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Introduction:  Have you ever gone through a spiritual famine in your own life?   What I mean to ask is this;  Have you ever quit attending church regularly and let the cares of your life squeeze out your interest in the Bible, prayer and worship or fellowship?  Have you ever seriously doubted beliefs that you were taught because of circumstances that came into your life?  Have been wounded by another Christian…..so badly that you withdrew even from your Savior?

James closes his inspired letter with tender words about such a person.  He directs those words to the brothers and sisters.  He has warned us throughout to care for one another and not condemn one another.  He has pleaded with us not to speak against one another, but to pray for one another.  His final words are one last call to clear thinking for Christians. 
James has gone to great pains to show that believers struggle with, faith and works, poverty and riches, trial and temptation, hearing and doing, the tongue, self righteousness, and prayerlessness.  All these enemies are constantly arrayed against you.  Following Christ is more than a religion to be joined or even confessed.  It is a Savior to be loved and followed.  And your “following” is daily and hourly.  It takes place in the soul first then spills out into your outward lives.  Following Christ cannot be done in isolation.  It starts in you, to be sure, but comes to fruition in Christ’s plan for His people that are called His Church.  

These last two verses form a tender appeal to the importance of our relationship to one another.  It is family.  We are children of the same father.  More importantly is this;  The enemies of the truth are arrayed against you in this world.  Along with them is your own fallenness.  A tongue with a mind of its own.  A propensity for self-righteousness.  An eager willingness to condemned one another for offenses and a spiritual enemy bent on alienation at any cost.   
Satan is the master religionist.  He orchestrates the tongue and the heart to break the bonds of affection between you and God and then between you and your church family.  He is relentless in this pursuit and will not be stopped until just before His final condemnation as revealed by John in Revelation twelve. 

Revelation 12:7-10   And there was war in heaven, Michael and his angels waging war with the dragon. The dragon and his angels waged war,  8 and they were not strong enough, and there was no longer a place found for them in heaven.  9 And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.  10 Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, "Now the salvation, and the power, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, he who accuses them before our God day and night.  
We are by necessity going to either be the following the truth or straying from it.  I have observed a phenomenon of Christians who seek to be neither, but this option is not open to Christ’s elect.  

Luke 11:23  23 "He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me, scatters.

James concludes all this teaching with two reminders: 

· The Probability of Straying away from Christ
· The Profit of Staying together in Christ

Why am I preaching this sermon: After all these warnings and instructions, God concludes with one final appeal to us to act on the Word of God and not just agree with it.  If by grace, God has brought us back from our wanderings, then we are now an active part of those who are seeking to turn others back to the Savior.  God’s Word dispels the myth of neutrality one final time in these closing verses.  
James 5:19-20   19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back,  20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.

The Probability of Straying Away from Christ

James 5:19  19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back,  

My brethren:  James uses this tender phrase 8 times in this short letter.  He is talking to you and me.  It is not a hypothetical treatise on the Christian life.  So he is giving a concluding thought to everything he has spoken to us about.  
If any among  you:  This is a hypothetical case.  It could have been made more certain by saying something like “when someone among you strays,”  but instead it is left with the possibility that it could be you or me.   

Strays:  This word describes a normally gregarious creature like a sheep, who for some reason looks up and finds himself lost.  He or she has failed to pay attention to the flock and paid a little too much attention to themselves.  It is a passive or middle verb.  The Greek uses the same form for both ideas.  If it is passive it means that this person has been led astray.  They have been seduced by the world or by false doctrine and thinking.  If it is middle, it means that they have just strayed on their own.  An isolated sheep in a wilderness is in grave danger and it does not much matter at that point who is to blame.   I have heard believers conduct great debates about whether some one was to blame for their predicament, as if to determine if they merited their compassion and intervention.   Such debates do not occur among us when we live in the shadow of the cross.   
1 Peter 2:23-25  while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously;  24 and He Himself bore our sins in His body on the cross, so that we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His wounds you were healed.  25 For you were continually straying like sheep, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your souls.
Humans have an inclination to see failure in others while being entirely blind to it in themselves.  We all know people that we think are straying from the truth, but find it difficult to remember a time when we did it or imagine that we could.  God wants us to see ourselves and not just someone else in this verse.
From the truth:  This is decidedly more than sound doctrine.  You can have an orthodox doctrinal statement and have wandered from the truth.   Let me try to illustrate just from James.  Suppose I give you a comprehensive and orthodox doctrinal statement and you confess to believe every word.  Do you think that a person with sound doctrine could still stray from “The Truth?”
James 1:2   2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials,

Can you believe sound doctrine and not consider your trials a joy?

James 1:22  22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.

Can you believe sound doctrine and not do what it says to do?

James 1:26  26 If anyone thinks himself to be religious, and yet does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this man's religion is worthless.

Can you sign onto a perfect doctrinal statement and still not bridle  your tongue?

James 4:11  11 Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it.

Can you have really good beliefs but still speak against one another?

So this closing warning is about more than sound doctrine.  Sound doctrine is the things we profess to be true, but you can have it and still wander from the truth.  That is exactly why James is so troublesome to many.  He is constantly, even right here at the end calling us back to the truth that is lived out not just embraced intellectually.  The Living Word not merely the Written Word.   Now let me be very clear here.  Sound doctrine is essential to the Christian life.  You cannot afford to have false beliefs about God, Christ, The Scripture and the Holy Spirit, but they alone are not sufficient.  James puts it this way: 
James 2:19-20   19 You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder.  20 But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?

Jesus had previously dealt with the same issue when He lived on the earth.

Matthew 15:7-8   "You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you:  8 'THIS PEOPLE HONORS ME WITH THEIR LIPS, BUT THEIR HEART IS FAR AWAY FROM ME.

And again…..

Matthew 7:21-25  21 "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.  22 "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?'  23 "And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; DEPART FROM ME, YOU WHO PRACTICE LAWLESSNESS.'  24 "Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine and acts on them, may be compared to a wise man who built his house on the rock.  25 "And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and slammed against that house; and yet it did not fall, for it had been founded on the rock.

The Truth is Our Living Jesus Christ.  He is the Lord of the church and that makes Him your master.  He cares nothing for your professions of faith.  Men think these have merit.  When we do this we imagine a childish and insecure God who smiles and says, “ah well at least they believe in me.”  This is not the Christ of the New Testament and not the faith or the Truth of James.  

There is a strong possibility that we could stray from Christ.  We might be content with “believing the right thing.”  We might convince ourselves that we don’t need to daily seek Christ’s presence and strength to bring our thoughts, actions and words under His control.  James says it this way because all of us are in danger of straying.  

The book of James is not intended to make you feel defeated!

It is intended to make you feel DEPENDENT!
The Profit of Staying together in Christ
James 5:20   19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back,  20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.

This is more than individual advise.  It is advise to the church.  To “the us.”  There is value to the local church and if there is value to our church then there is value to us as well.  

We live in the day of the individual.  We think about our personal relationship with Christ….as we certainly should, but there is a dimension in these verses and in the entire book of James that is vital.  That aspect is our interdependency on one another.  Our need for one another and our Christlike love and care for one another.  Believers are not only children!  We have responsibilities in the family and the family has responsibilities toward us.  You cannot ever be truly complete as a believer apart from the church, which is Christ’s body.  God designed it that way, not a group of men who want your money and time.  Take your Bible and turn to…..
Ephesians 4:1-6  Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,  2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing tolerance for one another in love,  3 being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your calling;  5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism,  6 one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all.

We might think that to “walk worthy” means to have sound doctrine and an impeccable personal ethic.  No bad habits or lapses in judgment.  But this passage describes the worthy walk in a vastly different way.  

“The calling with which you have been called,” is as a member of the church, the body of Christ.  If you think about humility, gentleness, patience and tolerance you will quickly recognize that these are the qualities we direct toward one another in the church.  The diligent submission to these character qualities “preserves the unity of the Spirit.  God has made us one in Christ.  There is unity, but if we ignore our union we will not preserve it.  
Ill:  Why do you go home to your spouse and family every night.  Because you belong there.  If you do not come, they will think something is wrong between you.  They will feel rejected.  What if you have no patience for their shortcomings or they for yours?  What if you cannot tolerate their sins or they yours?  This is a formula for alienation. God calls you personally to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  

Verses four and five tell us what that unity is.  It is with your brother and sister.  You need each other.  We need each other.  We all have the same body and the same Holy Spirit.  All of us in church were called with the same hope to the same calling.  We have the same Lord and Master.  We have the same Faith in Christ. We have the same baptism and the same God and Father.  In other words, we are united around all things eternal and godly.  

James 5:20   20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.

Let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way: This is not the work of the church, but a work for the church. It is for the love of what Christ loves done by someone in the church.  It describes “someone” who has adopted God’s view of the church as family and body.  When we have cut our leg or arm we do not conduct a debate with our other members about who is responsible to stop the bleeding.  

The error of his way:  This is not some outward sin. This is not describing a list of do’s and don’ts that we need to make sure everyone adheres to.  The “error” is the false notion that faith can be alone.  That it is mere mental assent.  That we can say we love one another without ever doing anything to prove we love one another.  We can say we care about someone while we speak against them.  It is faith without works.  
One of the greatest expressions of love for someone is to love who they love.  The opposite is true.  Two men will not be friends for long when they dislike one another’s brides.  How intimate can we be with Christ if we will not love His bride, the church.  

Ephesians 5:25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her,
Will save his soul from death: When men turn away from Christ they turn toward death.  I am not suggesting that men, once regenerated can cease to be children of God or lose their salvation.  Men cannot be unborn, but that does not change the fact that turning away from the source of all life is to turn toward death.  James describes the temptation to evil this way. 
James 1:13-15   13 Let no one say when he is tempted, "I am being tempted by God"; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.  14 But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust.  15 Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death.

Because we never know the state of a person’s soul we should always admonish them to turn to Christ and away from death.  The world promises pleasure and delivers misery.  It promises satisfaction and gives despair.  It offers life and produces death.  This is the drumbeat of the gospel preaching of the Cross.  Only Grace,  Only Faith, Only Christ. 
And will cover a multitude of sins:  This does not mean to hide someone’s sins, but that they should be covered by something.  In this case it is Christ.  This is not a call to self-righteousness.  Stop that sinning and then you will be acceptable.  It is a call to be covered in the righteousness of Christ.  It is actually a call to acknowledge our sinfulness and not just try to forsake it or hide it.  It is God who covers our sins.  
Psalm 32:1 A Psalm of David. A Maskil. How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, Whose sin is covered!
In fact, it is God who turns a sinner from his way and God who saves that same sinners soul from death.  Our call is to love what Christ loves, give ourselves to what Christ has given Himself and to serve Christ by serving His Bride, the church.  

CONCLUSION

God has called you to walk worthy within His church and He has made it pretty clear what He means by it.  We walk in view of one another.  We are called to be with one another.  We are called to by humble with one another and tolerant of one another.  You cannot do these things by yourselves.  We have a propensity to be very tolerant of our own shortcomings and brutal toward someone else’s.  

This passage, like the whole book of James and like the entire New Testament is a call to live for Christ by living for one another in His church.  It is the way men know that Christ is real and actually has disciples.  
John 13:34-35   34 "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.  35 "By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another."

Our spoken testimony is muted when we are apart from the body.  This is the reason to make sacrifices to be part of the body of Christ.  To plan to meet regularly…not so someone can count you, but so that you can care for one another.  Nothing says I love you more loudly than, I want to see you.  I want to spend time with you.  I want to help, encourage or pray for you.  
How committed are you to the body of Christ?   Are there things you would be willing to change in order to show love and honor to what Christ loves most in the universe?   It is a matter of our time.  We have time to spend each week.  How is it spent.  I want to challenge you with this thought.  We are not loving Christ when we neglect expressions of our love for one another in worship, fellowship, service and prayer.  Our love for the church is a huge part of our love for Christ in this world.  Jude described the importance of the church to his readers as well.  We will give him the final word this morning. It is God who is able, but we who are the means to accomplish it. 
Jude 1:20-25  20 But you, beloved, building yourselves up on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit,  21 keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting anxiously for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to eternal life.  22 And have mercy on some, who are doubting;  23 save others, snatching them out of the fire; and on some have mercy with fear, hating even the garment polluted by the flesh.  24 Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy,  25 to the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.
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