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Rescuing the Wanderer 
James 5:19-20 
 
Intro 
Some of the most heartbreaking moments in a Christian’s life and in a pastor’s life are watching other 
believers wander away from the truth. I’ve known some folks who were very sincere in their faith and 
then fell away.  Some because of illness; some because of a death of a loved one; others because they 
fell into some enticing sin.  But some I have known have wandered away from the truth of God‘s 
word and have become heretical. 
 
Jesus warned about those who would be deceived and fall away from the truth. Jesus said, “For false 
messiahs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, 
even the elect.25 See, I have told you ahead of time” (Matthew 24:24-25). 
  
Jesus also warned, “At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each 
other, 11 and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people. 12 Because of the increase of 
wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, 13 but the one who stands firm to the end will be saved” 
(Matthew 24:10-13).  
 
We need to be ever so careful and vigilante against what Paul called seducing spirits. In 1 Timothy 4:1 
we read, “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving 
spirits and things taught by demons.” 
 
All false religion and all idols propagate demon deception and are energized by seducing demonic 
spirits. False religion is the playground of demons. The Bible tells us that Satan and his angels disguise 
themselves as angels of light in order to deceive and lead people astray. 2 Corinthians 11:14 says, 
“And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.” Folks, we need to be ever so 
careful in these last days not to be fooled by these deceiving and seductive spirits. 
 

Context 
The last two verses of chapter 5 forms a fitting conclusion to the book of James. They express James’s 
primary objective in writing his letter is to confront those who possessed a false, dead faith. The 
epistle of James does have an evangelistic emphasis, but one that is mainly directed toward 
professing believers in the church. James wrote, as did John in his first epistle, to call professed 
believers to examine their faith and make sure it is real. He was deeply concerned that no one be 
deceived about his or her salvation. 
 
That concern originated with Christ. In Matthew 7:21–23 He said, “Not everyone who says to me, 
‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven 
will enter. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your 
name cast out demons, and in your name perform many miracles?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I 
never knew you; depart from me, you who practice lawlessness.’” 
Let’s look at the last two verses of James 5. 
 
James 5:19 
My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth, and someone turns him 
back… 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%207.21%E2%80%9323


2 
 

In these last two verses James challenges his readers to make an attempt to bring back those who 
have wandered from the truth. He refers to men and women who were once part of the Christian 
community who have lost their way and who became spiritually weak. Perhaps these were never true 
believers in Christ in the first place but merely part of the church community. 
 
The attempt to reach and restore these sinful wanderers should be made with great love and concern 
for their souls. James is not speaking of condemnation, judgment, or accusation. He's speaking of a 
sincere loving effort to restore them back to true faith. 
 

The phrase “If any among you” indicates they are in the believing church, professing some form of 
faith. And every pastor knows the heartbreak caused by those who profess faith in Christ and yet turn 
their backs on Him; live in overt sin; or join a cult. The whole purpose of James’s letter is a calling to 
those whose faith is less than genuine to be committed to true faith in Christ. 
 
James is talking about the ministry of going after people who give evidence of not being genuinely 
saved. Do you know any people like that? Do you know people who used to come to church with 
you, they don't come anymore? Do you know people who used to talk about following Christ and are 
now living in open sin? Do you know people who used to say that they wanted to be faithful to the 
Lord and who now deny the faith and have joined another religious system, or deny the faith? 
 
Sometime ago I knew of a young fellow who was very active in church and who left the church, and 
he wanted nothing to do with the church, nothing to do with Christ, and began living with a woman 
who was not his wife. Do you know people like that? Those are the people who have failed the 
test. Now not all of them have failed it to the extreme where it's so very apparent that their faith is 
questionable, but this is the issue here. It's these kinds of people that James is concerned about. 
 

The word “truth” in this verse refers to the Word of God, primarily the gospel of salvation of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. It is a sure mark of those whose faith is not genuine that they reject the truth of 
salvation and fall away doctrinally. Jesus taught that the mark of a true disciple of His is that they 
continue in the Word. Jesus said in John 8:31, “If you abide in my word, you are my disciples indeed.” 
To abide in Christ’s word is to remain faithful in His word and to obey His word. 
 
Next phrase we read is, “and someone turns him back…” James encourages his readers to go 
after those who wander from the truth and attempt to bring them back to the truth. James has 
argued throughout the epistle that there is a danger in forming a superficial dead faith. If a mature 
believer brings a rebellious believer back to a living faith, he will save his soul from a dead faith.  
The words “turns him back” means to turn about, turn towards. The idea is to return to a point where 
one has been before – a return to truth. A believer who turns a wandering believer back to rightful 
fellowship with Christ and the church will rescue him from spiritual death. 
 
James 5:20 
Remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of their way will save them from death and 
cover over a multitude of sins. 
In reading this verse a question remains as to whether these wandering people are true Christians or 
people who were drawn to the Christian community but never placed their sincere faith in Christ. 
Some Bible interpreters suggest that since their souls will be saved from death, which is likely eternal 
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death, these must be unbelievers who showed interest in Christ and then fell away from Him without 
ever crossing over into a sincere commitment of faith. 
 
Other interpreters would suggest that these people who wandered into sin were genuine believers 
who were in danger of losing their salvation. That option does not seem to be consistent with the 
teaching of Scripture because one who is saved in Christ is secure.  
 
Some time ago we looked at James 2:14-26 and we dealt with the question of "What is genuine, 
saving faith?" This question is one of the most important questions of Scripture because it deals 
directly with a person's eternal destiny. The most frightening deception in this life is to think that 
"One has saving faith" when in God's eyes it is not genuine saving faith, but a superficial faith. 
 
James clearly states that faith without works is dead (James 2:20), and a dead faith is not a saving 
faith. If there is no evidence of growth and good works, we have reason to doubt that salvation ever 
truly took place. I believe that James is speaking to those who have been exposed to the truth; have 
wandered away from it and that they are not genuinely saved. Jesus said, “Therefore by their fruits 
you will know them” (Matthew 7:20). Obviously these wanderers did not produce the fruit. 
 

James’s purpose in these final verses is to encourage Christians to make an effort to bring the 
wanderer back to true faith.  It is assumed that this wanderer is not a genuine believer. He would be 
one who had been among believers and perhaps made some profession of faith, but his profession 
had been superficial. To bring the wanderer to genuine faith is to save his soul from eternal death. 
 
Two important results of such an accomplishment are cited. First, it will save his soul from death; 
from spiritual death and eternal death. Then the second result of bringing him back is that it will 
“cover over a multitude of sins.” Which means that genuine faith brings full forgiveness of the 
person’s sins; they are never to be held against him. As difficult as it may be to rescue such a person 
to saving faith, the eternal blessings make it infinitely worthwhile. 
 
Some asked the famous scholar, Lyman Beecher, what was the greatest thing that a person could 
ever do for someone else? Beecher replied, “To bring another to Jesus. And that is according to the 
Word of the Lord. In the judgment of God there is nothing so marvellously great as to bring someone 
to Jesus.” 
 
Conclusion 
Ministry is not just proclaiming the Gospel; it is the example of the Gospel lived out in the lives of 
believers as they show real compassion for individuals. If we are not doing this, we are not doing 
ministry. When we see someone start to stray, we are to come alongside him or her in love and help 
them back to God’s path. There is nothing so marvellously great as to bring a precious soul to Jesus. 
 
In Daniel 12:3 we read, “Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those 
who lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever.” What does that mean? The wise are 
those who possess the truth of Christ. These individuals who by their witness turn other people’s 
hearts toward God will be a light to the lost world. They will be rewarded and the legacy of their 
testimony will eternally glorify God. WOW! What a blessing! 
 


