
Anointing with Oil: Real Medicine or
Superstitious Ceremony?
written by Tim Jennings, M.D. | July 6, 2018

I received this question from an online listener:

I’m wondering if you could address the biblical teaching of anointing the sick referred to in the
book of James from the design-law perspective? I just don’t understand this teaching having
heard of many anointing services and seeing very few people healed. What’s the point? There
must be more to it than just “blind faith.”

James 5:14,15 reads:

Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him
with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well;
the Lord will raise him up (NIV1984).

The instructions above have the best of all worlds:

Prayer
Invites God’s personal presence, healing power, and divine will into the person’s life and
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situation to oversee and intervene as His will knows is best
 
But prayer does more. We are living beings created by God with physical abilities. We can
physically touch another person, set a bone, apply pressure to a wound, etc., and such
actions can be beneficial to the sick even if the one intervening does not believe in God or
ask for God’s help. Such benefits are carried out through God’s laws—the laws of physics
and the laws of health. The specific laws involved in applying pressure to stop bleeding or
setting a bone would be considered Newtonian physics—the physics of big things, the laws
of motion, friction etc.
 
However, God not only created the big things we can easily see and touch, but He also
created the infinitely small things that we cannot, with our physical senses, see and touch.
We cannot see and touch the atoms, electrons, subatomic particles, and as we get
progressively smaller, we enter into the world of quantum physics. We, as intelligent beings,
can use or own abilities, without believing in God, to set a bone or staunch bleeding and
because of God’s sustaining of His physical laws, that action brings healing. So too, we can
use our abilities via God’s quantum laws to impact and bring benefit to others. Research has
demonstrated that when we pray with love and focused intention, our choice to focus our
energy toward the goal of healing another has, on a quantum level, an actual physiological
healing effect upon the one prayed for. [1] [2]
 
Additionally, when we pray for another while being in the room with the one being prayed
for, this is a relational experience, which allows the sick one to experience the comfort,
love, affection, and concern of those praying. Such human connection calms stress circuitry,
alters gene expression to improve immune function, and turns on cancer-fighting genes.[3]
 
Thus, prayer has multiple benefits:

Inviting God’s divine presence into the healing process
Acting as intelligent agents of love via God’s quantum designs to use our individual
energies to heal and restore
Connecting people in relationship, which improves the sick one’s frame of mind and
promotes wellness

Anointing with oil
Oil in Scripture has symbolic and literal physical uses and applications. Both are useful in
this setting. We see the symbolic in the anointing of priests or kings (Exodus 29:7) or Psalm
23:5, where David prays, “You anoint my head with oil,” referring to the cleansing of his
mind and heart via the Holy Spirit. We see the literal in the story of the Good Samaritan,
who poured oil on the injured man’s wounds (Luke 10:34).
 
In the passage in James, he is referring to both. The oil represents known medicinals. The
Bible is essentially saying, “If someone is sick, clean the wounds and apply remedies known
to work.”
 
But also anoint with symbolic oil, because this can have healing benefit for those who
believe. Anointing with symbolic “holy” oil does not create a magical event, but it enhances
the power of the mind—what some call the “placebo effect.” The placebo effect is not fake;
it is the healing impact that the mind exerts upon the body when one believes the



intervention will work. This healing impact is real and measurable. The brains of people
who receive sugar pills but believe they are pain pills will release brain-produced
endorphins and enkephalins, which are brain-produced opiates that cause real physical pain
relief. But if the person knows it is a sugar pill, the brain will not release the endorphins or
enkephalins.

Putting all of this together, I believe that James is saying that we should bring every intervention that
has positive healing impact to bear to help the sick one:

Apply known healing remedies, but also, if the patient is a believer, anoint with holy oil to bring
their mind and their own personal trust in God to bear.
But don’t stop with that—pray! Invite God’s personal healing presence and supreme will to be
involved, while you simultaneously exert your power of love and good will via God’s quantum
design, focusing your efforts on the sick one’s health and wellness.

Our God is the God of creation, and everything He asks us to do always has a rational, logical,
reasonable basis—even if we don’t always understand it. Superstitions do not come from God; they
come from misunderstanding and magical thinking. What James is instructing here is no magical or
superstitious belief, but good, sound compassionate healing principles, solidly grounded in God’s design
for life!
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