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Faith that Works: Woo ‘em Back 
James 5:19-20 
April 17, 0216 
Dan Hoffman 

 
~Faith that Works joins Jesus in wooing wanderers and rejoicing at their 

revival~ 
 

Please open your Bibles to James chapter 5.  If you’re using a pew Bible you’ll 
find that on page 856.  Today is the final episode in our James series.  We 
started this one back in January, and it’s done today.   
 
It feels like it’s gone really fast for me, but maybe you’re feeling like man, I’m glad 
we are done with James.  This has been a hard book.  Or perhaps a better word 
would be “this has been a challenging book.”  I’ve certainly felt that as I’ve been 
preparing for this each week. 
 
And that’s because James intended his words to sting.  Now this doesn’t mean 
he’s angry or spiteful.  James loved the church he was writing to, but he was 
pretty concerned that his people – people who believe all the right things about 
Jesus – could get deceived and end up not being Jesus followers at all. 
 
At one point James says “hey, the devil believes in Jesus, and he even shakes in 
his boots when he thinks of Him, but he’s not saved.”1 
  
And so James’ purpose in this letter has been to describe for us what a real 
Jesus follower looks like.  And we’ve boiled this down to comparing and 
contrasting faith that works with faith that James says deceives. 
… 
But at this point there could be a bit of confusion.  You might measure yourself 
against James’ words and determine, “Hey, I fall short of this.  When I crash my 
car or wake up to the sound of kids begin sick in their beds my first impulse isn’t 
always to say “This is pure joy!  Now I get to develop perseverance.” 
  
Or maybe you still need a bit of work on your tongue.  You lose your cool from 
time to time.  You prove to yourself that if your tongue was a tiger at the circus it 
would still be on a chain because it’s not trustworthy.  It’s not totally tame. 
 
Or maybe when someone says or does something to you that could be offensive, 
maybe a brother or sister here at church, your default is judgment rather than 
mercy.  You cut them off rather than assume the best and forgive.   
 
Maybe you recognize that your money is using you instead of you using it to 
honour God.  And maybe you aren’t living ready for Christ’s return.  You hardly 
think about it.   
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And so over the course of this study you’ve admitted to yourself – maybe a few 
times – “I’m not batting 1000 on all these categories… actually who am I kidding, 
I’m not batting 1000 in any of these categories.  And so you’ve wondered “Do I 
have faith that works, or am I deceiving myself into thinking I’m following Jesus?” 
… 
If you’ve asked these questions then you are doing exactly what James wants 
you to do.  But if you’ve been tempted to grow depressed and consider giving up 
because of the faults you see in yourself then you’ve missed his point.   
 
The fact is that this side of heaven infinite perfection isn’t the goal because it’s 
not attainable; the goal is becoming more Christ-like.  We call this “sanctification” 
– the ongoing process of being transformed into the image of Christ.  And so faith 
that works is really a lot more about process than it is about arrival; it’s about 
growing deeper in a relationship with Jesus and working to let Him into every 
aspect of our lives.   
 
So do ask yourself “Do I really have faith that works?  Is there evidence in my life 
that proves I’ve been transformed by the grace of Jesus?  Do I love Him for what 
He’s done?”  And ask yourself “what can I do to better honour Jesus, to provoke 
Him to pleasure, to show Him that I love Him, with my time and my money and 
my tongue and my talents?” 
 
Ask those questions because when you desire to live that kind of life it is 
evidence that the Holy Spirit is active within you and that your faith works.  One 
the other side if you don’t care about pleasing God; if you’re fine with the status-
quo and not looking more like Jesus today than you did yesterday, then James 
wants you to take a hard look at yourself because you just might be deceived into 
believing you are a Christ follower when you actually aren’t saved at all. 
 
Alright, as we deal with the last two verses in the letter, my thesis today is: Faith 
that Works joins Jesus in wooing wanderers and rejoicing at their revival.  
Let’s pick up our text in chapter 5 verse 19.2 
 
[Read James 5:19-20] 
 
I want to look at the word “wander” in verse 19.  There are two sides to this word.  
So first, throughout the letter James has been warning us that well meaning 
members of the faith community can inadvertently drift away from faith that 
works.   
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Now this doesn’t mean they are losing their salvation – the scriptures say that 
isn’t possible, but they also teach that the trajectory of a person with saving faith 
is one that increasingly moves towards Christ.  The other side of this then is 
when we or our brothers or sisters move in a trajectory away from Christ we 
should question our salvation.  And that’s because there is no biblical assurance 
of salvation for those who prayed a prayer when they were a kid and then spent 
their life living like hell.  That text just doesn’t exist.  But there are lots that say 
something like “But the one who stands firm to the end will be saved.”3 
  
And James has warned that it isn’t just people who have left the church who are 
at risk here, but even people still inside.  Get your mind around this.  James has 
already said: “we all stumble in many ways.”4  And now he says: “if one of you – 
so that would be someone reading this letter, obviously considering themselves a 
Christ-follower – if one of you wanders from the truth…” 
 
So when it comes to wandering suspect yourself first.  James says it’s going to 
happen.  And it’s going to happen with the best intentions in place.  We can just 
wander into this.  We can set out in the right direction, and end up a long way 
away from the truth.  This is just something sinners are capable of. 
 
The best illustration of this I know is the Pharisees.  These men were by far the 
most devout people in Israel in the first century.  They loved to live by God’s 
rules, and they loved this for a good reason.  400 years earlier Israel had been in 
captivity in Babylon because as a nation they had fallen into idolatry.  And they 
spent 70 years there being punished for turning away from God.   
 
And when they finally got out the Pharisees arose as a group dedicated to 
making sure Israel never fell into idolatry again.  So they dedicated themselves to 
holding Israel to the law like they’d never held to it before.  They did everything 
God said.”   
 
Now that’s great intention!  But 400 years later when Jesus shows up He has 
literally nothing good to say about the Pharisees.  Not one time does He say, 
“Wow, thank you so much for piously following the rules.  You guys are great.”  
No!  He calls them a brood of vipers and white-washed tombs looking pretty on 
the outside but full of decaying and rancid death.5  Now this is not the way Jesus 
describes saved people! 
 
The point is James wants the best of us to know that we can wander.  Like the 
hymn sings: “Prone to wander, Lord I feel it, prone to leave the God I love.”  - 
Turn to the person beside you and say “I think you’re prone to wander” – Isn’t 
that your testimony?  None of us are immune from falling away.  So James says 
be vigilant and persevere.  That’s the unintentional side of the word “wander.” 
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But the second side of this word is that while the destination may be accidental, 
the decision to wander often isn’t.  You see the same Greek word translated 
“wander” here appears all over the New Testament and almost every place it  
has a very deliberate sense about it. 
 
So in 2 Timothy Paul says: 

But evil people and charlatans will go from bad to worse, deceiving others 
and being deceived themselves. (2 Timothy 3:13) 

 
These evil people “wander” others and end up wandering themselves.  This is 
what deception is.  Or Peter says: 
 

They have left the straight way and wandered off to follow the 
way of Balaam son of Bezer, who loved the wages of 

wickedness. (2 Peter 2:15) 
 
Peter describes the trajectory of these people, not as having made a mistake, but 
as having deliberately left the straight way in pursuit of the wages of wickedness.  
So there is an intentionally sinful side to the word “wander”.   
 
The fact is many times people in church don’t just mistakenly wandering from 
God’s truth, we actually look at what God offers and look at what the world offers 
and then decide “I’m not going to do it Your way God, I’m doing this part for 
myself.”  And this is outright rebellion.  And it’s eternally dangerous to live this 
trajectory out.  And this is what James has been on about. 
 
So he says “make sure there is evidence in your life that you are pursuing Jesus.  
Make sure you don’t just believe the right things like the demons do.  And make 
sure you don’t just do good things like attend church and give some money, 
because the Pharisees were all over that.  Instead make sure that the reason you 
do good things is because you love Jesus and want to please Him. 
 
And we really got at this last week with the realization that what God wants from 
us is that we would go to Him whether we are in trouble or whether we are happy 
or whether we are sick – He wants us to have a relationship with Him all the time.  
It’s when that relationship is lacking, that our faith doesn’t work. 
… 
When I was a university student one of the things that baffled my mind was 
running into or hearing about Biblical Studies professors who weren’t Christians.  
They, I suppose, believed that Jesus lived and died 2000 years ago.  They knew 
everything about the context of Middle Eastern culture in the 1st century.  These 
men and women were incredibly intelligent.  And yet somehow all the brilliance of 
the Gospel was lost on them.  It just seemed incredibly ironic. 
 
But as terrible as that might sound, James says the reality is that this same thing 
exists in the church.  At least those professors were getting paid, but there are 
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people here and in every church who have spent their lives learning about Jesus 
but don’t know Him.  If this is you, you know all the stories.  You believe all the 
facts.  But you don’t love Jesus.  You aren’t bent on becoming more Christ-like at 
any cost.  You just tack coming to church onto the rest of your life with the hope 
of living a moral life.  But James says this is the kind of faith that deceives.   
 
Unless your encounter with Jesus has wooed you into a love relationship with 
Him you don’t have faith that works and you are on a path towards eternal death. 
 
That’s what’s on the line.  But then look at the second half of verse 19 and where 
James goes with this: 
 
[Read James 5:19b-20] 
 
James says “Okay, wandering is going to happen.  People here are going to lose 
sight of the truth.  Sometimes it’s going to be you, sometimes it’s going to be the 
person beside you.  Sometimes it’s going to be accidental, sometimes it’s going 
to be deliberate.  But wandering is going to happen.  As long as we are people 
we are going to make bad choices.  We are going to do things with our money 
that enslave us.  We are going to relate to people in ways that hurt.  We are 
going to flirt with sin and we are going to get burnt.   
 
But James says, when this wandering happens it doesn’t have to become a 
death destined trajectory.  And that’s because the church exists so that when one 
of us wanders the others here can woo ‘em back and save them from 
destruction. 
 
So James says “when you see your brother or sister sin don’t leave them there, 
lift them out.  Confront them, save them, and cover a multitude of their sin.  
That’s your job if you’re part of the church. 
… 
Great right?  But James, we live in Canada.  And in Canada the worst thing you 
can do to a person is offend them.  So if I go and say “hey sister, I don’t think 
you’ve handled this situation well – I think you sinned.”  Then she is going to get 
upset with me, she is going to tell me to stop judging her, and then she is 
probably going to storm out of the church and not come back.”  Right? 
 
James says “Ummm, have you heard anything I’ve been saying for the last five 
chapters?  There is real risk here.  And the greatest risk isn’t that they would get 
offended, death is on the line. 
 
So if your friend was drunk and about to drive home, would you take their keys – 
even if it ticked them off?  Well you would if you were their friend, and that’s 
because you care about their life.  It would be worth the risk of offence.  And here 
James says “The risk is worth it because the potential rewards are incredible. 
 



 6 

So first, the most amazing reward: James says when we confront our sinning 
brother or sister we may get to partner with Jesus in extending His gift of 
salvation.  People are always trying to play God, and James says, He’s 
sanctioned a way that we can do what He does – that’s incredible!  The second 
reward is, you may just get to save the brother or sister you love from death!  So 
James says, yes there is risk, but really this is a no brainer.   
 
So let’s look at these two rewards.  First, we may get the opportunity to partner 
with Christ in saving sinners. 
… 
Now we all know that Jesus is the one who saves.  In chapter 4 James said: 

There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and 
destroy. (James 4:12) 

 
And that’s Jesus.  But here James says whoever turns a wandering sinner away 
from their stupefied stumble saves them from death and covers a multitude of 
sin.  So while Jesus saves, we can be pivitol in the extension of His salvation.  
Paul puts it like this, he says: 

All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us 
the ministry of reconciliation…We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as 
though God were making His appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s 
behalf: Be reconciled to God. (2 Corinthians 5:18-20) 

 
Paul’s point is that Christ followers join Jesus in bringing God’s gift of 
reconciliation to the people around us.  Jesus is the Savior, but in most cases His 
gift of salvation gets given by us.   
 
Friends, there is no greater blessing available to a creature than for our Creator 
to share His work with us.  And God wants to bless us so He offers us front row 
seats to the miracle show of Him transforming a life – that’s what James is talking 
about here.  We get to watch the lights come on and their heart swoon in 
response to the love of their Creator.  God does the miracle, but we get to touch 
it!  There’s nothing better than this!   
 
Now primarily the text in Corinthians is about evangelism – it is talking about 
Christ followers extending salvation to non-believers.  And Paul says we become 
God’s ambassadors in this way.  But James has a different focus.  Almost 
everything he has written has been directed at the faith community.  And so here 
James says, “Hey, when your brother or sister wanders, you get to love them 
back into a right relationship with the church and with Jesus.  And when they 
revive that miracle is your joyful reward. 
… 
Now when it comes to wooing sinners Jesus is the authority.  And He outlines 
what it looks like to love a wanderer back in Matthew 18.  You can flip back there 
if you’ve got a Bible or you can follow along with the text on the screen. 
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As you turn to Matthew 18 there are two things I want you to look for.  First, 
notice that “wooing” is what is happening.  And second, keep an eye out for the 
purpose behind the wooing.  This is a love chapter. 
 
So in Matthew 18 verse 15 we read: 

If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just 
between the two of you. If they listen to you, you have won 

them over. (Matthew 18:15) 
 
So Jesus says this is what you do when you notice a brother or sister wandering; 
when you perceive that sin has entered the equation.   
 
But notice first that what we are to do is “woo them back.”  Now we talked about 
this at length last week, but briefly what I’m referring to here is what God does to 
us when He extends salvation.  So His purpose in showing us how great He is 
and how terrible we have been in rebelling against His rule, and yet how merciful 
He wants to be in extending grace and forgiveness in spite of how we’ve spurned 
Him is that we would be won over by Him.  He wants our love in return for His gift 
of salvation, not just our obedience.   
 
And so here Jesus uses the language of us winning our fallen brother or sister 
over.  So that means if we are going to join Jesus in wooing wanderers then we 
aren’t pointing the finger and saying “Ha, I told you so, I was right and you were 
wrong.”  If we are joining Jesus then we have to be doing it Jesus’ way.  We have 
to say: 

Don’t you see how wonderfully kind, tolerant, and patient God is 

with you? Does this mean nothing to you? Can’t you see that his 
kindness is intended to turn you from your sin? (Romans 

2:4NLT) 
 
We want to woo them back with how much God loves them. 
 
And this brings us to the second thing we need to see here.  And that is the 
purpose behind why we should confront a brother or sister who is wandering.  
And that reason is love.  We love them, that’s why we want them back.   
 
But that means there has to be a relationship before confrontation of sin can 
occur.  So don’t just march into church looking for somebody to confront about 
their sin.  That’s not going to be helpful.  Instead the motivation behind the 
confrontation is “I love you, I want good things for you not bad, and I’m 
concerned that you are wandering away from what is good for you.” 
… 
Now what happens if you attempt this and the person responds, “Thanks for your 
concern, but as you were talking the scripture that jumps into my mind is 
Matthew 7 where Jesus says: 
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Do not judge, or you too will be judged…. Why do you look at 

the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention 

to the plank in your own eye? (Matthew 7:1-3) 

 
“So look here plank man, back off!  Stop judging me.  Worry about yourself and 
let me worry about the sawdust.  I’m dealing with it!”  We need to address this 
because it happens right?  So what do people who are seeking to woo 
wanderers back because they love them do next?  Well Jesus tells us.   

But if they will not listen, take one or two others along, so that 

‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or 

three witnesses.’ (Matthew 18:16) 
 
Jesus says if you think the brother or sister you love is on a trajectory of sin away 
from God don’t just hand them over to their destruction because they got 
offended.  Remember you love them!  So find one or two impartial people, 
preferably people they respect and ask them to help you both towards revival. 
 
I mean maybe the issue is you.  Maybe you are plankman.  And if love and right-
relatedness with God is the goal then we need to be willing to consider that.  So 
ask one or two wise people for help.  Say “Hey, I’m concerned about so-and-so.  
This is what I’ve seen, but they don’t see it the way I do.  But for me this isn’t 
about who’s right and who’s wrong.  This is about restoring wanderers.  So will 
you come with me to hear them out and help us discern; maybe I’m missing 
something, or maybe this is a matter of wandering.” 
… 
Please see how this is different than grabbing a couple friends to help you gang 
up on somebody.  This is why church discipline gets a bad rep.  It’s because we 
aren’t doing it with the right heart – the right heart is love. 
 
But then imagine you get these two other people, and the conversation happens 
but the person says “I’m not an idiot.  I know what the Bible says.  I know what 
I’m doing is sin.  But I don’t really care.  I’m not going to stop.  I’m going to do it 
my way so just take off.”  What do people who are seeking to woo wanderers 
back, because they love them, do next?   
… 
Jesus, the greatest lover of wanderers, says: 

If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the church; and if they 
refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as you would a 

pagan or a tax collector. (Matthew 18:17) 
 
Now we have a hard time with this in Canada and again that is because we don’t 
understand what Jesus is calling for here.  In Canada we think “Oh no, if we do 
this – if we cut someone off because they refuse to repent – then they are going 
to get angry and never come back to Jesus.  So instead we just turn a blind eye 
when we see someone wander, and hope things will get better with time. 
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But the problem is time doesn’t heal sin, Jesus heals sin, and He does it through 
repentance.  Now you and I might think His strategy is out of date, but He’s the 
one who invented forgiveness, so the Bible argues if we choose Canadian over 
Christian we aren’t going to win.  We might maintain our earthly relationship but 
we will actually be condemning those we love to eternal death by not helping 
them return.   
… 
Friends, there is a challenge for us here.  We need to figure out how to do this 
well.  Jesus’ words hold both grace and truth together, and we need to do the 
same. 
 
So Jesus says “you can’t treat sin as a secondary issue – a broken relationship 
with God is a bigger problem then the potential offence between people.  And if 
you really love this person you will want what’s eternally best for them.   
 
And if you make light of sin, deciding to overlook it rather than deal with it, then 
you end up with people in the church who aren’t Christians but think they are – 
you will contribute to them having faith that deceives instead of faith that works.”   
 
And so Jesus says separate yourself from a person who claims to follow Christ 
but says “I don’t care what the Bible says, I’m going to do it my way.”  Separate 
yourself from them with the hope that they might realize the seriousness of their 
situation and repent.  The goal is still wooing them back.  And this is where we 
return to James. 
 
James says, when sin happens – and it’s going to happen – it’s the job of the 
brothers and sisters to love that person back.  Don’t abandon your brother’s heart 
to hardness.  Don’t let your sister wander away.  Pursue them, not with a stick, 
but with the love of Christ – the grace and truth love.  Woo them back. 
 
This is the way Jesus pursued us.  He could have easily forced us into servant 
hood, making us do what He wanted, but instead His strategy was to love us 
unconditionally in the hope that we would love Him back.  And when we are won 
by His love we become His reward. 
  
And James says Christ followers do what our Daddy does.  He is the Saviour, we 
extend His salvation.  He is the reconciler we are the ambassadors of His 
reconciliation.  And when we join Jesus in His work we get to share in His 
reward.  We get to join Jesus in something He loves, and that is rejoicing in the 
revival of wooed wanderers.   
 
And James says this is faith that works.  Faith that works joins Jesus in 
wooing wanderers and rejoicing at their revival. 
 


