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Abstract:

This short essay explores the cultural meanings behind the practice
of anointing people with oil for healing within the context of scripture. This
work is the result of research which is not being published elsewhere due
to space limitations, but is considered significant and of interest to many
in the Global Church today. While it does not fit the full definition of an
academic article, it remains an essay which can clarify and illuminate the
issue of anointing with oil for many leaders and laity in the church.
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When Jesus's disciples anointed the sick with oil for healing
(Mark 6:13) they set precedent for following generations of Jesus's followers
(James 5:14-15). But would people have understood why they were being
anointed? What kind of oil was it, and what was its symbolic or literal
function?

What kind of oil was it?

Along with grain and wine, oil was one of the dominant staples
of ancient Israelite agriculture; the trio appears at least 18 times in the
OT." Ancients considered oil an absolutely necessary staple.? Olive oil
characterized Mediterranean agriculture® and supplied most dietary fats.*
Judea and Galilee produced olive oil for export,® not least for Egypt and
Arabia, which had fewer olive trees.® By contrast, due to purity concerns,
first-century Judeans and Galileans avoided buying oil from gentiles.”
Once mature, each olive tree can produce as many as fifteen gallons of oil
biennially for centuries.?

Uses of oil

Oil was used in cooking, both to fry with and as an ingredient
in the food itself.” No one being anointed with oil, however, would have
envisioned a culinary ritual, as anointing with oil was a regular part of
hygiene. People in the Middle East also regularly lubricated their skin
with olive oil, which is cool and soft, to protect against dryness.'® This was
considered a natural part of caring for one’s health,'" often performed during
bathing,"* and Greek bathers normally brought their own olive oil to the
baths.” Although soaps of a sort existed,'* Romans used olive oil instead,
after hot baths opened the pores.” (Other substances were sometimes
substituted for olive oil," and some condemned excess anointing as
luxury.)'” Lacking soap in the modern sense, Greeks and Romans until late
antiquity used oil and sometimes utensils for rubbing to clean their skin.'
Greeks regularly oiled their bodies also before exercises.' After exercise or
bathing they could scrape off their sweat and dirt with a strigil 2

Judeans and Galileans also used oil to clean and anoint their
skin,*" especially on their heads,* not least to lubricate dry scalps. Some
Galileans seem to have followed the Greek practice of scraping off sweat
after activity.”> One would abstain from anointing as well as washing as part
of self-humiliation during fasting.** Along with washing, anointing could be
used by a bride at her wedding® or for other special occasions.?
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Medical anointing

Related to its lubricating use, oil also was used on wounds.?” The
medicinal use seems a natural extension of its use in bathing, which was
often combined with massage.?® Herod the Great’s physicians tried in vain
to restore him from his deathbed by bathing him in warm oil.? Ancient
pharmacists often used various oils in ointments, especially for external
application.*® Ancient thinkers prescribed oil for a much wider range of
ailments than we would expect today, including hip pain and headaches,*'
lung problems,** malaria, snake bite,** paralysis,* and epilepsy.** Gentiles
also (at least sometimes) used it against spirit possession.”” These practices
were so widespread as to render suspect any ill-informed claims of narrower
associations such as magic.

While this medical use of oil could well inform how people
would understand the healing aspect of disciples anointing them, however,
they would not envision the disciples as mere physicians treating them
medically. Medicinal use would not normally yield such immediate results
as to provide substantial and visible effects during the apostles’ quick
travels (Mark 6:30).

Symbolism

People traditionally used oil to consecrate someone for a special
work for a deity. Symbolic anointings for office appear in the OT and in
ancient Syria and Canaan.?® Israelites used anointing to consecrate priests;*
kings (by priests or often by prophets);*0 altars;*' sanctuaries;* and so forth.
Early Jewish followers of Jesus continued the practice of anointing with
oil when praying for healings in their congregations (James 5:14).*> While
anointing to symbolize healing differs from anointing to consecrate for
special service, it could still communicate entrusting the person to God.

Seeking to separate divine from natural treatments, however, may
be more a modern Western preoccupation than an ancient one. In the
ancient world, both were compatible and often appear together.* Divine
healing often used physical instruments, such as laying on hands (e.g., Mark
1:41), spittle (e.g., 7:33), a staff (2 Kgs 4:29), washing (2 Kgs 5:10-14) or a
poultice (2 Kgs 20:7; Isa 38:21). In subsequent history and recent times,
even what we might today deem medically worthless remedies, applied
alongside faith that God worked through them, have sometimes have
proved effective.*
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People anointed themselves or others for various purposes. Because
they often used olive and other oils in medicinal ointments, anointing
could communicate concretely the idea of a healing substance. Given OT
precedent for anointing for consecration, it could also communicate the
sense of invoking God for healing.

Conclusion

Because of its widespread use in ancient health and hygiene—
the first association that would occur to most people in Mediterranean
antiquity—anointing readily communicated the idea of health. Because
scripture already used oil for consecration, in the context of ministry, it also
communicated the sense of invoking God. Just as Jesus communicated his
intentions to a man who was deaf and partly mute by touching his ears and
tongue and looking to heaven (Mark 7:33-34), so would anointing with oil
communicate to those who were sick the disciples” intention to heal them
in Mark 6:13. James 5:14-15 shows that early Christians carried on this
practice, concretely expressing and embodying (as they did also through
such physical practices as healing touch, holy kisses, and the Lord’s Supper)
what their accompanying faith intended.
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