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Scripture Reading: James 5:19-20 

 

How many of you have done an escape room? An escape room is like a 

“pleasant prison.” They lock you in a nice room (or series of rooms), and you 

have to work your way through a series of clues to get yourself out. A few 

years ago Pauline and I had the opportunity to do an escape room with her 

siblings. So along with Pauline and myself, we had an IT person, a teacher, 

and an engineer. All of us have very different ways of thinking (I definitely 

consider myself the least smart person in the room), yet what amazed me is 

that it took all of us working together to figure our way out.  

 

In a similar way, we need each other in the body of Christ. None of us has 

everything it takes alone to persevere well. This is why for 20 years, I have 

set my alarm for 5am on Thursday mornings to gather with a group Bible-

packing brothers called Ironmen. It’s not uncommon on those Thursday 

mornings to hear one or several of our guys express how much they need 

this time in the word together to grow and persevere on the rugged 

mountain path of life. In fact, there have been occasions, when a text 

message or phone call to someone who is absent results in prayer or 

encouragement that helps a brother get back on the path.  

 

As we conclude our study of James today, we discover that… 

We have the high calling, as couriers of God’s mercy-filled heart, to help 

one another persevere in the truth by pursing the one who is wayward 

with the intent of restoring his soul to the truth. We need the protection of 

the body of Christ. We need brothers and sisters who love us enough to 

come after us when begin to drift.  

 

What if: es 

 Life was a war with a real enemy, invisible and cunning, who knows 

our weakness as well as we do? 

 Our senses were dulled and we were unable to perceive the danger 

we are in most of the time?  

 Sin and temptation were crouching at our door, or on our phone, or 

in our mind?  

 We were infected with the very spiritual disease that we must 

overcome? 

 What if all these things were true? 

The reality is that on this road of spiritual life in a fallen world where there 

are so many distractions, deceptions, and traps of temptation, we need 

each other’s help to persevere in the truth so as not be overcome by sin and 

Satan’s entanglement.  

 

There are times when we will need to go after one another, to rescue one 

another from the waywardness of sin. And this is why James gives us this 

final exhortation in vs. 19-20. James calls us to recognize the serious peril 

that could ensue in one another’s lives if we don’t lovingly intervene when a 

brother or sister begins to veer away from the truth of God’s word in their 

thinking, believing, and living. [19-20]  

 

In a very real sense, James is simply calling all of us to do what he himself 

has done in the writing of this letter. James has written this letter not only 

to encourage the church, but to also warn them of a variety of rocks and 

roots along the mountain path of their faith journey that, if not heeded, 

could lead to drastic falls. Consider all the corrections that James issues in 

this short letter: 

 Our attitude toward trials 

 Our perspective on temptation  

 How to deal with anger 

 Applying God’s word as doers and not mere hearers 

 Overcoming the sin of personal favoritism 

 Putting our faith into action  

 Learning to bridle our tongue 

 Seeking godly wisdom rather than worldly wisdom 

 Our approach to conflict 

 Our need to relinquish pride 

 Not judging one another 

 Considering God’s will in our future plans 

 Not living for earthly treasures 



 Patiently enduring affliction until Christ comes to establish divine 

justice 

 Being a people of integrity  

 Praying in faith from purified hearts 

All of these corrections, exhortations and encouragements are meant to 

keep us from wandering from the truth both doctrinally and practically. And 

now James instructs us to do the same for one another. To speak into each 

other’s lives in such a way that we restore one another to the truth.  

 

When we first read vss. 19-20, they seem so simple and straight forward 

that they would hardly need any explanation at all. Certainly, Ty could not 

preach too long on these verses! But the more we study them the clearer it 

becomes that they are not completely clear. James has given us a rather 

ambiguous command—and that is likely intentional. James writes in such a 

way that he leaves us begging 5 questions:  

 

1. Is the one who is straying from the truth a believer or an unbeliever? 

James presents a hypothetical situation in which one who is among 

the brethren begins to stray? Is this a believer among them or one 

who simply appears to be a believer given the severe warning about 

death? Is James challenging the doctrine of eternal security?  

2. What does it mean to stray from the truth? Is James simply talking 

about falling into disobedience or the danger of apostacy (forsaking 

the faith altogether)?  

3. Whose soul will be saved from death? The language is ambiguous 

here so that apart from the wider doctrinal context of the NT, it 

could be saying that either the soul of the one who rescues or the 

soul of the one being rescued is saved. Of course, we know that only 

God ultimately saves, though he often does it through the means of 

a messenger. So I take this verse to mean that the one who is 

straying can be saved from death through the intervention of 

another brother or sister.  

4. What does “save his soul from death” mean? Is it physical death 

that could result from divine discipline or is it spiritual death 

(eternal separation from God)? Note that the word soul can be used 

to refer to our inner, eternal, spiritual man or it can simply refer to 

one’s life in general (it all depends on the context).  

5. Finally, how does James us the term “save” in vs. 20? We may 

assume James is speaking about spiritual salvation from sin and 

death, but as we saw last week in vs. 15 it can also be used in the 

sense of restoration for healing (the same Greek word sozo is used 

in both verses as well as to refer to Jesus’ ministry of physical 

healing as well as Paul’s way of speaking about eternal salvation).  

 

So what in the world does James mean to say? Let me remind you that 

James is speaking hypothetically here and in so doing is probably ambiguous 

on purpose.  

 

Yet, how might ambiguity be strategic? James does not want us to limit the 

application of these verses by our short-sighted perception of people or 

circumstances. He means for us to apply them broadly. We can’t always 

know if a person is a genuine believer or if they are unsaved. Appearances 

are not always reliable when it comes to the complexities and intricacies of 

the human heart. And whether a person has the mere appearance of a 

Christian without being truly born again, or if a person is in Christ but has 

become disillusioned by suffering or deceived by sin, the solution is the 

same—the good news of gospel of Jesus Christ! So we don’t need to 

exhaust great amounts of time and energy trying to figure out how to 

respond to them based on whether or not they are truly saved.  

 

Here's what we know. Sin leads to ruin, temporarily and eternally. Those 

who abide (remain/persist) in sin cannot be comforted by the assurance of 

grace. But those who turn from their sin can be comforted in Christ and can 

no longer be accused by the sin they have forsaken!  

 

So we plead with our friend, saved or lost—we may not know—to run to the 

cross and believe the gospel. What is the gospel? It is the good news that 

God has made a way to overturn the ultimate bad news of sin’s 

condemnation. The bad news is that everyone of us since Adam and Eve’s 

sin, have been born estranged from God, inwardly independent and 

rebellious toward God, seeking to be sovereign over our own lives.  

 

Don’t take my word for it. Listen to Ephesians 2:1-23: “And you were dead in 

your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked according to the 



course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the 

spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too 

all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh 

and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest.”  

 

Paul is saying that everyone of us were born into a rebel family, a dynasty, 

that lives in opposition to the God who created us—the God of life from 

whom our forefathers and ourself are estranged. And there is nothing we 

can do in our sinful state to change it. We are dead to God in our sinful 

rebellion and His wrath is turned against those who violate His perfect 

justice with their sins. So what good news could there possibly be for the 

human race—for you?  

 

The good news is that God is not only intolerant of sin (of any kind or 

degree). He is a God of incomprehensible love who has made a way for 

sinners to be reconciled to Himself. He and His son Jesus are so rich in 

mercy that Christ came to take sin’s death sentence of sin upon Himself so 

that those who receive Christ as the rightful Lord over their lives will be 

saved by his death and receive new life—eternal life—through His 

resurrection (which demonstrated that God’s justice was fully satisfied 

through Christ’s sinless life and death, so that God released Him from the 

prison of death!).  

 

Here's how Paul when on to describe it in Ephesians 2: “But God, being rich 

in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we 

were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ (by 

grace you have been saved), and raised us up with Him, and seated us with 

Him in the heavenly places, in Christ Jesus, in order that in the ages to come 

He might show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in 

Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of 

yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one should 

boast.”  

 

This is the good news we take to one another when we have strayed from 

the truth and become entangled in sin. God has made a way to cut the cords 

of sin. Imagine a scuba diver who has gotten tangled up in an old fishing net 

under water. It’s only a matter of time until his air tank is empty and then 

certain death will ensue. This is the reality of the natural man who is 

entangled by sin—the waters will condemn him to death if he is not 

rescued. But Christ came into the death waters of judgment to cut the cords 

of sin that entangle us. The gospel is God’s rescue mission for sinners.  

 

Notice that just as Christ went on a rescue mission for us, James calls us to 

go on rescue mission for each other. We can’t save each other like Christ 

saves us, but we can be a voice to turn people to the Savior. Earlier, when I 

gave you the summary of today’s message, I referred to us a couriers of 

God’s mercy-filled heart. Why? Because when we seek to turn someone 

back to the truth, we are mimicking the very heart of God.  

 

Let me show you His heart to rescue the wayward. In Ezekiel 34, God 

rebukes the shepherds (leaders) of Israel for being so consumed with their 

own personal interests that they are not caring for the people God has 

entrusted to them:  

“Those who are sickly you have not strengthened, the diseased you 

have not healed, the broken you have not bound up, the scattered 

you have not brought back, nor have you sought for the lost; but 

with force and with severity you have dominated them. And they 

were scattered for lack of a shepherd, and they became food for 

every beast of the field and were scattered. My flock wandered 

through all the mountains and on every high hill, and My flock was 

scattered over all the surface of the earth; and there was no one to 

search or seek for them” (Ezek 34:4-6).  

 

So, what would God do to remedy this problem? The Lord says, “I Myself 

will search for My sheep and seek them out…I will feed My flock and I will 

lead them to rest," declares the Lord God. "I will seek the lost, bring back the 

scattered, bind up the broken, and strengthen the sick…” (Ezek 34:11-16). 

 

If this was God’s heart to wayward Israel, we should not be surprised to 

hear Jesus say of Himself, “The Son of Man has come to seek and to save 

the lost” (Luke 19:10). So when we reach out to someone who is straying 

from the truth with the goal of seeing them restored to God, we are 

carrying God’s very heart of mercy to that individual—God’s heart, that is 

best captured in the gospel where Christ, at His own expense, takes on the 

judgment of our sin so that we can be forgiven!  

 



And so, we too go to our brother or sister with a heart of mercy, wanting to 

see the multiplying damages of sin aborted. One sin leads to many sins and 

more destructive sins. This is why James says, such a rescue mission will 

cover a multitude of sins.  

 

Yet all of us know that lovingly confronting a wayward individual carries 

some unpleasant risks with it. Not only is it possible for their sin-entangled 

heart to respond poorly to us, there are temptations that we too have guard 

ourselves against, like pride. Hence, Galatians 6:1 says, “if a man is caught in 

any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of 

gentleness; each one looking to yourself, lest you too be tempted.”  

 

Every situation will be unique, and therefore require wisdom and 

discernment as to the specifics of our approach. But let me suggest a few 

general principles to consider when approaching someone who seems to be 

straying from the truth (see Col 2:12-17):  

1. Pray first 

 For yourself – God works through pure and surrendered 

vessels (Col 3:12a). 

 For them – You can’t change their mind, but God can.  

2. Prepare your heart (Col 2:12-17) – Put on a heart of: 

 Compassion – life is complex and sin often leads to suffering  

 Kindness – look for ways to serve the person (serving them 

can bring down walls) 

 Humility – go asking questions (don’t assume all things are 

as they appear to you) 

 Gentleness – remember that you are capable of the same 

sins or worse 

 Patience – allow God time to work and the person time to 

respond  

3. Proceed with  

 Courage – valuing care for their soul more than comfort 

(ease) for yourself 

 Truth – Let the truth of God’s word speak (the Spirit works 

through the Word) 

 Grace – speak the truth in love remembering that you come 

not with the law, but with the gospel of hope.  

 
1 Quoted by Dane Ortlund, Gentle and Lowly: The Heart of Christ for Sinners and 

Sufferers, pg. 131. 

4. Pray – keep praying for God to work out His purposes in their lives, 

even beyond your ability to see the results.  

 

As we come to the Lord’s table this morning, we come not only with 

concern for our fellow brothers and sisters, we also come giving attention to 

our own souls. Are we walking in the truth both with our thoughts as well as 

our actions and attitudes? What sin may be entangling you today?  

 

Whatever it may be, God’s mercy is more. As we saw in Ephesians 2:4, God 

is rich in mercy! A puritan by the name of Thomas Goodwin comments on 

how God is the Father of mercies (2Cor 1:3) this way:  

 

God has a multitude of all kinds of mercies. As our hearts and the 

devil are the father of [a] variety of sins, so God is the Father of [a] 

variety of mercies. There is no sin or misery but God has a mercy for 

it. He has a multitude of mercy of every kind…. 

 If your heart be hard, His mercies are tender. 

 If your heart be dead, He has mercy to [make it alive]. 

 If you be sick, He has mercy to heal you.  

 If you be sinful, He has mercies to sanctify and cleanse you.1  

 

Yet, perhaps you feel as though your life testifies to a much different reality. 

If God is so merciful, why has life been so hard? Listen to how Dane Ortlund 

captures the struggle you find yourself in:  

 

“Maybe you have been deeply mistreated. Misunderstood. 

Betrayed by the one person you should have been able to trust. 

Abandoned. Taken advantage of. Perhaps you carry a pain that will 

never heal till you are dead. If my life is any evidence of the mercy of 

God, you may think, I’m not impressed. 

 

To you I say, the evidence of Christ’s mercy toward you is not your 

life. The evidence of His mercy toward you is His [life]—mistreated, 

misunderstood, betrayed, abandoned,….in your place.”2 

2 Dane Ortlund, Gentle and Lowly: The Heart of Christ for Sinners and Sufferers, pg. 

178-179. 



 

 Today, God is on a search and rescue mission for you. To free you from your 

sin, guilt, and shame. To restore you to the only true Father of love. You 

may find that hard to believe because you are hesitant to forgive. You are 

cautious in showing mercy. You are skeptical toward those you love. But I 

have great news for you today. God is not like you!3 Isaiah tells us that God 

is infinitely compassionate and ready to forgive. So much so, that we could 

more easily measure the distance between heaven and earth than calculate 

the riches of God’s mercy and compassion.  

 

Listen to how Isaiah says it: [Isaiah 55:6-9] 

 

So, if God’s compassion is that great; if He is ready to forgive and lavish you 

with mercy as He said He is. How do you take hold of it? You let Christ take 

hold of you. You surrender to Him. You simply say from a sincere heart: 

“Lord, you have the right to rule my life.” That’s what it means to confess 

Jesus as Lord. And that confession comes from a heart that welcomes His 

love and forgiveness, believing that Jesus’ resurrection verifies that His 

death was more than enough to pay for your sin (Rom 10:9-10).  

 

Prayer:  

 

Communion:  

 Bread: 2 Cor 5:21 

 Cup: Rom 5:8-10 

 

 3 Dane Ortlund, Gentle and Lowly, pg. 160. 


