
“RESTORING THE WANDERER” 

James 5:19-20 

 

Sermon for Peace Church 

August 2, 2009 

 

PURPOSE – To call the congregation to the ministry of restoring those departing from the 

truth. 

 

MAIN IDEA – Christians call one another back from wandering from the truth knowing that 

heaven and hell are at stake in this ministry. 

 

 I.     INTRODUCTION 

 

 Let’s open our Bibles to the very end of the book of James, chapter 5:19 (p. 1885) 

 

1.   The past 3 months we’ve made our way section by section through this letter.  We now 

come to its conclusion. 

 And James ENDS this letter in a way different than most Bible letters.  Typically, those 

letters end with greetings & blessings. 

 I.e. – Greet Priscilla and Aquila … Grace be with you 

 

(i)  But James ends differently.  He finishes this letter with a CALL TO ACTION. 

 = Rather consistent with what James is all about – a faith that acts.   

  = True faith is seen in deeds.  Faith without works is dead. 

 

(ii)  Flip back a couple of pages and look at the section headings 

 A.  “Trials & Temptations” – true faith perseveres through them, seeking God’s wisdom 

for them. 

 B.  Listening & Doing – Don’t just hear the word … DO IT! 

 C.  Favoritism Forbidden – True faith is non-prejudicial – It acts in mercy toward all 

people because no one stands above the law, only God. 

 D.  Faith & Deeds – What good is faith that says to someone hungry, “Go, I wish you 

well; keep warm & well-fed?” … that faith is DEAD! 

 E.  Taming the Tongue – Faith is not just an issue of mind & heart – the tongue’s 

involved!  “Blessing & cursing from the same tongue? – that should not be in true faith!” 
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 F.  Two Kinds of Wisdom / Submitting Yourself to God – True faith not only involves 

doctrine, it confronts selfish ambitions & envy in relationships. 

 G.  Boasting About Tomorrow – True faith is humble / patient / prayerful (ch. 5) 

 

2.  Essentially what James has invited us to do through this letter is CHECK OUR FAITH. 

 Is it real? 

  Sunday mornings are not the best indicators. 

  Weekdays – around the table – are better:  Is the tongue tamed to bless others?  

Are trials prayed through, trusting God for strength & wisdom?  Is prejudice named & 

renounced?  Is the Word lived in caring for the needs of others? 

 Is your faith genuine? 

James has given us these TESTS OF FAITH – that we might be drawn back to the truth. 

 

(i)  Now, to close his letter, just as he has done with us, he charges us to do for others: 

 

 Verse 19 - “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone 

should bring him back, remember this:  Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will 

save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.” 

 

 II.    WHO 

 

Restoring the Wanderer – Who comes to your mind when you think of “the wanderer”? 

 

1.  James is writing to people in the church:  “My brothers, if one of YOU should wander from 

the truth.” 

 - So perhaps you think of people who were part of the church and now aren’t – nor do 

they have any sign of living faith. 

 - Perhaps you think of friends you went to Christian school with, even made profession 

of faith with – but their hearts now are far from God. 

 - Perhaps you think of people baptized here who never professed a personal faith. 

 - Perhaps you think of family members who now show no interest in the things of God 

 

WHO COMES TO MIND? 
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2.  The word “wander” refers to those who stray from a path. 

 - So this is not about people who have definitively rejected God.  Few are like that.  Few 

take the time to research the claims of Christ and then decide against Him.  Most times people 

just  STRAY from God – their hearts captured by things other than the will of God: 

 I.e. – baseball, cars, friends, career. 

 

Wandering refers to a GRADUAL process.  It means just a few DEGREES off the path, not a 90 

degree cut.   

 = Just a few degrees - but the longer things go, the further astray things become. 

- Distance from God grows gradually, as the journey continues. 

 

A.  “Just a few degrees” describes a heart captured by things other than the will of God. 

 I.e. – baseball, cars, friends, career 

B.  “Just a few degrees” describes a heart where love for God is DRYING UP.  Other things 

preoccupy your mind & thoughts above God’s will. 

 … so that eventually the PASSION to know Him & do His will IN ALL THINGS is not there!  

Then they leave the VISIBLE fellowship of the church.  It’s just not in their hearts. 

 

(i)  But when we think of the wanderer, we should not only think of those who’ve left the 

VISIBLE fellowship if the church, but even those still here. 

 I.e. - Through the years, Karen and I have kept our eyes out for wandering in our 

children when they’ve been INATTENTIVE in church. 

 = When their hearts aren’t there for some reason; when they’re not really attentive to 

the Word; when their hearts aren’t into the songs; when there’s not a hunger to come here 

and be refreshed in GOD. 

 

A.  THAT’S WANDERING – which, if not addressed, will only lead to further straying 

 - wandering essentially is an issue of the heart 

  If that’s not addressed, the body will follow. 

The earlier you keep your eye out for this wandering, the better.  The LESS DISTANCE that has 

grown from the path of life, the simpler is the correction. 

 

3.  WHO COMES TO MIND when James writes, “If ONE OF YOU should wander from the 

truth”? 

 … He then goes on …  “SOMEONE should bring him back!” 
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(i)  That line reminds me of the story of the important job that 4 team members were asked to 

do: 

The fellow named Everybody was asked to do it.  But Everybody was sure that another 

person, named Somebody, would do it.  A third person, Anybody, could have done it.  

But it turns out that the fellow, Nobody, did it. 

 So Somebody got angry because it was Everybodyôs job.  But Everybody also 

thought Anybody might do it.  Nobody realized that Anybody wouldnôt do it.  It ended up 

that Everybody blamed Somebody when Nobody did what Anybody could have done. 

 SOMEBODY could have done the job, but in the end NOBODY did. 

(ii)  SOMEBODY should bring the wanderer back, James writes – the VERY WANDERER you 

have in mind. 

  … Let’s STEP UP in our responsibility! 

  

 III.    HOW 

 

HOW? 

 I wish there was a SURE-FIRE FORMULA  for this ministry.  Those of you involved in it – 

parents & grandparents, especially – know that it is challenging work to bring a wanderer back 

to the truth. 

 BUT WE’RE NOT LEFT IN THE DARK – cause James has been doing this with his readers 

through the course of this letter. 

 HERE ARE SOME IMPORTANT POINTS FROM HIS EXAMPLE: 

 

1.  THE INVITATION OF PAIN 

 James begins his letter talking about pain – “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, when you 

face trials of many kinds.” 

- Consider it joy … for God is at work THROUGH THE PAIN - inviting you to 

Himself, deepening trust & character. 

If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God who gives generously, without finding fault! 

 

 James was concerned that the trials of his readers would alienate them from God, when 

they were ultimately designed for just the opposite. 
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(i)  If you’re to invite a wanderer back to the truth, keep alert to the opportunities that pain 

brings.  It WILL COME into the life of the wanderer.  It’s the way God calls us back to Himself. 

 We humans learn very little WITHOUT PAIN.   

I.e. – You parents & teachers know that -  If you don’t discipline your child with a painful 

consequence, they don’t usually don’t get it.  But when we’re older it’s no different! 

 

A.  So pain will come to the wanderer – relationship breakdown, job problems, addictions, 

emptiness, injury – those are times to ask the question, “How is God calling you through your 

pain? … He loves you … What might He be saying to you?” 

  

(ii)  But don’t ask that question through A PAMPHLET IN THE MAIL!  That question assumes an 

ongoing relationship of care & respect. 

 That’s the FOUNDATION from which we look for opportunities to bring the wanderer 

back to the truth. 

 

A.  James has a pastoral relationship with these churches to which he wrote. 

 Without that relationship, saying, “Count it all joy when you face trials of many kinds …”  

would seem VERY HALLOW indeed!  (= “Who are you to tell me that!  I can’t trust you.  You 

just want to make me another trophy on your shelf.) 

 

 In the context of care & respect, the INVITATION OF PAIN 

 

2.   Second, THE COURAGE TO CONFRONT 

 Chapter 4:4 – You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world is 

hatred toward God?  Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of 

God. 

 James is a straight-shooter with those he loves.  He’s not always “NICE”.  He confronts! 

 

(i)  He confronts the issues of the heart through the window of behavior.  This is his theme.   

For him, truth is something to be LIVED, not just believed.  In fact, only in the LIVING OF 

TRUTH is it shown that we really believe. 

  Ch. 1:26 – If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight reign on 

his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless …Was not Abraham considered 

righteous for what HE DID … his faith & actions working together … His faith made complete by 

what He did.” 
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A.  James is restores his wandering readers by confronting what they do! 

 How can you say you believe in a reconciling God when you have fights & quarrels 

among you?   …   You don’t know Him! 

 How can you say you believe when you constantly criticize?  (Is not God in Christ the 

Protector of our souls … you don’t know him!) 

 How can you say you believe when you neglect the widow & orphan?  (Is not God in 

Christ the one who saves the downtrodden – you don’t know him) 

 

B.  James confronts the issues of the heart (what you believe) through the window of behavior 

(what you do).  FAITH IS BEHAVIORAL 

 - He’s like his ½ brother, Jesus, who, when asked by the Rich Young Ruler, “What must I 

do to be saved?”, said:   GO, SELL ALL YOU HAVE & COME, FOLLOW ME! 

      Jesus didn’t say:  “Believe in me.”  He said, “Go, sell your goods”.  

 = DO SOMETHING – that will show if your identity is in your stuff or Me! 

 

(ii)  Here’s how this applies to our ministry of restoring the wanderer. 

  

A.  Wanderers generally don’t have trouble with Christian doctrine.  They acknowledge the 

Apostles’ Creed.  (If they have trouble with doctrine, then those questions need to be 

answered.  That’s fair game – And there are great apologetics materials for this.) 

 The breakdown with the WANDERER has been INTEGRATING doctrine into life.  There’s 

been a DISCONNECT.  They’ve grown up singing Jesus is God, but the PASSION OF THEIR HEAT 

is really set upon things other than the person & will of God.  Eventually their behavior will 

reveal this. 

  

B.  People wander because the DOCTRINES have not been INTEGRATED INTO LIFE – how you 

work, learn, treat your family, spend your money. 

 - People wander because somehow God has become BORING for them.  Their hearts are 

more deeply attached to sports or friends or career than God.   

  

(iii)  SO WHAT WE NEED TO DO, FOLLOWING JAMES’ LEAD, is to help them realize that 

THEY’RE NOT CHRISTIANS! 

  = CONFRONT!  HELP THEM SEE REALITY! 

You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? 
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 I.e. –  “What does YAWNING in church mean?”  Where is your heart?  Are you a 

Christian?” … don’t fool yourself … Look at your behavior! 

 CONFRONTS THE WANDERERS HE LOVES. 

You don’t want to miss sports practice – so why is missing catechism so easy? 

  Where is your heart at? 

You don’t have trouble spending money on clothes – what about giving to the poor? 

  Where is your heart at? 

You’re expressive in cheering on the Sox or Cubs – why not God?  

  Where is your heart at? 

 

A.  In the flow of a caring relationship, there arise TIMES WHEN COURAGE / CLARITY / ANGER 

are called for in restoring the wanderer – James reveals this in the very flow of his letter: 

 “Wash your hands, you sinners, purify your hearts, you double-minded (ch. 4:8) … Grieve, 

mourn and wail … Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.”  

 

(v)   Follow James’ lead.  Confront the heart through behavior. 

 THE HEART IS THE ISSUE – that last thing we want is a bunch of “properly behaving” 

church-people.   

ü  “Oh, better take an energy-drink before I go to church – so I don’t yawn” 

 

No!  - Restoring Peter, Jesus asked him:  DO YOU LOVE ME?  Do you love me?  Do you love 

me?  (3X) 

 Then, when he was corrected, he was directed by Jesus into the appropriate behavior – 

“Go, feed my sheep”.  Behavior follows the heart – but don’t skip the heart 

 

 

3.  TWO OTHER INGREDIENTS in the work of restoring the wanderer are PERSEVERANCE & 

PRAYER. 

 These are themes in James’ writings: 

 

(i)  PERSEVERANCE – don’t give up – Ch. 1:12 – Blessed is the person who perseveres under 

trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has 

promised to those who love him. 

 PERSEVERE! 
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(ii)  And PRAY! 

 “Are any of you troubled?” – ch. 5:13 – PRAY … For the prayer of a righteous man – v. 16 

– is POWERFUL & EFFECTIVE 

 Pray for the wanderer – your prayers will be powerful & effective to give you wisdom / 

opportunity / courage / concern / Breakthroughs 

 

PRAY … CAUSE HERE’S WHAT’S AT STAKE 

 

 IV.    WHY? 

 

Verse 20 – Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and 

cover over a multitude of sins. 

 -  This is a LIFE & DEATH ISSUE – eternity is at stake – HEAVEN & HELL 

 

1.  The death that James writes of is ETERNAL DEATH. 

 = Our physical deaths in this age witness to its nature: 

- PAIN – it hurts to die (we give medications to seek relief for this) 

- ISOLATION – it’s lonely (no one can take that journey with you) 

- SEPARATION – Death breaks relationship.  Hell is a final breaking from God & 

others – from Love. 

If a wanderer is not brought back, this is his destination. 

 

(i)  I have to warn you of this because Jesus did regularly.   It’s no mirage.   James does.  

Throughout the Bible Hell is taught as the destination of unrepentant sinners.   

  

A.  It doesn’t matter if you’ve wandered a bit or a lot.  If your heart is not set on the path of 

God’s will, its destination is off! 

 “Broad is the road, wide is the gate that leads to destruction – and many enter it”, said 

Jesus in Matthew 7. 

 

2.  … “But small is the gate and narrow is the road that leads to life, and only-  a few find it.” 

 - The restored wanderer is on that JOURNEY – and so his multitude of sins are covered 

by Jesus – the one who BLAZED / OPENED that Road of the full will of God in this age.  He 

guides those who walk along it … TEACHING THE WILL OF GOD! 
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He is the ROAD – the Way, the Truth, the Life.  In Him alone, a multitude of sins are covered. 

 

ARE YOU WALKING ON IT? 

 

 V.    CONCLUSION 

 

James closes this letter with a call to action.   

 Just as he has sought to the restore a wandering spirit in us, now he charges us to do it 

for others. 

 He shows that it takes prayer / patience / bold confrontation / wisdom / relationship / 

and the opportunities that pain brings. 

 Just as he has restored us in God’s will these past 3 months, will you offer yourself to 

others? … to that wanderer who came to your mind? 

 

 

Will SOMEBODY do it?   ANYBODY?   Everybody?  … or Nobody? 

 

 

Let’s pray in song, offering ourselves to God! 


