
“Spiritual Declension” 
(James 5:19-20) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  As I indicated last week, James is winding down his letter with three closing subjects:   
a.  Two week ago – swearing:  oaths and vows.   
b.  Last week - how to respond to God’s Providence:  especially in the area of prayer.   
c.  And today, the importance of watching over one another and calling each other to 

repentance when we stray.   
 
2.  Review:   

a.  On swearing:   
(i)  He warned us against making false oaths and taking false vows.   
(ii)  The Lord takes our words seriously, and so should we.   
(iii)  When we say we’re going to do something, we should do it.   
(iv)  If we say something is true or false, we should be ready to stand by our 

assertions.   
(v)  God bears witness to whatever we say or do, so let your yes be yes, and your no, 

no.   
 

b.  On how to respond to God’s providence:   
(i)  We were reminded that God is in control of all things.   
(ii)  Whatever happens is meant to direct us to Him in some way.   
(iii)  If we’re suffering, we should pray and ask for God’s help.   
(iv)  If we’re happy, we should sing praises to thank Him for His mercies.   
(v)  If we’re sick, we should ask the elders for prayer, as well as God’s people, and 

we should search our hearts to see if we’ve sinned against God and are 
experiencing His chastening.   
(a)  We shouldn’t neglect going to the doctor.   
(b)  But we shouldn’t look to the doctor for our healing.   
 

c.  With regard to prayer:   
(i)  God has opened the door for us, but we need to leave our sin at the door.   
(ii)  God will hear the prayers of His children, but especially those who earnestly 

seek Him in the beauty of holiness.   
(iii)  Positional sanctification isn’t enough:  a heart that zealously desires His glory 

is.   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  Today, we come to James’ final subject:  Spiritual declension.   

a.  This is tied to what we saw last week, since it may be the cause of our sufferings, 
trials, illness, and is the opposite of the spiritual zeal and holiness necessary if our 
prayers are to be heard.   
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b.  Spiritual declension, or the weakening of grace in our hearts, is something we must 
all face.   
(i)  It has happened and is happening in the church as a whole.   
(ii)  It’s a drowsiness, a lethargy when it comes to the things of the Lord.   
(iii)  It’s when the infinitely important things of God and heaven and hell and 

eternity, make little or no impact in our lives, and we become indifferent.   
(iv)  It’s when the things of the world begin and continue to crowd out and replace 

spiritual interests.   
(v)  It’s when we begin to think and behave more and more like unbelievers.   
(vi)  For the believer, it can even mean leaving the truth and the church for a time.   
(vii)  For the unbeliever, who happens to be among God’s people, it can mean 

apostasy.   
 
c.  When this happens, we need to know how to deal with it.   

(i)  How to rekindle the fire.   
(ii)  How to become zealous again.   
(iii)  How to weaken/mortify the old man.   
(iv)  And how to help each other get back on the right track.   

 
2.  Today, we’re going to look at two things:   

a.  This morning, we’ll consider spiritual declension, that it is real and something we 
need to deal with.   

b.  This evening, how we are to help one another recover from it.   
 

3.  This morning, I want us to see three things:   
a.  That spiritual declension is a reality in the experience of the believer.   
b.  How spiritual declension takes place.   
c.  What it’s consequences are.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, spiritual declension is a reality in the experience of the believer.  James tells us, “My 
brethren, if any among you strays from the truth” (v. 19).   
1.  The Christian life is not an easy life.   

a.  In fairy tales we read, “And they lived happily ever after.”   
b.  Many believe the same thing is true with regard to Christianity; but it’s not – when 

we become Christians, the battle begins.   
 (i)  Before coming to Christ, we were going with the stream of the world.  “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” (Eph. 2:1-3).   

(ii)  But now, we’re going against it:   
(a)  “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; 

for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things 
that you please” (Gal. 5:17).   
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(b)  “Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as 
not beating the air; but I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after 
I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:26-27).   

(c)  The Christian life is an uphill race; it is a war we must fight.   
 

2.  It shouldn’t surprise us then to read about the falls of believers in Scripture.   
a.  David fell into adultery with Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11).   
b.  Peter denied with an oath that he even knew Jesus Christ (Matt. 26:74).   
c.  The Hebrews were tempted to abandon Christianity and return to Judaism because of 

the persecution of Rome (Heb. 10:23ff).   
d.  Solomon, at the end of his life, began to worship false gods (1 Kings 11).   
e.  Spiritual dullness, lethargy, weakness is always a liability in the Christian 

experience.   
 

3.  This can be comforting.   
a.  How many times have we looked to Peter after we have fallen into sin to help pick 

ourselves back up?  Or to David, or even Abraham, who lied about his wife, Sarah?   
b.  There’s nothing wrong with that.   

(i)  It reminds us that even true believers can commit serious sins.   
(ii)  We are not perfect:  we are redeemed, we have grace, we are destined for 

heaven, but we still have a great deal of corruption and are capable of doing the 
same things the unbeliever does.   

(iii)  The one difference is we will never fall fully and finally away:  God won’t let 
that happen.   
(a)  We may fall into grievous sin.   
(b)  We may continue for a time.   
(c)  But we cannot remain in it; the Spirit of God won’t allow it.   

 
c.  The unbeliever, on the other hand, may never come back.   

(i)  He may – he may be converted eventually and truly come to Christ.   
(ii)  He may return to the church in an unregenerate state.   
(iii)  Or, he may never come back at all.   

 
4.  But though the falls of the saints may be an encouragement for our recovery, they 

should never be an encouragement for our sins.   
a.  Our corruption will want to take this and run with it.   

(i)  It’s continually looking for open avenues to express itself.   
(ii)  It constantly seeks to deceive us to go the wrong way.   
(iii)  It will look at the recovery of the saints and say, “You see, they did it and got 

away with it.  They recovered.  They weren’t lost forever.  They still went to 
heaven.  So can you!”   

(iv)  Sin doesn’t show you the hook hidden in the golden bait, as Thomas Brooks put 
it.   

(v)  Thomas Adams wrote, “When Satan assaults any poor soul, he suffers nothing to 
appear to the eye but pleasure, profit, a sweet satisfaction of our desires, and an 
illusion of happiness.  There is also wrath, and judgment, and torment, and sting 
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of conscience belonging to it!  These must be, but these shall not be seen.  All the 
way is white snow that hides the pit. Green grass tempts us to walk; the serpent is 
unseen.  If temptations, like praises, might be turned on both sides, the kingdom 
of darkness would not be so populous.  If David could have foreseen the grief of 
his broken bones ere he fell upon Bathsheba, those aspersions of blood and lust 
had not befallen him.  If Achan could have foreseen the stones about his ears 
before he filched those accursed things, he would never have fingered them.  But 
as it is said of Adam and Eve after their fall, ‘Then their eyes were opened’; then, 
not before.  Judas was blind till he had done the deed, then his eyes were opened, 
and he saw it in its true horror” (Puritan Treasury).   

 
b.  We should never use grace as an excuse to sin (Rom. 6:1), but persevere in grace and 

kill our sins.  Not only will we be sure of heaven, but we’ll have the comfort of 
heaven while we’re here.   

c.  This evening, we’ll consider how to recovery from spiritual declension.   
 

B.  How does spiritual declension happen?   
1.  First, we are all liable to be deceived because of sin.   

a.  Sin in the world.   
(i)  We’ve just seen who is in control of the world (Eph. 2:1-3).   
(ii)  There is certainly no lack of deceivers teaching false doctrine.  “For many 

deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not acknowledge Jesus 
Christ as coming in the flesh. This is the deceiver and the antichrist” (2 John 1:7).   

 
b.  Sin in our hearts.   

(i)  Our corruption is apt to lead us in the wrong direction, as we’ve seen.   
(ii)  It’s looking for the easy way, the false way; it deceives us.   
(iii)  It’s trying to lead us – even as it does the unbeliever – away from God.   
(iv)  It’s also working to cool off our affections/love for God.   
(v)  When our hearts cool down, we very easily get off the right path.   
(vi)  It’s no wonder that James takes time to warn his readers about this in particular.   

 
2.  Second, we need to remember that this generally happens by degree.   

a.  We typically don’t just run and jump off the deep end all at once.   
b.  We begin by taking one step in a wrong direction:   

(i)  We become too loose in our morals.   
(ii)  On the other hand, we might become too strict.  Both are wrong.   
(iii)  We become enamored with some new doctrine.   

(a)  Perhaps it isn’t sound.   
(b)  Perhaps it is, but we misapply or over apply it.   
 

(iv)  We get caught up into personality worship.   
(a)  We benefit by listening to someone teach in one area, and we begin to accept 

everything they have to say uncritically.   
(b)  We stop examining everything by Scripture.   
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(v)  We need to remember that any variation from the truth will lead us into sin.   
(vi)  We need to guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.   
(vii)  Peter writes, “Be of sober spirit, be on the alert.  Your adversary, the devil, 

prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8).   
 

C.  Finally, what are the consequences of spiritual declension.   
1.  James tells us that it is death (v. 20).   

a.  If any stray from the truth and one turns him back, he will save his soul from death.   
b.  What kind of death is he referring to?   
 

2.  For the believer, it can only mean physical death.   
a.  His sins deserve eternal death in hell, but Christ has already paid that for him.   
b.  However, the Lord does discipline for sin (Heb. 15).   
c.  Sometimes that discipline can be severe enough to end his life in this world.   
d.  If we want a full life in which to serve the Lord, if we don’t want to be cut off in our 

youth:   
(i)  We must walk in the path of righteousness.   
(ii)  And when we go astray, we must respond to the Lord’s chastening, “Therefore, 

strengthen the hands that are weak and the knees that are feeble, and make 
straight paths for your feet, so that the limb which is lame may not be put out of 
joint, but rather be healed” (Heb. 12:12-13).   

 
3.  For the unbeliever, this can only mean eternal death.   

a.  This almost appears to be what James has in mind.   
(i)  Perhaps he is assuming that this person who strays from the truth should be 

considered an unbeliever.   
(ii)  Notice that if he is turned back, his soul will be saved from death and a 

multitude of sins will be covered.   
(iii)  Isn’t it true that a believer’s sins are atoned for, even if he strays?   

 
b.  Though an unbeliever cannot experience spiritual declension without ever having 

been spiritual, he can stray from the truth.   
c.  If a person in this situation is turned to Christ by the Lord, his soul will be saved 

from hell and his sins will all be covered.   
d.  This should encourage us to try and get the word out, as we’ll see more about this 

evening.   
e.  But for now, let’s bow and examine our hearts for the signs of spiritual declension 

and allow the Lord to apply His correctives to us by His Word and Spirit.  Amen.   


