prayer is what results in the Lord healing people today. Prayer is the important thing in the matter of all healing today. James is establishing a pattern to follow for all future elders and people in the church. This is the pattern of prayer, which we should incorporate into our ministries today. The pattern is to pray for the healing of people and believe that God can bring healing (“and the prayer of faith shall save the sick…”). 

You can see the very clear pattern that James emphasizes by the use of the word “shall.” The believer “shall” do this and then God “shall” do this (15). This is the pattern that was expected to be followed by succeeding church generations. It’s very interesting that James does not say that the elders “shall” always anoint with oil. The actual lasting church pattern does not center around the oil but with the prayer and the Lord’s ultimate healing power. 

The use of oil was only the customary greeting and was not to be incorporated into the ongoing pattern for the healing process. We must distinguish between the temporary custom and greeting and the ongoing pattern of prayer that James was establishing for the church centuries to follow. 

Prayer is the emphasis in this passage. 

Oil is only hidden within the background of the customs of the day. It is the prayer that is brought into the forefront and displayed as the important thing. 

We can see this by producing a very brief outline of James 5:13-14.

· We are to pray in the hard times:

“Is any among you afflicted. Let him pray.” (vs.13)

· We are to pray in the glad times:

“Is any merry? let Him sing psalms” (songs of prayerful worship to

 God).

· We are to pray in the sick times:

James 5:14 says:

“Is any sick among you? 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.”

“And the prayer of faith shall save the sick…” (vs. 14)

“The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man

availeth much.” (vs. 16)
You can see that the entire emphasis is on prayer, “the prayer of faith” (14). This is praying that is done without any doubt concerning God’s ability to heal. Some suggest that this is a special prayer that God grants certain people that will definitely bring the result of healing within a person’s life. I simply view this as a prayer that we all should pray as we take the names of people into the prayer closet. It seems better to conclude that this is a genuine prayer rooted in faith, which any believer can pray at will. James has already said that God wants every believer to pray in faith, without any wavering in our mind concerning what God can do. James already stressed this in James 1:5-6.  As many writers like to do, James closes his book in the same way he started it. In the closing verses he takes us back to the beginning and emphasizes the ministry of prayer and faith once again. The two go together and cannot be separated.

As we look at James 5:14, we will see that it is not the business of the pastor to go around scouting for sick people. It should be the business of the sick person to call the elder and ask him to visit them. 

“Is any sick among you? Let him call for the elders of the church…”

Some people think that pastors are to have an e.s.p. gift whereby they automatically know when a person is sick. They somehow think that it is the business of the pastor to find out when someone is sick and try and hunt them down. Actually the sick person is to call for the pastor. No pastor knows when someone is in the hospital until they are informed. No pastor can pray for a person or visit them until they are informed about one’s condition. 

You will also note that the elders or pastors went to his home. Today modern faith healers or quack healers want the masses of people to come to them in their giant coliseums and stadiums. They are actually not following the procedure that the Scriptures themselves have established for the future church centuries. 

You will also note that it was actually the faith that the elders had which could produce the physical healing in this man’s body (14-15). Today faith healers claim that lay people do not get healed because they do not have enough faith. Well, let’s put the blame on the faith healers for once! The elders were to have the strong and unwavering faith about this man’s restoration and healing. This in return could bring about the man’s healing. 

Remember this:

We are to believe in faith healing but not in faith healers! 

When it says in verse 14 that the elders were praying “over him” it evidently is suggesting their form of posture as they anointed this man with the oil of friendship and kindness and began to pray for him. 

Then of course we are to always pray “in the name of the Lord” which means that we are to pray recognizing God’s absolute sovereignty and providence over the situation at hand and trust in God to ultimately do what is right. By calling God the “Lord,” we are recognizing that He is the true and living God and the supreme ruler of this universe. We are recognizing that God, as the Lord, has the authority to do whatever pleases Him. In short, what we want may not pan out! It is God and God alone that really matters. We are to pray in His name and not use His name as some magical formula or MasterCard to get what we want. We are to bow before His absolute authority and will concerning every situation that we pray about. When we pray “in the name of the Lord” we are actually praying for God’s will and providence to be done in the situation at hand. God may choose to “save the sick” (vs. 15) which refers to the sick person’s physical restoration and healing. God will save the sick from their physical affliction and perhaps even physical death because of the chastening hand of God (vs.20).

The highest note and sparkling truth about this whole passage is that God gets all the glory and praise for the healing (“And the Lord shall raise him up”). Man is left out of the picture and God is glorified when He chooses to heal. In fact, every time we recover from any disease or ailment in life we need to give God the glory for working in our life and healing us. Every time that we recover from any illness it is in fact a divine healing from God. We thank Him for His tremendous grace upon our lives! The little chorus says: “God is so good. God is so good. God is so good; He’s so good to me!”

God heals us physically in many ways. Sometimes God allows the body to heal itself by overcoming viruses and colds. God may also choose medicine to help assist the body that He has created, so the body can heal itself. James would understand that both the medicine and the healing capabilities of the body are a tremendous healing gift from God (see James 1:17). Sometimes God heals people from physical problems by delivering them from anxieties and fears, which cause the problems. Sometimes God heals by touching our bodies directly and producing wonders in our lives. The point is this. If the Christian is to expect any healing from God, then prayer must be offered on the believer’s behalf. Prayer is the established and lasting pattern on how we can see people healed today. Prayer is the channel to receive healing from God. 

James 5:16

“The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”
God is not healing people today through the indirect means of apostles as He did in the early church. God is not healing people today through the medium of psychics and faith healers who claim to have “a word of knowledge.” God is not healing by any magical oil, handkerchiefs or soil from the Holy Land, which has been mailed to your home for a seed-faith love gift of $19.95. You cannot buy God’s healing! God is healing only through the ministry of believing prayer. Praying in faith to God is the only way to receive God’s healing touch. And this healing touch is the touch of the Master’s hand upon our lives!  

We all have been touched by the Master’s hand. I wonder how many times God has healed us of a certain lurking illness within our body that we never really knew about? I wonder how often we thank God for helping us to recover from our physical ailments, sore throats, broken bones, cancer and heart disease? We must give God the glory when He decides to touch our bodies and heal us, realizing that every healing is an added mercy that He bestows upon our lives.

In Philippians 2:27 Paul says that Epaphroditus was sick:

“For indeed he was sick nigh unto death: but God had mercy on him; and not on him only, but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow.”

May I say that God has had mercy on all of us when it comes to His healing touch (Psalm 103:1-3). We learn that healing is a mercy from God and not something we can demand from Him as being our right. God not only has mercy upon our souls but also has mercy upon our bodies in many ways and many times within life. We have all experienced that wonderful touch of the Master’s hand!
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