TEXT: James 2:1-13PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of James #4: No Favoritism


The blessing of God has brought us to the fourth sermon in our study of James.  In this first half of chapter 2, he addresses a serious concern in the Early Church: favoritism.  Happily, we've outgrown this problem and now everyone is dearly loved and given the warmest of welcomes.  Isn't that right?  No it is not.  For partiality--like the poor--"we have with us always".  It is a perennial temptation in the Church of God; a temptation He'd have us overcome.  May He provide this grace, for Christ's sake.  Amen.   


James opens the chapter with a stinging rebuke, v.1: "My brethren, do not hold the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with partiality".


James is about to say some hard things, but his words don't proceed from a hard heart.  He uses the term "brethren" to indicate their spiritual equality.  He's not looking down on them; he's not putting himself above them; he needs the advice as much as they do.  Pastors who berate their people don't follow the example of James.  Or Paul, who thought of himself as a brother, a father, and a nursing mother.  When our fellow believers need advice or reproof, we must always think of them as "brethren" and act accordingly.  


Now that he's established a relationship, he goes on to offer his advice: "Don't play favorites".  What does this mean?  It can't mean "Don't prefer some people to others".  Why not?  Because, if it did, our Lord Jesus would be guilty of it!  He had twelve Apostles, but one stood out as "the disciple whom the Lord loved".   He had other friends, too, but one was special.  He got a letter from the man's sisters saying, "Lord, the one You love is sick".  There was no doubt whom they meant.  It is permissible, therefore, to prefer some people to others--to have friends, good friends, and best friends.  


But this esteem for some must not become a disdain for others.  Though some are better friends than others, all of God's people must be respected and loved.  No one can be excluded or looked down upon.  


Here's why: Faith in our Lord Jesus is incompatible with favoritism.  This is the obvious meaning of v.1.  Many other Scriptures confirm it.  I John 3:23: "And this is His commandment: that we should believe on the name of His Son Jesus Christ and love one another, as He gave us commandment".  Ephesians 1:15-16a: "Therefore, I also, after I heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and you love for all the saints, do not cease to give thanks for you..."  James, John, and Paul assume that faith in Christ will produce brotherly love.  


The issue, therefore, is not good manners but saving faith.  If we claim to believe in Christ, let's prove it by loving His people.  "Inasmuch as you have done it to the least of these My brethren, you have done it unto Me".  


These strong words are followed by a vivid illustration, vv.2-7: "For if there should come into your assembly a man with gold rings, in fine apparel, and there should also come in a poor man in filthy clothes, and you pay attention to the one rearing the fine clothes and say to him, `You sit here in a good place', and say to the poor man, `You stand there', or, `Sit at my footstool', have you not shown partiality and become judges with evil thoughts?  Listen, my beloved brethren: Has God not chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him?  But you have dishonored the poor man.  Do not the rich oppress you and drag you into courts?  Do they not blaspheme that noble name by which you are called?"  


A rich man walks into the church on a red carpet.  A poor man comes in and gets the bum's rush.  Why?  Because they are judged apart from Christ.   The ungodly rich man is preferred to the saintly pauper because the Lord Jesus has been left out of the evaluation.   That grimy, ill-clad brother ought to be welcomed as though he were a prince.  Why?  Because he is one in Jesus Christ.  If our Lord welcomes the poor to Himself, they'd better receive the same welcome in His Church.  


James is not vilifying every rich man or making a hero of every poor one.  He only using them as examples.  And, because they're only examples, his teaching has a much wider application.  We can play favorites without any regard for money.  We can be no less partial toward age, race, marital status, knowledge, and other factors.  


Let me illustrate: A man comes to church; he's brimming with knowledge and sparkling as a conversationalist.  Everyone is drawn to him--so happy he's here.  But in passing, he mentions his "ex-wife".  Some people begin to draw back from it; they're not quite as happy to have him as they were five minutes ago.  What have they done?  They have played favorites.  I'm not pro-divorce, but let's face it: many people are divorced.  They can be saved, and if so, are no less welcome in Christ's Church than anyone else.  The same is true of unwed mothers.  Of people with appalling manners; of people with no class.   If one belongs to Christ, he's to be welcomed and loved for Christ's sake. 


The illustration is capped-off with an urgent appeal, vv.8-13: "If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, `You shall love your neighbor as yourself', you do well; but if you show partiality, you commit sin, and are convicted by the law as transgressors.  For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumble at one point, he is guilty of all.  For He who said, `Do not commit adultery', also said, `Do not murder'.  Now if you do not commit adultery, but you murder, you have become a transgressor of the law.  So speak and so do as those who will be judged by the law of liberty.  For judgment is without mercy to the one who has shown no mercy.  Mercy triumphs over justice". 


James begins with an apology of sorts.  Not everyone is playing favorites; some are practicing brotherly love.  He exempts them from his criticism and offers a word of praise: "You do well".  We please God when we treat others as we'd have them treat us.  


But most don't get off that easily.  James turns his attention to those who are sinfully partial.  What does he say to them?  


"If you show partiality, you commit sin".  Openness is commanded.  Narrowness is forbidden.  Cliques are an abomination to God.  It is a sin to exclude from our hearts or our fellowship those whom Christ receives!  When it comes to brotherly love, there is no Christian liberty!  


What kind of sin is it?  If we play favorites, we are "convicted by the law as transgressors".  The word means "rebels". Roy Roberts is on to something: "Partiality is not a trifling fault, it is a foul travesty of the Law of God fully exposed in the Scriptures".  


The result of breaking God's Law is guilt.  The Ten Commandments are brought in as an illustration.  If a man murdered another, he was found guilty.  There was no defense in saying, "Well, at least I didn't commit adultery".  How well he kept the other nine laws is immaterial to his guilt in respect to the one he did break.  Likewise, we can be wonderful people in other ways, but if we show partiality, we're guilty too.  This is not hypothetical.  The church in Ephesus did splendidly in doctrine and discipline, but losing their "first love" brought a severe chiding from their Lord.  In sum:


"Though I speak with the tongues


of men and angels,


And have not charity,


I have become as sounding brass


And a tinkling cymbal".


If a man who broke one of the Mosaic Law was pronounced guilty, so will anyone who violates the "Law of liberty".  This term is unique to James and refers to the ethical implications of the Gospel.   The Gospel itself is not a Law, but it does make demands on us.  One of its chief demands is mercy.  If the Lord is so merciful to us, we ought to be merciful to others.  


If He's "No respecter of persons", we mustn't be either.  If He welcomes "the poor, the lame, the maimed, and the blind", we should too.  If we despise the weak, ignorant, and inconsistent, He'll despise us.  Because, after all, we're weak, ignorant, and inconsistent!   "All have sinned and come short of the glory of God".  But, if we receive them, He'll receive us.  In this way, 

Mercy triumphs over judgment".  If you want a stern God on the Day of Judgment, be stern yourself.  But if you'll mercy then, be merciful now.  


Is this a salvation by works?  Not at all!  It is a salvation by faith in the Gospel.  Which, if believed, will make you so love the mercy of God in Jesus Christ that you'll want to imitate it.  


Let us, therefore, repent of our favoritism and fulfill the royal law by "Loving our neighbors as ourselves".  May God "put this law into our minds" and "write them on the tables of our hearts" for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

