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Abstract
This article interacts with Frederick Francis’s well-known suggestion that Jas 5 contains 
a health wish formula. Based on more recent findings of epistolography, this article 
argues that the references to healing in Jas 5 contrast sharply with the first-century CE 
health wish formula(s). In addition to current research on Hellenistic epistolography, 
this article offers three further pieces of evidence which suggest that the letter of James 
does not conclude with a health wish formula, but rather with a promise of restoration 
from spiritual sickness.
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1. Introduction

Frederick Francis’s article ‘The Form and Function of the Opening and Closing 
Paragraphs of James and 1 John’ (1970) is widely considered to be an influential 
and ground-breaking study related to the epistle of James. His essay is cited in 
most articles, monographs and commentaries on James – and rightly so, for he is 
credited with bringing serious attention to the epistolary structure and coherence 
of the letter. In doing so, he offered a convincing alternative to Dibelius’s view 
(1976) – who emphasized the epistle’s supposedly random, patchwork nature – 
and highlighted key features of the opening and closing paragraphs of James.

Despite the numerous insights provided by his study, this article will argue 
that Francis’s observations about the conclusion of James have been 
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misunderstood and misused by many interpreters. I will firstly summarize 
Francis’s viewpoints on the conclusion of James, especially as they relate to the 
presence of a health wish formula.1 Then, I will evaluate Francis’s thesis against 
more recent studies on ancient epistolography. This will be followed by three 
pieces of evidence that point to Jas 5.13-18 as indicating a recovery from spirit-
ual sickness. Such an analysis will ultimately help to clarify the issue of the pres-
ence or absence of a health wish formula in James and will illuminate the function 
of the conclusion within the overall context of the letter.

2. Francis’s Observations about the Health Wish in 
James 5

Francis by no means offered a thorough investigation of epistolary conclusions 
or even, in particular, of the conclusion of the epistle of James. This is not sur-
prising, given that a detailed analysis of James’s health wish would have been 
impossible in a 16-page essay focusing on the introductions and conclusions of 
two NT epistles. In the course of his essay, Francis devotes eight pages to an 
analysis of the introduction to James, three pages to the body of the letter, two-
and-a-half pages to 1 John, and one paragraph (composed of four sentences) to 
the possible oath and health formulas in Jas 5 (1970: 125). His thoughts on the 
health wish in James are as follows:

[Although Hellenistic letters can abruptly end without any closing formulas] one of 
the final phrases identified by Exler in his study of Hellenistic epistolography is  
πρὸ πάντων with a health wish. Another class of closing formulas is the oath formula. 
One must ask: why do the topics, ‘oaths’ and ‘the recipients’ health’ appear in James, 
and why precisely at the end, and why set off by πρὸ πάντων (especially after the 
eschatological teaching and thematic reprise)? It would seem that James 5.12-20 may 
be occasioned by epistolary forms providing for oath formulas and expression of 
concern for the recipients’ health at the end of the letter.

Francis offers no further comment about the health wish.2 The brevity of his 
remarks should not be overlooked: he simply makes a passing reference to the 

1.	 It is important from the outset to clarify the terms ‘health wish’ and ‘health wish formula’. 
Authors generally use the phrases synonymously (e.g., White 1986: 202; Weima 1994: 35). 
Thus, ‘health wish’ refers to the common practice in Hellenistic letters of expressing concern 
for the health of the recipients in a formulaic manner. That this formula can simply be called 
a ‘health wish’ is confirmed by Weima, who states that ‘the health wish was an established 
epistolary convention’ (1994: 35).

2.	 Francis does, however, note several other features of Hellenistic epistolary conclusions that 
appear in Jas 5 (1970: 124-25). The first of these is eschatological instruction, and this is seen 
in James’s reference to the imminent ‘coming of the Lord’ (5.7-9) (Francis compares this with 
1 Cor. 16.22; 1 Thess. 5.23; 1 Pet. 5.1; 2 Pet. 3.12-14; Jude 18, 21). Secondly, Hellenistic 
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health wish as it relates to his overall thesis. Furthermore, in his remarkably terse 
comment about the health wish, he defers to Exler’s monograph in which the 
formula is discussed (1923: 114). Based in part on the letter’s ‘recognizable epis-
tolary close’ (1970: 126), he argues that the literary character of James must be 
reassessed and that the letter can be read as a coherent epistle ‘from start to 
finish’ (1970: 126).

Thus, it may safely be said that Francis’s remarks about the supposed health 
wish formula in James were not the focus of his study. Quite the contrary, they 
were an afterthought. The importance of his essay was the suggestion that James 
should be read in a new way. Rather than being understood as a random collec-
tion of pithy sayings, James can be read as a genuine, coherent and purposeful 
epistle. In order to demonstrate this, Francis alludes to the possibility of a health 
wish in Jas 5. Due to the nature and purpose of Francis’s discussion about epis-
tolary features in the conclusion of James, it would be an error for scholars to 
accept uncritically his proposal regarding the health wish formula. His discus-
sion is far too brief to be considered the final word on the presence of such a 
formula in the letter. Instead, his suggestion should be treated as a hypothesis 
that needs to be rigorously tested through comparisons with other health wishes 
in ancient Greek epistolary conclusions. Furthermore, studies on epistolography 
published since 1970 also need to be taken into account.

3. The Health Wish Formula in Light of Recent Studies 
on Ancient Epistolography

As previously noted, Francis cites Exler’s theory about the function of  
πρὸ πάντων and a health wish in Hellenistic conclusions (1970: 125). Surprisingly, 
Francis did not submit Exler’s theory to further investigation. This hypothesis, 
while important, has nevertheless been supplemented by more recent investiga-
tions of Hellenistic letters,3 which shed much light on the possibility of a health 
wish formula in James.

In his monograph on Hellenistic epistolary conclusions and their relevance for 
the interpretation of Paul’s letters, Jeffrey Weima (1994: 35) warns that great 
caution should be used in identifying a health wish: ‘It appears difficult 

epistles often conclude with a thematic reprise, which might explain the admonition against 
strife in Jas 5.9 (Francis offers the examples of 1 Pet. 5; 2 Pet. 3; Jude 18ff.). Thirdly, relying 
solely on Exler, Francis explains Jas 5.12 in the light of oath and health formulas, as already 
noted. Finally, Francis suggests that prayer is a feature of NT epistolary conclusions (cf. 
2 Cor. 9.14; 13.7; Eph. 6.18-19; Phil. 4.6; Col. 4.2-3; 1 Thess. 5.17; Phlm. 22; Heb. 13.18), 
which might explain Jas 5.16-18.

3.	 See, e.g., Doty 1973; Stowers 1986; White 1986; Weima 1994; Porter and Adams 2010; 
Weima 2010: 307-45.
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to discern a definitive pattern in a health wish. For not only does a health wish 
possess a bewildering array of variations in form, it also occurs in different loca-
tions: in the opening section, in the closing section, and frequently in both’. 
Weima then adds a comment that has a great bearing on the question of the pres-
ence or absence of a health wish in Jas 5: ‘Although a Greek epistolary health 
wish exhibits a great deal of variety, it still possesses a relatively fixed basic 
form, depending on whether it is located at the opening or closing of the letter’ 
(1994: 35). Significantly, the form of the closing health wish shows much less 
variety and flexibility than the opening health wish (Weima 1994: 37). When the 
health wish appeared in a letter’s conclusion it had a relatively fixed form: 
ἐπιμέλου σεαυτοῦ ἵν’ ὑγιαίνῃς (‘take care of yourself in order that you may be 
healthy’; cf., e.g., Papyrus Mert 62).4 This form had only slight, minor altera-
tions, such as:

P. Petr. 2	 ἐπμέλου δὲ καὶ σεαυτοῦ ὅπως ὑγιαίνῃς 
P. Oslo 47	 τὰ δ’ ἀλλα ἐπιμέλου δὲ σεαυτοῦ ἵν’ ὑγιαίνῃς 
P. Oxy. 294	 πρὸ μὲν πάντων σεαυτοῦ ἐπιμέλου ἵν’ ὑγιαίνῃς 
P. Lond. 42	 χαίρει δὲ καὶ τοῦ σώματος ἐπιμελόμενος ἵν’ ὑγιαίνῃς 
P. Yale 42	 εὐχαρίστησις οὖν μοι ἐπιμελόμενος τοῦ σώματος σοῦ ἵν’ ὑγιαίνῃς

(Weima 1994: 37-38)

By the end of the first century CE, the closing health wish practically disap-
peared because it had been assimilated with the farewell wish ἔρρωσο or εὔτυχει 
(‘Be strong’ or ‘Prosper’) to form ἐρρῶσθαί σε εὔχομαι (‘I pray that you may be 
well’) (Weima 1994: 37-38).5 This observation is corroborated by the earlier 
comments of Exler (1923: 114-20), who explains that since the farewell wish is 
almost identical in meaning to the health wish, the latter became superfluous as 
an epistolary convention (a point which is not mentioned in Francis’s essay). 
These insights are confirmed by John L. White in his study on epistolography 
(1986: 202), who likewise states that ἐρρῶσθαί σε εὔχομαι was the form of the 
closing health wish from the middle of the first century CE to the third century 
CE (see the examples in note 5 below).

4.	 Exler makes this observation after depicting the health wishes of 55 papyri (1923: 113-15). 
There are several variations to the set phrase ἐπιμέλου σεαυτοῦ ἵν’ ὑγιαίνῃς, but none of these 
is significant. Exler explains that ὅπως could replace ἵνα, σώματος might take the place of 
σεαυτοῦ; lexemes might be added, such as τὰ δὲ ἄλλα, or the verb ἐπιμέλου might become a 
participle ἐπιμελόμενος (1923: 116).

5.	 Unfortunately, Weima provides no specific examples of this expression. For these, see, e.g., 
PFay 117 (ἐρρῶσθαί σε εὔχομαι εἰς τὸν ἀεὶ χρόνον, ‘I pray that you may have perpetually good 
health’); BGU II 632 (ἐρρῶσθαί σε εὔχομαι); PMich VIII 490 (ἔρρωσό μοι ὑγιαίνουσα, ‘I pray 
that you are healthy’). White 1986 provides numerous examples (e.g., PMert II 63; PMich 
VIII 464; BGU 632; PMich VIII 490; PMich VII 491; etc.).
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Thus, at the time when the epistle of James was written, Hellenistic epistles 
that employed a closing health wish used the formulaic phrase ‘I pray that you 
may be well’. This health wish is only found in some Hellenistic epistles and 
only occasionally in their conclusions.6 Significantly – but without seeking to 
address the question of authorship – it should be noted that in the letter sent by 
the Jerusalem Council according to Acts 15 (in which James had a significant 
role), it is ἔρρωσθε that appears as the farewell wish (15.29).

These insights shed valuable light on the presence – or absence – of a health 
wish formula in the conclusion to James. Contrary to Exler and Francis,  
πρὸ πάντων appears in Jas 5.12 in a command against oaths, not with reference 
to health. Moreover, scholars who study Hellenistic epistles warn about the dan-
gers of comparing the forms in NT epistles with those found in papyri, since 
‘with few exceptions, Christian letters are considerably longer than ordinary 
Greek letters’ (White 1986: 19). Additionally, the typical word used in the health 
wish formula (before it was fused with the farewell wish) was ὑγιαίνω. However, 
this word is absent from Jas 5, and the healing is described rather with the words 
σώζω, ἐγείρω and ἰάομαι (cf. Jas 5.15-16).

In light of these observations, Francis’s identification of a closing health wish 
formula in Jas 5 must be called into question. James’s instruction in 5.13-18 can 
hardly be associated with the fixed pattern of the typical formula that was in use 
during the first century CE. And, even if Francis is correct about a health wish 
being used to signal the conclusion of James, the possibility remains that the 
author could modify the custom by formulating a health wish that suits his or her 
own purposes (for example, by wishing the readers spiritual rather than physical 
health). Paul, after all, is known for doing precisely that in the introductions to 
his letters.7 Thielman (2010: 31) notes that such a practice was not uncommon: 
Greek writers, especially philosophers, often changed the standard epistolary 
greeting in order to make some point consistent with their convictions. Thus, 
commenting on Paul’s creative deviations, Thielman states that Paul employs 
these creative changes to ‘alert his readers to the theological significance of the 
letter’ (2010: 31). Perhaps, then, the conclusion of James has been constructed in 
a way that restates a theological theme of the letter. This point will be examined 
in more detail at a later point in this article.

6.	 The primary sources from which examples can be drawn exceed the scope of this article. A 
helpful discussion on this point can be found in White’s monograph: ‘In an earlier, random 
sampling of 660 letters [!] from Graeco-Roman Egypt, I found that about one in six letters had 
the wish (prayer) for health in the letter opening’ (1986: 200). He explains that legal docu-
ments and petitions or applications omit the health wish, while familiar letters express it more 
often.

7.	 Notable examples include Rom. 1.1-7; 1 Cor. 1.1-9; Gal. 1.1-9; Phil. 1.1-6. The unique fea-
tures of these Pauline introductions are discussed by Tite (2010: 57-99). 
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Some aspects of Francis’s thesis have indeed been met with criticism by schol-
ars.8 However, his remarks regarding the health wish in James remain surpris-
ingly unquestioned.9 In light of the factors mentioned above, it may be said that 
the presence of a health wish formula in Jas 5 is very doubtful. If a health wish is 
present, it is certainly outside the mould of the fixed, established customs of the 
day. In this case, if 5.13-18 is to be interpreted as a health wish, it can hardly be 
called a health wish formula, since the author has constructed a paragraph related 
to healing that is unprecedented in comparison to Hellenistic epistles.

4. Additional Evidence against the Traditional Health 
Wish in James

Up to this point we have compared Francis’s theory about a health wish in James 
with more recent findings of epistolography. We shall now consider three addi-
tional arguments that bring into question the classification of Jas 5.13-18 as a 
traditional health wish. These three pieces of evidence prompt us to interpret the 
sickness and healing described in Jas 5.13-18 as being spiritual, rather than phys-
ical, in nature.10

8.	 According to T. Cargal (1993: 214), for example, ‘It must be noted that with regard to several 
of these closing conventions James does not directly employ them so much as play on them’. 
Hartin (1991: 27) faults Francis’s insistence on noting close similarities between the introduc-
tory and concluding paragraphs. Francis is also critiqued by Wuellner (1978: 34), and also by 
Kümmel (1973: 408 nn.15, 17) who dismisses Francis’s proposal without discussion.

9.	 It is surprising that scholars who refer to Francis’s position do not offer their own first-hand 
investigation into the nature of the health wish formula, or even refer to literature on the topic. 
Two examples demonstrate this point. First, Ralph Martin (1988: 186-221) bases his discus-
sion of the conclusion of James on Francis’s thesis, thereby assuming the presence of a tradi-
tional health wish. Martin explains that there are ‘substantial’ and ‘well grounded’ reasons for 
understanding Jas 5.7-20 as containing epistolary features, including a health wish formula 
(1988: 186). The second example comes from Peter Davids’s respected commentary on James 
(1982). Again, citing Francis, Davids states: ‘The second, third, and fourth [paragraphs of the 
conclusion] are dictated by the epistolary form and thus speak respectively of oaths, a health 
wish, and the purpose for writing, all of which one would expect in the literary epistle …’ 
(1982: 181). Later, in his discussion of Jas 5.13-18, and again relying exclusively on Francis, 
Davids continues: ‘[H]ealth wishes were customary in the endings of epistles …’ (1982: 191). 
These two examples are representative of the way 5.13-18 is often approached. A brief obser-
vation by Francis has been readily accepted when dealing with the conclusion of James.

10.	 For a comprehensive summary of various theories on Jas 5.13-18, see my article ‘An 
Overview of the Interpretive Approaches to James 5:13-18’ (2014a). Those who view the 
sickness as physical in nature include von Soden 1893: 201-202; Plummer 1899: 323-49; 
Ropes 1916; Pickar 1945: 170; Windisch 1951; Reicke 1964; Wilkinson 1971: 326-45; 
Adamson 1976; Mußner 1981: esp. 216-30; Davids 1982; Martin 1988; Shogren 1989; Mayor 
1990: 483-84; Jeffrey 1993: 59; Johnson 1995; Collins 1997; Moo 2000; Popkes 2001; Kaiser 
2006; and McKnight 2011.
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There are a handful of scholars who suggest that Jas 5 speaks of restoration 
from spiritual sickness.11 These authors generally point out that James’s terms 
for sickness and healing can have physical or spiritual overtones depending on 
the context. According to this view, ἀσθενέω (5.14) should be translated based on 
its usage in other NT epistles where it refers to weakness in faith or weakness in 
conscience, rather than its Synoptic meaning of physical sickness.12 Similarly, 
since healing is described in Jas 5.16 with the term ἰάομαι, it implies spiritual 
healing (cf. also Mt. 13.15; Heb. 12.13; 1 Pet. 2.24). Those who interpret the 
sickness as spiritual in nature regard ‘anointing with oil’ in 5.15 as a reference to 
refreshment and grooming.13 Finally, the instructions offered in these verses sim-
ply do not work in bringing about a guaranteed physical healing.

Building on these arguments for interpreting Jas 5.13-18 as denoting spiritual 
rather than physical healing, I shall advance three relatively unexplored argu-
ments that indicate the absence of a health wish formula in Jas 5.14 These three 
aspects, all of which point to a recovery from spiritual sickness being expressed 
in the conclusion to James, include (1) the interpretation provided by the earliest 
commentators on Jas 5 (i.e., the early reception history of these verses), (2) the 

11.	 Those who argue in favour of this position include Lange 1867; Meinertz 1932: 23-36; 
Armerding 1938: 195-201; Friesenhahn 1938: 185-90; and Blue 1983: 834-35. Hayden 
(1981: 258-65) takes a unique approach by stressing the use of the word κάμνω in Jas 5.15. 
He explains, ‘To be “weary” in the spiritual battle is the sense of κάμνω, and James says “the 
prayer offered in faith will restore the one who is weary”.’ Howard (2001: 260-63) similarly 
argues for interpreting the sickness as a mental state, perhaps even depression, since in con-
text James has used the language of κακοπαθεῖ and εὐθυμεῖ (5.13).

12.	 The term is generally used in the gospels for illness or bodily weakness (but see Mt. 26.41 = 
Mk 14.38). Its occurrences are usually found (1) in summary reports of Jesus’ ministry (cf. Jn 
2.23; 6.14), (2) in commission accounts (Mt. 10.8; Lk. 9.2; 10.9) and (3) in accounts of specific 
healings (cf. Jn 4.46-54). For Paul, the term can carry physical or moral implications, depend-
ing on the context. The classic example where the term denotes psychological weakness is 
2 Cor. 12.10, ‘For when I am weak, then I am strong’ (ὅταν γὰρ ἀσθενῶ, τότε δυνατός εἰμι).  
For Paul’s use of the term, see Black 2012.

13.	 There are numerous explanations of James’s reference to oil. Wall (1997: 265) categorizes 
these into three main groups: (1) oil is purely medicinal, (2) it is religious/cultic, (3) it is a 
metaphor for divine blessing. Popkes (2001: 343) argues that this threefold categorization 
fails to account for the various usages of oil. He notes the connection between anointing and 
exorcism, medicinal therapy, as a symbol of wellbeing, a religious-cultic act (such as for OT 
offerings), preparation of the dead, a symbol of blessing, of consecration for priests and kings, 
and a symbol of the Holy Spirit (Isa. 10.1; 60.1; Exod. 29.7). Another lengthy discussion of 
the reference to oil in James can be found in Moo 2000: 137.

14.	 I have advanced a fourth argument in my article ‘Translating ἀσθενέω in James 5 in Light of 
the Prophetic LXX’ (2014b). In this article I draw attention to the epistle’s numerous allusions 
to the OT prophetic literature (LXX). Significantly, the term ἀσθενέω is used prominently in 
the prophetic texts in connection with Israel’s spiritual sickness, making it plausible that 
James had this context in mind in ch. 5.
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similarities between the conclusions of James and 1 Peter, and (3) Jas 5.13-18 in 
light of the context and argument of the letter.

4.1. Origen and Chrysostom on Sickness in James 5

The early church is silent about any sort of ritual for healing the sick as described 
in James. Rather, there is a curious reluctance during the first three centuries to 
connect Jas 5 with physical healing: ‘To the end of the patristic period there is no 
actual rite or form known to us which gathers the presbyters round the bed of the 
sick and provides a text for their use’ (Halliburton 1993: 89). Indeed, when the 
16 provincial synods gathered in the ninth century CE to recommend the sacra-
ment of anointing with oil, only 3 of the 16 synods referred to the text of Jas 5.14. 
Thus, even as late as 800 CE, Jas 5.13-18 was not understood as a clear reference 
to the anointing of the physically sick (Friesenhahn 1938: 189-90).

The oldest available references to these verses are found in Origen and 
Chrysostom, who interpret the sickness in Jas 5 as spiritual in nature. In his sec-
ond homily on Leviticus, Origen in fact quotes Jas 5.14-15 to describe spiritual 
healing (Hom. Lev. 2). Commenting on Lev. 4 – a passage instructing Israel 
about the various sacrifices to be offered by priests, by the congregation of Israel 
and by individuals – Origen concludes that these sacrifices correspond to seven 
types of sacrifices that Christians can offer for the remission of sins. Such 
sacrifices include baptism, martyrdom, alms, forgiveness, the conversion of 
wandering sinners (Jas 5.20), abundance of love, and penance. It is in his expla-
nation of the seventh sacrifice – penance – that Origen quotes Jas 5.14-15. He 
describes this penance as a period of solemn grieving, when many tears are shed 
and the sinner is so distraught over iniquity that ‘he is not ashamed to make 
known his sin to the priest of the Lord and to seek a cure’ (Hom. Lev. 2.4.5).15 
The penitent one should pray the words of Ps. 31.5, a psalm in which the contrite 
are forgiven after confessing their injustice to the Lord. According to Origen, 
such penance fulfils the instructions of Jas 5.14: it is an offering made by a soul 
‘under the burden of sin’, which is accompanied by bitter weeping and by fasting 
(abstinentia) (Hom. Lev. 2.4.5).

James 5.14 is also mentioned by John Chrysostom, who applies it to a discus-
sion of Christian priests and the honour they should be given. Priests are to be 
more respected than parents who birthed children to physical life, since, accord-
ing to Chrysostom, priests ‘birth’ believers through baptism to the true life of 
grace (Sac. 3.6). And unlike Jewish priests who received honour even though 
their work included mundane tasks such as examining lepers, Christian priests 
deal not with bodily leprosy, but with the spiritual cleansing of the soul. 

15.	 Translation from Barkley 1990: 47. The critical edition can be found in Borret 1981.
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Chrysostom writes that priests have often used their authority to forgive sins 
(συγχωρεῖν ἔχουσιν ἐξουσίαν ἁμαρτήματα) and to save a soul that was sick 
(κάμνουσαν) (Sac. 3.6), and then he immediately quotes Jas 5.14-15. Thus, 
Chrysostom interprets this passage as applying to a context of soul-sickness and 
the forgiveness of sins.

Therefore, Origen and Chrysostom – two of the earliest Christians to com-
ment on Jas 5.13-18 – applied the passage to spiritual sickness, which causes us 
to question further Francis’s thesis about a traditional health wish in Jas 
5.13-18.

4.2. Parallels between James 5.13-18 and 1 Peter 5.1-14

An analysis of the presence or absence of a health wish in James should also 
consider the conclusion of 1 Peter. As is commonly recognized, there is a striking 
resemblance between James’s phrase καλύψει πλῆθος ἁμαρτιῶν (‘will cover 
many sins’, 5.20) and 1 Peter’s ἀγάπη καλύπτει πλῆθος ἁμαρτιῶν (‘love covers a 
multitude of sins’, 4.8).16 Beyond this echo, the conclusions of both epistles 
share other significant parallels:

1 Peter 5 James 5

v. 1 πρεσβυτέρους v. 14 πρεσβυτέρους
v. 6 ὑψώσῃ v. 15 ἐγερεῖ
v. 7 ἐπ’ αὐτόν v. 14 ἐπ’ αὐτόν
v. 9 στερεοὶ τῇ πίστει v. 15 ἡ εὐχὴ τῆς πίστεως
v. 9 τὰ αὐτὰ τῶν παθημάτων v. 17 ὁμοιοπαθὴς ἡμῖν
v. 10 ὁ καλέσας v. 14 προσκαλεσάσθω
v. 10 σθενώσει v. 14 ἀσθενεῖ
v. 10 καταρτίσει, στηρίξει, θεμελιώσει v. 15 σώσει, ἐγερεῖ, ἀφεθήσεται

Of course, there are also differences between their conclusions. For example, 
1 Peter comports much more closely with the typical epistolary conclusion, since 
the letter contains a doxology (5.11), farewell greetings (5.13) and a postscript 
(5.14). The themes and focus of Peter’s conclusion also differ from James’s. 
1 Peter 5.1-10 specifically address the elders and younger members of the com-
munity (notice that these groups are addressed in the vocative). The elders are 
instructed to follow Christ, the chief shepherd (v. 4), by leading through exam-
ple. In return, younger members of the community should submit to the leaders 
(v. 5), knowing that God will raise them in the proper time (v. 6). Despite their 

16.	 A nuanced discussion of the overlap between these and other passages in James and 1 Peter 
can be found in Allison 2013: 67-70.
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worries and their fierce enemy (vv. 7-8), the audience can trust in their eternally 
gracious God (v. 10a), who will confirm, strengthen and establish them (v. 10b) 
in the face of their trials. In contrast to 1 Peter, the conclusion of James addresses 
those who may be ἀσθενεῖ (5.14); the elders are not the main focus.

The themes vary in both conclusions as well. James, as we shall note in the 
next section, focuses on his audiences’ need for repentance, while the author of 
1 Peter focuses on the physical trials of his audience. This distinction can be 
observed by noting how often Peter makes use of the term πάσχω17 (e.g., 2.19, 
20, 21, 23; 3.14, 17, 18; 4.1, 13, 15, 19; 5.1, 9), while it is absent from James.18 
In light of this difference, Konradt explains that Peter’s ‘focus is on the theme of 
suffering, [which is] central to Peter as a whole … This is different in James’ 
(2009: 104).19

What bearing do these observations have on the question of a health wish in 
James? While recognizing the differences between them, 1 Peter provides a point 
of comparison for James’s conclusion due to lexemic and syntactic overlap.20 
Despite 1 Peter’s focus on the audience’s physical suffering, it concludes without 
a health wish. The conclusion centres on issues related to leadership, submission 
and the Christians’ spiritual foe. This lends credibility to the theory that a wish 
for physical health is by no means a necessity in the closing section of a NT 
epistle. James was certainly not alone in omitting the traditional health wish 
formula.

4.3. The Conclusion of James in Light of the Context and Argument of 
the Letter

As with any ancient text, Jas 5.13-18 must be interpreted in light of its literary 
context in the letter. The fact that these verses function as the letter’s conclusion 
has sometimes puzzled interpreters, who occasionally find themselves at a loss 
to explain how a conclusion dealing with physical healing fits in an epistle that 
otherwise focuses on spiritual matters. McKnight’s sentiments illustrate the 
problem: ‘These verses demonstrate that James closes this letter with random 
themes. Nothing central to 5.13-18 has emerged earlier in the letter’ (2011: 431). 

17.	 Louw and Nida define the term as follows: ‘to undergo an experience, usually difficult, and 
normally with the implication of physical or psychological suffering – to experience, to suf-
fer’ (1996: 806, emphasis added).

18.	 I have devoted more attention to this point and to the relationship between James and 1 Peter 
in Bowden 2014c.

19.	 I have opted to translate this text rather than cite the original German.
20.	 Allison (2013: 67-68) lists twelve ‘obvious and impressive [lexemic] parallels shared between 

the two letters’. On the similarities between James and 1 Peter, see Mayor 1990: 120-25 and 
Konradt 2009: 101-10. Konradt speculates that the similarities in language occurred because 
of intersecting traditions in Antioch (2009: 117).
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Such a viewpoint is brought into question, however, if – contrary to Francis’s 
proposal – James concludes with instruction about spiritual sickness.

If James were to conclude with a reference to physical healing, the letter could 
certainly be accused of ending with a random and disconnected theme, which in 
fact some authors have alleged: ‘[T]he sudden emergence of instruction dealing 
with a ministry of divine healing for the sick at the end of a book stressing solely 
matters of spiritual concern seems somewhat incongruous’ (Hayden 1981: 259). 
However, a conclusion that discusses restoration from spiritual sickness fits 
seamlessly in the overall scheme of the letter,21 and, in this respect, takes into 
account the function of ancient epistolary conclusions, which aimed to recapture 
the whole writing and to finalize the motifs.22 Since conclusions functioned as a 
hermeneutical spotlight to (re)affirm the central concerns of the letter, they were 
anything but haphazard or random. Rather, ‘epistolary closings are to be seen as 
intimately related to the concerns addressed in the bodies of their respective let-
ters’ (Weima 1994: 22). Weima points out that just as introductory thanksgivings 
foreshadow major topics in letters, conclusions serve to ‘highlight and encapsu-
late’ the main points previously taken up in the body; they work like introduc-
tions, but in reverse (1994: 22). Thus, one should expect to encounter the primary 
themes of the discourse in an epistle’s conclusion; it offers the final opportunity 
for the audience to change or modify its thinking and attitude, and it provides a 
recapitulation of the argument.

Given these arguments about the intended role of Hellenistic epistolary con-
clusions, it is unlikely that James would conclude with a disconnected health 
wish. If, however, the letter ends with a promise of spiritual restoration, it sum-
marizes a major theme of the letter. The theme of repentance from sin is promi-
nent throughout the discourse, as I shall now briefly illustrate.

The related concepts of temptation, sin and repentance occur in the first verses 
of James and continue throughout the epistle. Several scholars interpret the term 
‘diaspora’ in 1.1 as an early hint by the author that certain sins need to be con-
fronted and met with sorrowful repentance (see, e.g., van Unnik 1993: 84; 
Bauckham 1999: 14; Verseput 2000: 99-100; Jackson-McCabe 2003: 714; 
Wachob 2007: 159).23 The epistle’s introduction also mentions temptation (1.13), 
the origin of sin (1.13-18) and an abundance of wickedness in the lives of the 

21.	 Elsewhere I have examined the argument and flow of the letter; see Bowden 2013: 3-20.
22.	 See, for example, Black 1995: 23, Frankemölle 1990: 170, 183, Francis 1970: 124. Examples 

include 1 Jn 5.18-20.
23.	 According to Bauckham, diaspora implied more than simply ‘exile’; it alluded to the scatter-

ing of God’s people as punishment for their sins (1999: 14). Similarly, Verseput explains that 
the Jewish Diaspora was widely perceived as ‘evidence of divine displeasure from which only 
national repentance and divine mercy could bring relief’ (2000: 100). For further explanation 
about the connection between diaspora and sin, see the authors cited above.
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readers (1.21). Chapter 2 focuses on the audience’s sin of favouritism (2.9) and 
provides a definition of sin (2.8-11). Then the tongue is identified as the world of 
iniquity causing all believers to stumble (3.1-3), before the readers are chastised 
for desiring and envying, murdering and waging war, and, after not getting what 
they want, they finally turn to God in prayer (4.1-3). Rather than designating the 
audience as ‘brothers’, James calls them ‘sinners’, ‘double minded’ and ‘adulter-
esses’ (cf. Jobes 2009: 139). After defining sin in 4.17 as the failure to put one’s 
faith into action, the epistle closes with a call to turn sinners from their wander-
ing (5.20). The final words about forgiveness and sin (5.16-20) bring the epistle 
to a logical, coherent end, since these themes have been prominent from the very 
beginning of the letter (Bowden 2014c: 121-22). Closely related to the theme of 
sin is the recurring theme of judgment (e.g., 2.12-13; 3.1; 4.11; 5.9, 12).

Numerous scholars have emphasized the prominence of sin throughout the let-
ter of James. Thurén (1995: 282), for example, identifies the motif’s prominence 
(particularly in chs. 2–4), explaining the author’s wish ‘to demonstrate what 
imperfection and inconsistency mean in practice’. Ironically, McKnight – who, as 
we noted, considers the epistle’s conclusion to be disconnected – nevertheless 
identifies the recurring themes of sin and repentance in James. He draws attention 
to the community’s impulsive language (2011: 162), their ‘verbal sins’ (p. 274), 
their ‘divisive and sinful’ actions (p. 188) and their hubris and idolatry (p. 366). 
He explains that the ‘power of sin’ has been ‘unleashed’ so that the community as 
a whole has the status of transgressors (p.  210). In light of their blatant sins, 
McKnight then emphasizes the theme of repentance: ‘breaking the Torah ought to 
lead the messianic community back to their knees and generate a repentance that 
leads to a life lived in obedience’ (p. 173). Accordingly, James wants to ‘shame 
them into reform’ (p. 176) and ‘to teach people to repent’ (p. 342). McKnight sees 
repentance as the entire theme of 4.7-9 (p. 357). His identification of these themes 
makes his treatment of James’s conclusion (namely, his blank dismissal of recov-
ery from spiritual sickness) all the more incongruous.

We are not alone, then, in emphasizing the concepts of sin and repentance in 
James. That these concepts also appear in 5.13-18 should therefore come as little 
surprise. Since the author has repeatedly demonstrated the audience’s need to 
repent, there is a strong likelihood that ἀσθενεῖ τις ἐν ὑμῖν (5.14) refers to sickness 
that is spiritual in nature. By concluding with a promise of restoration to spiritu-
ally sick believers, 5.13-18 recapitulates the argument and themes of the epistle 
and thereby effectively accomplishes the purpose of a Hellenistic conclusion.24 
By proclaiming a message of spiritual restoration, James’s conclusion fits seam-
lessly in a letter that calls sinners to repentance.

24.	 Sigurd Kaiser’s recent monograph (2006) on this passage does not discuss the role of 5.13-18 
as an epistolary conclusion.
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5. Conclusion

This article has argued that Francis’s thesis about the health wish formula is nei-
ther thorough nor proven, and that it should be carefully considered in the light 
of more recent discoveries in the study of epistolography. Once such an investi-
gation is carried out, it becomes apparent that the references to sickness and 
health in Jas 5 are of a very different nature from the fixed health wish formula 
in circulation during the first century CE. The common health wish ‘I pray that 
you may be well’ hardly compares to James’s lengthy discussion of prayer, for-
giveness, the confession of sins and the anointing with oil (5.13-18). I have intro-
duced three additional arguments which indicate that, rather than incorporating a 
health wish formula, James promises recovery from spiritual sickness: (1) Early 
reception history demonstrates that ancient Christian communities interpreted 
the sickness in 5.13-18 as spiritual in nature. Only much later was the passage 
associated with anointing the physically sick. (2) The conclusions of James and 
1 Peter mirror each other in significant ways by offering promises that are spir-
itual rather than physical in nature. (3) By closing with a promise of spiritual 
restoration, Jas 5.13-18 recapitulates a major theme of the letter, namely repent-
ance from sin. These factors imply that Francis’s thesis about the presence of a 
health wish in James is highly suspect. When recent discoveries from the field of 
epistolography are fully taken into account, there is little that resembles the 
Hellenistic health wish formula in the conclusion to the letter of James. Rather, 
by offering hope to the spiritually repentant, 5.13-18 functions as a cohesive and 
sound conclusion to a letter focusing on spiritual matters.
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