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James series 

2 My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not 
show favoritism. 2 Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring 
and fine clothes, and a poor man in filthy old clothes also comes in. 3 If you show 
special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, “Here’s a good seat for 
you,” but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my feet,” 
4 have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil 
thoughts?  
5 Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in 
the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised 
those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who are 
exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? 7 Are they 
not the ones who are blaspheming the noble name of him to whom you belong? 
8 If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor as 
yourself,” you are doing right. 9 But if you show favoritism, you sin and are 
convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet 
stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. 11 For he who said, “You 
shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not murder.” If you do not commit 
adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker. 
12 Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives 
freedom, 13 because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not 
been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment.  
 
This is the Word of the Lord.  
 
 
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,  

How do you treat people? How do you determine how you should treat 
them? Do you treat them all the same or do you give better treatment to a wealthy 
person than to the poor? If the rich man James talks about walked into this church 
today, would you think, "Boy, I hope he joins us here! I’m sure I could benefit from 
connecting with him. I better make a point of talking to him after the service and 
making sure he feels at home here."? Do you desire to make the poor feel just as 
welcome even if they will not be able to gain financially from them? 

Favouritism is a Form of Judgement 

We learn from James that the Christian faith forbids favouritism. He says 
this, first of all, because favouritism is a form a judgement. After giving an example 
of showing favouritism, James then asks the reader, in v.4  

Jam 2:4 have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges 
with evil thoughts?  
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And the answer to that question is “yes.” When we show favouritism, we make 
ourselves judges over people.  

When James says, "don't show favouritism," literally that word means 
"receiving the face". We might say, "don't judge based on the face value or first 
appearances." Or don't discriminate on the basis of external considerations. We 
sometimes say, “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” For James the point is that we 
shouldn’t look at people for what we can get from them or how our connection to 
them will benefit us.  

The people that James wrote to were guilty of this. It seems that they 
themselves were being oppressed because of their faith, but in response they 
oppressed each other, especially the poorest Christians. The better-off Christians 
took advantage of the poor. The situation was something like this:  

Mrs. Widow and a man named Jeremiah were both Christians who fled from 
Jerusalem when persecution broke out. In a foreign country, they both found 
a job working for a demanding man named Mr. Jones. Jeremiah tried to 
buddy up to Mr. Jones whenever he came around. In fact, Jeremiah would 
pick on Mrs. Widow because he knew Mr. Jones liked that. It turned out that 
Mr. Jones even rewarded Jeremiah for this behaviour. So Jeremiah was 
responsible for oppressing his fellow-Christian, Mrs. Widow. He did it for 
personal gain.  
 
That's the sort of thing that what was happening among the Christians that 

James is writing to. Using this example, look again at our text. Mr. Jones was the 
man who would come into the meeting or worship service of the Christians in his 
fine clothes. From time to time he would show up just to make his presence known 
so that those Christians like Jeremiah and Mrs. Widow would not forget that he had 
power that he could use against them or for them. Jeremiah would run up to Mr. 
Jones when he came in and give him one of the best seats in the building—a place 
of honour. But when Mrs. Widow came in, Jeremiah would tell her to sit on the floor 
at the back of the room. And he did the same to other poor people too, whether 
they were regular members or visitors.  

Mr. Jones discriminated on the basis of social status, race and gender. But 
so did Jeremiah. And that’s why James calls this out. He wants such selfish 
favouritism to stop. You can’t judge someone based on race, wealth, gender or 
anything like that. This sounds so contemporary, doesn’t it?  

How do we decide who to befriend or maybe who we should ask to help with 
a particular ministry project or to serve as an office bearer? Do we look at peoples' 
goods, business accomplishments, wealth or family line instead of their faith and 
how they live it? Human considerations are not important in the eyes of God. One's 
worldly status is not an indicator of what's in the heart. Nice clothes and shiny 
rings, like the man James describes, don't guarantee a heart that is clothed with 
the righteousness of Christ. Because a man can run a business, doesn't mean he 
loves the Lord. Maybe he got rich by stepping on others, even on fellow-Christians.  
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Yet Christians in James' day were making wealth a consideration in how 
they treated people. The Christians were favouring those who, whether in the 
church or out of it, had money. They were trying to get ahead in life by worldly 
means. And the poorest members got stepped on in the process.  

Such discriminators are judges with evil thoughts, says James. Self-interest 
motivates them. We use worldly measurements to assess someone, rather than 
God’s standards. Such judgements lead to favouritism that does not please God, 
because it is unjust. Moreover, when God's people treat others partially, by 
showing favouritism to some and not to others, God's name is dishonored because 
we are not loving people the way he calls us to love.  

Favouritism Forbidden because God Measures Worth Differently 

Secondly, then, we note that James forbids Christians from showing 
favouritism because God measures worth differently than we do. Contrary to what 
you might hear from the health and wealth preachers in our world today, being 
wealthy is not a sure sign that you are more godly or spiritual than those with less 
material possessions. I’ve known godly people with wealth and also wealthy people 
who are very ungodly. The same can be said of people with fewer resources. I’m 
sure we’ve all experienced that.  

James isn’t trying to say that wealth makes someone a bad Christian or that 
poverty makes someone a good Christian. He says this in v.5:  

Jam 2:5 Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be 
rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised to those who love him?  

Those words by themselves ought to make us stop for a moment and evaluate our 
commitment to Jesus Christ, to take a hard look at our faith. In the Luke 6 version 
of The Beatitudes, Jesus says,  

Lk 6:20 Blessed are you poor for yours is the kingdom of heaven.  
In the OT too, Moses says of God in Deuteronomy 10:18,  

Dt 10:18 He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow and loves the 
alien, giving him food and clothing. 

And who can forget those well-known words of Jesus to his disciples?  
Mt19:23 I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of 
heaven. 24 Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.  

I hope we all know that being wealthy does not entitle us to a free pass into 
heaven. God doesn't welcome the rich because they work so hard to get what they 
have. The wealthy cannot buy their way into heaven as they may be able to buy all 
that their heart desires on earth. The greatest treasure of all—Jesus Christ—is 
available only by faith and available to all people—poor or rich. All people are 
saved by faith alone. Nothing else. Not money, not political clout. Not being right on 
one subject or another. Grace alone.  
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James is not saying that it is impossible for the rich to enter heaven. Nor is 
he claiming that the poor will automatically have a room prepared there for them. 
James is simply trying to stop the Christians he is writing to from treating people 
special because they have money and abusing them because they don’t.  

None of the people to whom James writes could have been really well off 
materially. But among them, there are the Jeremiah types who are trying to buddy 
up to the rich pagans by trampling on the poorest Christians. They show 
favouritism to the rich because they are looking for a piece of the rich man's pie. 
That is why James condemns these brothers and sisters in the Lord when he says 
in v.6, you have insulted the poor. You’ve decided that your financially poor 
Christian brothers or sisters can be dismissed or treated improperly because they 
can’t help you climb the ladder of success like a rich person might.  

We must guard against looking to our own interests. We have to fight 
against this sin, confess it and get rid of it. We should not take advantage of 
situations to better ourselves when we know someone else is going to pay or suffer 
because of our gain. That is what James is getting at when he tells his Christians 
friends "you have insulted the poor."  

Such abuse doesn't make any sense, according to James. For, he 
continues, "Is it not the rich—like Mr. Jones in my earlier example—who are 
exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? Are they 
not the ones who are slandering the name of him to whom you belong?" So why 
are you cozying up to them?  

The Lord hates hypocrisy. Christians acting like those who do not know 
Jesus Christ is hypocrisy. Having received so much, they continue to fight for their 
own self-interest instead of seeking first the kingdom of God. James' words in 
chapter 2 build on the closing lines of ch. 1 where he says,  

Jam 1: 27 Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to 
look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from 
being polluted by the world. 

The love of money can pollute Christians just like it corrupts so many 
unbelievers. The danger for all of us is that it's so easy to start loving wealth 
instead of the Giver of that wealth.  

I’ve seen generous wealthy people and stingy poor people. Many poorer 
Christians have been helped repeatedly by a wealthy brother or sister in the Lord. 
One family I knew repeatedly received all the meat they needed from a man in their 
church who knew they were not able to buy much. So he always made sure to 
keep their freezer stocked. One of my friends at seminary received large sums of 
money anonymously at least two times just when he needed it.  
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These were gifts from wealthy Christians to poorer ones without self interest 
or hopes of being repaid. They used their money for the purposes that God 
intended. They advance the cause of the kingdom of God instead of their own.  

On the flip side, sometimes those who don’t have much money are greedy 
and always worried about protecting their own interests because they so 
desperately want to get ahead. That too is not helpful. Whether rich or poor, we 
can say, "I don't love money more than God" but it's easy to let the balance in your 
bank account motivate your actions toward others.  

Faith is really all that counts when you are a child of God. Faith is all that 
saves you. A large bank account will do you no good. In Jesus' day it was those 
who had to give up the least in this world to follow him who found it the easiest to 
do so. While those, like the rich young ruler, turned away from Jesus because he 
loved worldly wealth. The rich can become more concerned about their own 
kingdom than the Kingdom of God. To God, faith is all that counts. That's the only 
measure of worth God takes. He doesn’t look at our bank account, our address, 
our nationality, our gender or any other human identifier. The Christian faith forbids 
favouritism because God measures worth differently.  

Fight Against Favouritism 

So, finally, James tells us to fight against favouritism because the royal law 
condemns it. Almost every Sunday we hear some version of “love your neighbour 
as yourself.” With respect to other people, this is the only true response to faith in 
Jesus Christ. And yet the temptation arises to slip back into self-dependence or 
reliance, instead of living our faith in Jesus Christ and trusting him to supply our 
needs. 

James has to remind the Lord's people of this: If you are able to keep the 
law perfectly, you have nothing to worry about. James reminds us all that 
everybody breaks the law. You and I are law-breakers and God cannot accept us 
because of that. If anyone has a right to judge us, it is God!  

But thanks be to God, there is mercy. The closing line of v.13 is: "Mercy 
triumphs over judgment!" God's mercy in sending Jesus Christ triumphs over his 
judgement on our sins. Faith in Jesus Christ frees us from the demand to fulfill the 
royal law in order to be saved. Do you believe that? 

If you don't, you have a heavy cross to bear—you must keep the law of God 
without flaw. Eventually, though, you will collapse under its weight. However, if you 
do believe in Jesus Christ as your Saviour, he has carried your cross for you 
because he fulfilled the royal law for you. If you are saved by faith in Jesus Christ, 
then God's mercy has triumphed over judgement in your life.  

But now how will you respond? In v.12 James says,  
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Jam 2:12 Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that 
gives freedom.  

Once you are a child of God by faith in Jesus Christ, you must strive to act 
the part. We are free from the demands of the law which would require 100% 
obedience to be saved. Instead, because we rest in the finished work of Jesus. 
Now, we serve others in his name without regard to how we might profit from doing 
so. God rewards the good work that proceeds from faith. However, God's gracious 
acceptance of us does not end our obligation to obey him. It sets it on a new 
footing. No longer do we need to fear condemnation by the law. Instead, God's will 
comes to us as a law that gives freedom. Having been saved, the more we obey 
God's law, the greater our experience of God's mercy and freedom becomes.  

That is why James tell all Christians—both rich and poor—to stop playing 
favourites. Remember Jesus’ words in Matthew 25:  

Mt 25:34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are 
blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you 
since the creation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me 
something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I 
was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

Summarizing, they replied, "When did we do these things?" And that should 
be our attitude. We just do them without thinking of or expecting a reward. We do 
them because they need to be done. We do them because that’s the law of love 
shown to us by Christ and we seek to follow Christ's example.  

Then the King will answer, "I tell you the truth, whatever you did for the least 
of these, you did for me." (v.40) The more you realize what Christ has done for 
you, the more you will wholeheartedly—freely—do what pleases him, regardless of 
who it is that has a need and whether or not it will somehow come back to benefit 
you. You do it out of freedom and mercy.  

Friends, our faith forbids favouritism. We are loved and given all that we 
need in Christ. From the poverty of our sinful condition, we are raised up and 
clothed in Christ’s righteousness. He gives us eyes to see beyond the colour of 
skin, gender, bank accounts or anything else. He helps us see people equally and 
calls us to treat one another with the utmost love and respect. May the Holy Spirit 
help us to do that in Jesus’ name.  

Amen. 


