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Our mere word should be as utterly trustworthy as a signed 
document, legally correct and complete.1 

13 – Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone 
cheerful? He is to sing praises.

 In the concluding verses of our epistle, vs. 13–18 are a unit character-
ized by six imperatives (commands). The first is in our verse, “he must 
pray” (προσευχέσθω < προσεύχομαι). This is for anyone who is “suffering” 
(κακοπαθέω, kakopatheō). The word itself means “to suffer misfortune” 
and “to bear hardship patiently.”2 Here we see a general teaching of 
the Scriptures, that even in this fallen world true believers may suffer 
hardship and one should not immediately think such suffering is pun-
ishment from God, for He may bring hardship to teach us lessons and 
to love Him more, something we might not learn otherwise.
 Calvin notes regarding this opening phrase of our verse:

He means that there is no time in which God does not invite 
us to himself. For afflictions ought to stimulate us to pray; 
prosperity supplies us with an occasion to praise God. But 
such is the perverseness of men, that they cannot rejoice 
without forgetting God, and that when afflicted they are dis-
heartened and driven to despair.3 

 …Then he must prayer – Our Father will always receive our prayers 
and act on our behalf, for our heavenly High Priest, Yeshua Himself, 
intercedes for us at the very throne of the Father. At times, the child of 
God may become weak in faith and wonder if God actually does care 
for those who are His. But the Scriptures teach us that God may even 
allow suffering in order to draw us closer to Him, for our risen and 
reigning Savior, our heavenly High Priest, intercedes for all those for 
whom He died.

who is the one who condemns? Messiah Yeshua is He who 
died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of 
God, who also intercedes for us. (Rom 8:34)

1 Martin, James, p. 204, quoting Mitton. Moffatt, J. The General Epistles of 
James, Peter, and Jude. (Hodder & Stoughton, 1928), p. 193

2 BDAG, “κακοπαθέω,” p. 500. 
3 Calvin, James, pp. 354-55.
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 Prayer is the grand privilege of every true believer, as we seek for-
giveness for sin, bringing our burdens to the Lord, and remaining 
steadfast in the truth that He will not allow any testing to come upon 
us but that He will make a way for us to bear up under it and to expe-
rience the victory of His grace and power.

Prayer is the best remedy for sorrows. Griefs are eased by 
groans and by talking about them. This evaporation unbur-
dens and cools the heart. It is helpful to pour out our com-
plaints to a friend. Prayer is simply the exercise of our graces, 
and graces exercised will yield comfort. We have good reason 
in affliction to use the help of prayer.1 

 … Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing praises  – James has given us two 
extremes: one who suffers and one who is cheerful. Yet he does this, not 
to teach that one prays when one suffers, but that one sings when not 
suffering. Surely even in times of hardship, praising the Lord in song is 
an essential part of one’s life of faith. Moreover, when all is going well 
and suffering seems distant, surely one is to continue in one’s life of 
prayer and communion with God.
 The truth that James impresses upon us is that the life of the believ-
er is not to be dramatically changed by circumstances. Surely in times 
of suffering it is right and proper to mourn and to be constantly in 
prayer seeking God’s strength, leading, and comfort. But one can still 
rejoice even if only inwardly and privately in prayer and meditation of 
God’s goodness. Likewise, when suffering diminishes and life’s strug-
gles diminish, songs of praise and prayer are still the hallmark of the 
maturing child of God.

The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in 
Him, and I am helped; therefore my heart exults, and with my 
song I shall thank Him.(Ps 28:7)

 Paul admonishes us:

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice! (Phil. 4:4)

Yet while we always have much to be joyful about, our joy may be com-
municated differently in different situations, even as our sorrow may be 
evident in times of suffering. James’ point is clear: in all circumstances 

1 Manton, James, p. 441.
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of life, we always have the sure foundation of our life in Yeshua, both 
now and forever. 
 Finally, James teaches us in the opening phrase of our verse that 
believers are not expected to suffer needlessly, or always to “be happy” 
or to “hide one’s sorrows” that come in times of suffering. The believer 
does not always live on a mountain top of faith. We live out the reality 
of our faith when on the mountain top as well as when we traverse the 
valley. As Yeshua teaches us:

These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may 
have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take cour-
age; I have overcome the world. (Jn 16:33)

14 – Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of 
the ekklesia and they are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in 
the name of the Lord;

 One of the ways that suffering comes upon us in this fallen world 
is through sickness and disease. Surely believers experience physical 
sickness as James here indicates, for he is writing to the community 
of believers and asks, “Is anyone among you sick?”  He expects that 
sickness will be a common thing experienced by those who are part 
of the believing community. The word translated “sick” in our text is 
the Greek word ἀσθενέω (astheneō), which does carry a primary sense 
of “suffering a debilitating illness,”1 but this word can also bear the 
sense of “experiencing a personal incapacity or limitation, to be weak” 
or even “to be in need.”2 However, the following context would surely 
favor the interpretation that James is describing a physical sickness and 
even a sickness that may be life-threatening. 
 Thus, he admonishes those who are sick, not just with something 
that will surely pass quickly, but by a sickness that lingers on or which 
brings special or acute difficulties, to call for the elders of the ekkle-
sia  Here once again it is clear that the normal life of everyone who 
professes to be a follower of Yeshua is to be in community with other 
believers. Even as prayer and the scriptures are the essential means of 
grace for the believer, so is the communion of the believers. It is as we 
gather together and share life together that we are enabled to help and 
encourage each other, and to show a watching world what it means to 

1 BDAG, “ἀσθενέω,” p. 142.
2 Ibid.
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love one another as our Lord commands.
Excursus: The Terms Elders, Overseers, and Deacons

 James instructs the believer who is sick to “call for the elders of the 
ekklesia.” He puts the responsibility upon the  “elders” (the plural of 
πρεσβυτέρος, presbuteros) to attend to the individual. Since James gives us 
no further details regarding the office of “Elder,” it is clear that by the 
time of his writing this epistle, the office or position of “elder” within 
the local messianic community was already well in place.
 Indeed, the position of “elder” is one of the established offices with-
in the ekklesia of Yeshua. In the epistles of the Apostolic Scriptures, we 
essentially find three titles or designations for leaders within the be-
lieving communities: overseer (ἐπίσκοπος, episkopos, sometimes translat-
ed “bishop”), elder (πρεσβύτερος, presbuteros), and deacon (διάκονος, dia-
konos). 
 An “overseer” is someone who is given the responsibility of safe-
guarding the community and the people who are part of the commu-
nity.” The responsibility of safeguarding the believing community is 
well demonstrated and explained when Paul used the metaphor of a 
“shepherd” to describe their responsibilities.

Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which 
the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the ek-
klesia of God which He purchased with His own blood. (Acts 
20:28)

In fact, this text, when read in the larger context, gives good proof that 
the term “elder,” which generally describes an older man, but became a 
term to denote a leadership position in the ekklesia of Yeshua, is simply 
another designation of an overseer. For it is clear that Paul has called 
to himself the “elders” of the community in Ephesus, and then he ad-
dresses them as “overseers” as he encourages them to fulfill their di-
vinely ordained work. Thus, the context of Paul addressing the over-
seers from Ephesus begins:

From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called to him the elders 
of the ekklesia. (Acts 20:17)

 That “elders” and “overseers” are two terms describing the same 
office is likewise strengthened by the fact that in Paul’s epistle to Titus, 
he uses the terms “elder” and “overseer” to designate the same office 
and responsibilities.
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For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order 
what remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed 
you, namely, if any man is above reproach, the husband of 
one wife, having children who believe, not accused of dissi-
pation or rebellion. For the overseer must be above reproach 
as God’s steward, not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not 
addicted to wine, not pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain, 
but hospitable, loving what is good, sensible, just, devout, 
self-controlled, holding fast the faithful word which is in ac-
cordance with the teaching, so that he will be able both to 
exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict. 
(Titus 1:5–9)

Note also Peter’s words of admonition to the elders in which he indi-
cates that elders must function in the capacity of overseers as well as 
spiritual shepherds.

Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder 
and witness of the sufferings of Messiah, and a partaker also 
of the glory that is to be revealed, shepherd the flock of God 
among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but 
voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for sordid 
gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those al-
lotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock.
And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the 
unfading crown of glory. (1Pet 5:1–4)

Likewise, Paul only mentions two offices when he writes his epistle 
to the Philippians. It would seem most likely that if there were three 
offices prescribed by the Apostles for the ekklesia of Yeshua, Paul would 
mention all three, but here he only includes two offices, indicating that 
the office of “elder” and “overseer” is one and the same.

Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Messiah Yeshua, to all 
the saints in Messiah Yeshua who are in Philippi, including 
the overseers and deacons: (Phil 1:1)

 The title “deacon” derives from the Greek διάκονος (diakonos) and was 
used commonly in the Greek culture to denote those who wait on ta-
bles. Thus, in the ekklesia of Yeshua, the term was used to denote those 
who would be appointed to care for community members in need, 
helping to attend to their physical needs with the provisions supplied 
by the community at large.

--------------- End of Excursus ---------------
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 …and they are to pray over him – The terminology used here, “to pray 
over him,” (προσευξάσθωσαν ἐπ᾿ αὐτὸν) emphasizes the fact that the el-
ders of the ekklesia are functioning in their God-given authority and 
are thus calling upon Yeshua Himself, the Head of the ekklesia under 
Whom they serve, to minister His divine power of healing to the one 
who is suffering from physical sickness. The language to pray “over” 
(ἐπί, epi) someone pictures on the one hand the submissive spirit of 
the one who is sick, and on the other the responsibility of the elders/
overseers to care for and protect those whom they shepherd. But it may 
also picture the elders placing their hands upon the sick person as they 
pray. Though contained in the long ending of Mark,1 and clearly not 
part of the inspired Scriptures, the parallel in terms of what “praying 
over” might mean is interesting.2

These signs will accompany those who have believed: in My 
name they will cast out demons, they will speak with new 
tongues; they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any 
deadly poison, it will not hurt them; they will lay hands on 
the sick, and they will recover.”

 …anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord – Much has been writ-
ten and many speculations given as to what James intends his readers 
to understand by this phrase. Clearly, the most important aspect of this 
phrase is the final “in the name of the Lord,” for it emphasizes that it 
is not a human ritual, nor the power of those who do the anointing, by 
which healing comes to the one who is sick. The primary emphasis is 
clearly that the Lord is the One Who enables healing and that all praise 
must therefore go to Him when prayers for healing result in healing the 
sick.
 But what, then, are we to understand by James’ exhortation that the 
elders or overseers are to “anoint with oil” the sick person who has 
called for them? We find this phrase only one other time in the Apos-
tolic Scriptures, when Yeshua sent the Twelve out to minister:

And they were casting out many demons and were anointing 
with oil many sick people and healing them. (Mark 6:13)

1 Only the late manuscripts include vv. 9–20 of Mark 16. That none of the 
earlier manuscripts have this section would indicate that it was added 
later and was not part of the original autograph of the Gospel of Mark.

2 For other Scriptures that use “laying hands” on someone, cf. Matt 19:13; 
Mk 5:23; Lk 20:19; 21:12; 22:53; Acts 8:19; 9:12; 1Tim 5:22.
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 As one might expect, in time certain sects of the Christian Church 
took these verses to mean that special power was granted to the leaders 
of the Church, and from early times such powers were formulated into 
“sacraments” given to their congregants. 
 Some have interpreted our James passage as dealing with exorcism, 
interpreting the text to be speaking of a sick person whose illness is the 
result of demonic attack. Still others have not limited the application of 
our text to those who are demonized, but understand it specifically as 
a special ability of elders in the church to effect healing of the sick. The 
Greek Orthodox Church has made anointing with oil a “sacrament” 
conducted by seven priests (though sometime as few as two or three) 
and the sick person is anointed seven times with oil that has been bless-
ed by a priest. However, they do not teach that the sacrament of anoint-
ing is guaranteed to heal the sick, but only that it allows the one being 
anointed to receive “Holy Unction,” enabling them to “participate in 
Christ’s sufferings,” thus liberating them from spiritual illness and 
death.
 The Roman Catholic Church, before Vatican II, understood our text 
as teaching the “Sacrament of Anointing” as being a person’s “last or 
final anointing” before death. Such anointing, so it is taught, brings 
spiritual strength and (at times) physical strength during an illness, but 
especially when the illness is bringing the person near to the time of 
death.
 But all of this misses the obvious fact that James is writing to Jew-
ish and non-Jewish believers who, together have formed a worshiping 
community with Yeshua as their Head. Though in our current text 
James uses the term ekklesia, in 2:2 he writes of “a man who comes into 
your synagogue” (ἐὰν γὰρ εἰσέλθῃ εἰς συναγωγὴν ὑμῶν ἀνὴρ). This is not the 
“Christian Church” of the Roman Catholics or Greek Orthodox which 
developed much later. Rather, it is the early messianic community of 
believers with appointed elders and deacons.
 …in the name of the Lord – The primary emphasis of our verse, then, 
is upon the power of the Lord in healing the sick, and that prayer must 
always come from a heart of faith, fully believing that God can and will 
bring about His perfect will in all that is requested of Him. The Lord 
is the One Who brings the healing, not some special power invested in 
the elders of the ekklesia, or in the ekklesia itself. 
 Thus, we are reminded that we are always to pray that God’s will 
would be done, knowing by faith that the answer to our prayers will 
bring Him glory and cause His purposes to be established. Yeshua 
taught us this in His teaching on prayer:
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Pray, then, in this way: ‘Our Father who is in heaven, hal-
lowed be Your name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done, 
on earth as it is in heaven. (Matt 6:9–10)

 But what, then, are we to make of the admonition of James, to anoint 
the sick person with oil? It is true that olive oil was used for medicinal 
purposes in ancient Israel (cf. Is 1:6) as well as noted in the Apostolic 
Scriptures (cf. Lk 10:34)1 and it is not uncommon to find those who in-
terpret the anointing prescribed by James in our text as having a me-
dicinal purpose.
 Of course, others see it as a religious sacrament (as noted above) and 
consider it to be the power invested in the organized church, distrib-
uted by its elders, given to the sick person as a “sacrament” endowed 
with healing power or to prepare them for their death.
 It seems to me, however, that the best understanding of James’ ad-
monition to “anoint with oil” is to be understood as representative or 
symbolic of the power of God to heal. Even as the Ruach is pictured as 
being “poured out,”2 so the anointing with oil is to be a vivid expression 
of God’s power and ability to heal the believer who is sick through the 
power of His abiding Ruach HaKodesh. The anointing with oil, then, 
functions as a vivid reminder of the work of God’s Spirit in bringing 
His will to be accomplished for all who are His.
 What is more, very often when a person is afflicted with sickness, 
they are given a keen opportunity to evaluate their own life and to take 
“inventory” of what is of greatest importance. Even as anointing in the 
Scriptures frequently symbolizes the consecration of people or things 
for God’s use and service,3 so it may well be that the anointing with oil 
in our text is to make clear to the person being anointed that they are 
being set apart for God’s healing power through the avenue of prayer. 
It seems, then, that “anointing” in our verse is a physical action with 
symbolic significance.4

1 For the use of oil as a healing substance in the ancient world, see Moo, 
James, p. 238.

2 Cf. Acts 2:17-18, 33; Acts 10:45; Rom 5:5; Tit 3:5-6.
3 Cf. Ex 28:41; Luke 4:18; Acts 4:27; Acts 10:38; 2Cor. 1:21; Heb. 1:9.
4 Moo, James, p. 240.


