
Prayer for the Sick by the Elders
James 5:14-15a

We are focusing on the end of the book of James this summer - and Lord willing I will finish
the book. James is the half-brother of Jesus, who came to faith after the resurrection and became
the key leader of the Jerusalem Church. James is the son of Mary and Joseph. As we come to
the final section of James, he is helping Christians know what to do in different situations. Look
at V 13 - READ v 13a. So if a Christian is having problems in their life - which we all do - we
are to pray. And I encourage people to pray until the burden & worry is released. James
continues, READ v 13b, If you are happy - then sing songs of praise to Jesus. Thank the Lord
for the good things in your life. This isn't fancy singing. It can just be done alone & very much
off key - just let your heart, mind and mouth proclaim praise and thanksgiving.

Then we come to the next situation, READ v 14a. After our look at "healing" in the life of
Paul last Sunday, one would think James would say PRAY again. After all when Paul faced his
most painful, frustrating & on-going physical problem, he prayed through 3 intense prayer
cycles asking God to heal him. Paul rightly knew that God miraculously can heal, but not
believer is miraculously healed in this lifetime. All true Christians are healed totally in heaven -
that is one reason it will be heavenly. Thru prayer, what the Lord showed Paul is that God does
a miracle in every Christian who asks for healing - but that miracle isn't always physical
healing now. For Paul, God filled Him with greater grace, peace & power to overcome his
disability than if he had been healed. God also showed Paul that He will do far more to advance
Jesus' work in this world by not healing him now than if he physically healed him. In this, Paul
was "spiritually healed" - that is Paul's perspective was so transformed that he was now
actual]^thankfjjl for the painful problem, because that meant he got closer to Jesus, experienced
more of God's grace AND joined God in His work more effectively!

• But what happens when the sickness or disability so discourages a Christian that they
have lost hope that their prayers are even being heard by the Lord?

• What happens to the believer when the gravity of past sins becomes so heavy that they
don't feel even their prayers for repentance are heard but that their physical problems are
a condemnation from God?

• What happens when a young or healthy follower of Jesus is totally overwhelmed because
of an accident or illness like paralysis where the diagnosis is that they will never get
physically better?

In all of these situations, these Christians are unable to effectively pray for themselves at that
time because they are so discouraged, hope has disappeared and their faith feels so shaky.
READv 14-15a.

PROPOSITON: Even in those times when sickness has deeply discouraged us & caused us to
seemingly lose all hope, Jesus has proved the Christian a way for effective prayer to be offered
for them. (That is what we want to look at today as we tackle this area ofcalling for the elders
to prayfor a person's healing and anoint with oil.)
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I. Some side interpretations (not warranted by the text)
Before we dig into this passage, I want to point out that there are many different
interpretations of this passage which I do not believe come from the text itself.

A. Full physical health is only a religious ritual away
Some say these verses promise physical healing to anyone who goes through this
prayer and anointing with oil by the elders. Full physical health is just a quick
religious ritual away. But it is clear when you look around, that not everyone who is
prayed over by the elders and anointed with oil is healed. More importantly, the
original words here don't actually promise that. For example, in v 15 when it says the
sick person will be made well - we interpret that to mean physically healed, but the
word "well" is actually the word "saved" - the sick person will be saved!

B. Justification for "extreme unction" (a practice begun in the eighth century)
Around the 8^^ century, over 700 years after Jesus died, a new religious ritual was
started where a church leader would come to a person from the church who was dying
and pray for them, anointing with oil, as a preparation for death. This was meant to
call down God's grace and assure the dying person's sins would be forgiven by the act
of this third party. Hundreds of years after its start, this became the Roman Catholic
sacrament of "Extreme Unction" which simply means "last anointing". Today it is a
part of what is called "Last Rites". It is these verses in James which are given as
evidence for this. However that goes way beyond what is said here and brings in
thoughts that are foreign to this passage.

C. "sick" equals "spiritually weak", not physically sick
Some say the reason you don't see everyone physically healed after the elders pray
and anoint with oil is because this verse just speaks about spiritual sickness, not
physical sickness. They point out that the word sick in v 14 IS USED for spiritual
sickness in some of the New Testament letters. The problem with that interpretation is
that same word i^alr^st always used ofphysical sickness in the gospels and James'
word definitions most closely follow the gospels. So that can't be the main meaning.

D. Pray and use medicine/medical procedures
Still others, including the on-line article on Extreme Unction by "Got Questions.org"
claim that oil in Jesus' day was used as a healing medicine. So they say what James is
really promoting here is for Christians to pray to God, then use the best medical
practices of the day. The major problem with this is that the medical uses of oil is not
what is stressed here - the believing prayers of the elders is what is key as we will see
in a moment.

II. Key details in these verses help us to understand the bigger picture
So what are these verses saying? And why are there so many interpretations? The heart of
the problem lies in what James meant when he referred to the "sick" and the word we
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translate as "healing". Let's look at some of the specifics and so you can understand this
yourself. Then you will see the wonderful heart of God here. READ v 14-15.

A. The two words translated "sick" are different

In our English Bibles, the word "sick" is used two times - once in v 14 & once in v
15. What you can't see is that the same English word actually translates two very
different words in the Greek language which the NT was originally written in.

1) asthenei = "to be weak" in v 14 (Acts 20:35; Rom 6:19, 14:1; I Cor 8:9-12; Gospels)
The first is in v 14. READ. (Now don't trust my pronunciation — I have put the
anglicized form of the Greek word in your bulletin) v 14 uses the Greek word
asthenei which literally means "to be weak," Though it is used in the Gospels
for physical maladies, it is generally used in Acts and the Epistles to refer to a
weak faith or a weak conscience - such as in Acts 20:35; Rom. 6:19; 14:1; 1
Cor. 8:9-12. So the sickness here not just a physical ailment or just a spiritual
one BUT we seem to be talking about a combination of these two.

2) kamnonta = "to be weary" in v 15 Heb 12:3
This becomes more clear in v 15 READ. Here the Greek word for "sick"

(kamnonta) literally means "to be weary". The emphasis here is definitely on
deep discouragement and the loss of hope - not on the physical ailment itself.
The only other use of this word in the New Testament is Hebrews 12:3 which
emphasizes this same leaning. "... so you do not grow weary and lose
heart". Clearly in th^^erse, we are talking about a spiritual sickness where we
lose hope and our faith seems to be slipping away. This spiritual aspect is also
reflected in the final part of v 15 where it ties the confirmation of the forgive
ness of sins to this whole situation of sickness and the prayer for healing with
anointing with oil by the elders.

So this "sickness" is not just speaking about those who have an illness,
disability or some other bodily problem - although some kind of overwhelming
physical problem is clearly present.^^^^ho. seriousness of the problem is seen
in that the elders are called to go to the sick person because they aren't able to
get to the elders. It is also the only time in the New Testament where the word
"pmj" and are used together - giving us this visual picture of the elders
leaning over to lay hands on someone in a bed because they can't get up. Most
importan^and what I want you to see clearlwis that this physically sick person is
overwhelmed spiritually and losing heart. Tmey are readyTo^ive up spiritually.
God feels so distant - they haven't yet found that "spiritual healing" in the midst
of their problems like the apostle Paul did in II Corinthians 12 which we looked
at last week. So what is a believer to do when they don't have any faith to pray
for healing themselves when they are sick? What are they to do when their
ailment has gone on so long, they are at their wits end?
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B. Sick person is to "summon" the elders (take initiative) v 14
The sick person is to summon the elders and ask for this special prayer with anointing.
READ V 14. The key for the sick person is to contact the elders. *'To cair' is to
summon - it is to reach out and take the initiative. This is different than when pastors,
elders or faithful Christians in a church visit those who are sick and offer to pray for
them. The sick person may not have the faith to pray boldly for Jesus' healing
anymore, BUT they need to take an action. No one else can do that for them.

Notice, V 14 specifically says "the elders of the church". This is clearly referring to a
local group of Christians who gather regularly to worship, pray, teach the scriptures
and be on mission for Jesus. It is a local church which is organized and large enough
to have elders. The person asking has already been a regular part of this church and
known by the people there. This gives much more power to the elders' prayers
because they can better discern the situation.

And this request is most likely after intense prayer by the person & prayer by others. It
is when God's voice has not been heard so the sick person doesn't know how they can
keep going or they feel their faith & hope slipping away. Clearly this is not just some
alternative medical procedure so a person can avoid going to doctors or save money
by not going to the hospital. It is not a way to avoid the sickness & bodily problems
that are a part of living in this broken world.

C. "Anointing" is the common word, not the ceremonial one v 14
READ V 14. We understand from last week what prayerfor the sickness generally is,
but what is this "anointing with oil"? There are three things I want you to notice.
FIRST the Greek word for anointing here is not the one used of ceremonial anointing.
There is no magical method or ceremony which will heal people now.

SECOND, the anointing with oil is NOT seen as some home remedy or medical help
in itself. The key is that the anointing is done "in the Name of the Lord\ So the
actual oil or how it is put on is not important, but what is important is that it is done in
obedience to Jesus' instructions. Jesus reminded us of this again just after we moved
into this building in 1997. Someone who was struggling physically and emotionally
asked the elders to pray for their healing and anoint with oil. I searched all over but
couldn't find any olive oil to anoint with, so we used some WD-40 that had just been
put on noisy door hinges that week - that was lighter than my car oil which was next
on the list! I never did tell the person, but God graciously heard that prayer! I know it
had nothing to do with the oil itself! Unless their forehead was creaking. ©

D. Key is the prayer, not a religious ritual v 14, 15
The third thing to notice about the word "anoint" is that it is in the "participle" form -
just so you don't have to remember your grammar, that simply means it is subordinate
to the main verb. The main verb is pray. READ v 14. The key here is the eldePT^^
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prayer of faith - that laying on of hands on the person right there. The key is NOT
some religious ritual or special oil from the Holy Land.

\\

We see that prayer is the main focus repeated in v 15. READ. The healing comes in
response to the prayer of faith by the elders. AND this is not the usual word for
prayer, but it is a fervent wish or strong petition by the elders. The Greek word is
only used 3 times in the New Testament and the other two, from the book of Acts, are
translated "a vow". In simple obedience to God, the c|iurch leaders are interceding for
the person who has lost hope. The elders haven't so theymSve strong confidence in the
power of Jesus. The sick person's faith is exercised simply by calling for the elders.
There are times when our faith is weak that we just have to hold on to the faith of
another. Their faith is not a substitute for our faith, it is simply a great help to give us
time so we can again see God's power and get back on track. We are on this journey
of faith together. Here, it is the elders who are believing God can do something special
for the person, not the person themselves.

E. The word "well" is actually the word "saved" v 15
READ V 15. The promise seems simple enough doesn't it - "the prayer ... will
make the sick person well" - except that the word "weir' isn't the word for
physically "well" or physically "healed" - it is the word for "saved" - like in
spiritual salvation. This is then followed up by some words about being spiritually
forgiven, which we will get to next week. What is promised here is the spiritual
healing we spoke of last week. Where I can sense the love, grace and power of Jesus
whatever hard things I go through in this life. Where I can see that God not healing me
of my physical muscular dystrophy is actually resulting in greater spiritual
transformation inside me, greater experiences of God in me and greater usefulness for
Jesus' work around me. This despite the fact I can not do as much as I wish I could!
We have had such incredible examples of this in our church where people have gone
through cancer. It didn't matter whether they went into remission or were taken home
to glory - All testified to the greater closeness to Jesus, the incredible love they felt
and the rekindling of that desire to live life & end well for the Lord because Jesus
would do far more with their lives than they could imagine.

F. The Lord will raise the person up v 15
Finally we read in v 15 - "the Lord will raise them up." The elders don't heal
anyone; the process doesn't heal anyone; the anointing doesn't heal anyone - only the
Lord heals. The contacting the elders, the believing prayer, the anointing with oil are
simple acts of obedience asking Jesus to do that which will be best for His work in

this world - which includes our character, our loved ones and the town we live in.
What will Jesus do? That is up to Jesus. Sometimes that will include full or partial
physical healing now, but it will always include spiritual healing and physical healing
later UNLESS there is something hidden we don't know of like the person is
unwilling to accept Jesus' answer or grace ~ not letting go of the childish response.
The prayer of faith fully believes that God can miraculously heal right now, but it also
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espresses absolute confidence in God's will ~ that God simply knows more and better
what is best for the long run. Trusting God only as long as He cooperates with our
plans is no trust at all. The prayer offered in faith gives God a free hand to work in
the best way possible. Soon enough Jesus will wipe every tear from our eyes!

III. What is happening in the elders prayer for healing & anointing with oil and its powerful
application

A. Examples of situations and their results
So what are some situations that this promise is most focused on?
• The easiest one to imagine is the Christian who has an ongoing physical

problem that just keeps getting worse. No prayers or medical procedures seem
to help. They have prayed a lot, but now the person is just overwhelmed by the
relentlessness of the problem and is losing hope. Think Job in the later chapters

•  Similar to this is the Christian young or healthy person who has suddenly
gotten a totally debilitating injury or illness. In their mind., their prayers for
total healing haven't been heard and the prospect of decades more of this is
overwhelming them. They don't know what to do next so they call the elders.

• A third group would be those in the church who are deeply conscious of their
past sin which they have repented of regularly. Now they have gotten cancer
and after an initial time of strong believing prayer, their worsening condition
has made they begin to think that their illness is a judgment & condemnation
by God because of their past. Faith is slipping, so they call the elders for this.

• A fourth group would be those believers who are just crushed from life's
circumstances so that any sickness just pushes them over the edge. They aren't
mad at God but have gotten to the place that they don't think they can talk with
Him. They can't pray and may not even know why, but they need prayer for
healing more than ever. ~ "

• A fifth group would be Christians who are considering suicide - their hope is
gone. I'm NOT saying this should be done in place of other helps, but in
addition to it. We want God to do a miracle in thpir life and it actually starts
with spiritual healing. They are definitely weary without that breakthrough.

• A sixth group are those led by God to have this be the final test or prayer cycle
of what we talked about last week. ^

These aren't the only cases and I'm sure this week if you think about it, God may
bring other general instances to mind - feel free to e-mail them to me.

B. How it is done

So how is it done here at the Barre EFC? When a person asks one of the elders for this
prayer for healing and anointing with oil - that elder will generally ask some details
about the problem, past prayers, & current discouragement. We are not checking some
list, but simply listening. The current elders are myself, Pastor Mark, Jay Bailey and

Page 6 of 7



Martin McMahon. Then that elder contacts the other elders and we usually set up a
time after the 2"^ service on one of the next two Sundays - starting around 12:40 or
12:45 pm after most people have left. We go into a classroom, have the person sit in a
chair, one elder gives a short explanation, then they have the person tell us exactly
what they want us to pray for. Two questions I've done in the past that we probably
should do more regularly is to ask if there is anything they have confessed that they
don't feel forgiven for and if there is anything they are doing now that the Lord would
be displeased with. I'll let you know more after next week's study of the next verses.
This is to help with their spiritual healing.

Then the elders simply gather around the person in the chair putting a hand on the
person's shoulders. One by one, they pray fervently for God's healing and put some
oil on the person's forehead. We now have slightly scented olive oil from Israel so
you don't have to wonder if it is WD-40. When the last elder is done, we say AMEN,
give some words of encouragement to the person and the time is done. It is a solemn,
serious time, but not a scary time. It is only done once, this is not something multiple
times for a person.

Time is gone, but as you dwell on what Jesus is doing here, I hope you see the
incredible grace and love of our Lord. Even when we become too weary and lose hope
with a physical ailment, God has provided a way for very powerful prayers to be
spoken on our behalf. God is good, all the time!
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