
Covenant Presbyterian Church                                                                                                             July 4, 2021 
 

Part 8 – Partiality and God’s Law 
 

James 2:8-13 
In this paragraph James expands on his exhortation 
that Christians show no partiality. James is not 
condemning the sort of proper honor shown to those 
whom honor is due. For example, children are most 
certainly to honor their parents. Husbands are to love 
their wives more than themselves and wives are to 
submit to their husband’s leadership. Christians are to 
obey the elders of the church and the civil authorities. 

The young are to honor the old and so forth. The sin of partiality on the other hand is favoring 
people on the basis of worldly priorities (beauty, money, gifts, status, etc) for the sake of personal 
gain. To do this, James tells us, is such a grievous sin that it represents a violation of God’s “royal 
law,” that is, it breaks one of the two laws which sum up the entirety of God’s moral law: “You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  
 
James links this to the necessity of showing mercy (vv. 12-13). He warns here of God’s coming 
judgment and in doing so announces that Christians are under a “law of liberty.” For Christians, 
the royal law, the law that we love our neighbor, is liberating just like the entirety of God’s moral 
law. It frees us from the sort of self-serving favoritism of partiality. It frees us from bitterness 
because in loving our neighbor we leave all ultimate judgements to God. The royal law liberates 
us to love our neighbor rather than living in the bondage of seeking to exact judgment. Our posture 
toward our neighbors, therefore, is one of love; a love which refuses both partiality and harsh 
judgment just as God loved us in Jesus Christ.  
 
Partiality Versus the Royal Law  
Vv. 8-9 

 James makes it clear that Christians are accountable to God’s moral law. Simply lifting Paul’s 
words that we are no longer “under the law,” is not sufficient to address the Christian’s ongoing 
obligation to honor God’s moral law. Though we are not justified by the law (for sinners can only 
be justified by grace) we nevertheless have a law to obey. And while the various civil and 
ceremonial laws given to Israel were temporal and have been abrogated in Christ, God’s moral 
law summed up in the 10 Commandments stands to this day. The moral law is not the means 
of our justification, but those laws are a means toward our ongoing sanctification.  

 The Scriptures reveal a pattern of grace then law from God to his people. It was only after he 
delivered his people from bondage (Exodus 6:6) that God brought them to Sinai to receive the 
law (Exodus 19-20). “Those who have experienced the benefit of the blood of the lamb (Exodus 
12:13, 21-23) must come under obedience to the law. God the Redeemer and God the Lawgiver 
are the same. Grace comes first, then Law follows…Redemption by the blood of the lamb leads 
to responsive obedience.”1 

 James’ reference to “the royal law” (vs. 8). That is, the law which James points to here is that 
which represents the law of the King in a special way. It is law which is of special importance to 
God, the Lawgiver. James names the “royal law” as “you shall love your neighbor as yourself,” 
which is a summation of the Commandments 5-10 in God’s moral law. In Deuteronomy and 
later affirmed by Jesus, the moral law of God is summed up in the complementary 
commandments to love God and love neighbor (Matthew 22:37-40). Here James names the 
law to love our neighbor as we love ourselves because that law stands in direct contrast with 
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the sin of partiality. And as Jesus reminds us in several of his parables, no one is to be excluded 
from the category of “neighbor” be they a foreigner (Luke 10:25-37) or even an enemy (Matthew 
5:43-47).  

Love for the neighbor, extended by Jesus to all people, including those different from us 
requires that poor, shabbily dressed people be given as much respect and attention as 
the well-dressed and prominent…In obedience to their King, Jesus, Christians are to 
build among themselves a genuine counterculture, in which the values of the kingdom 
of God rather than the values of this world are lived out.2 

 
Partiality Versus the Whole of the Law 
Vv. 10-11  

 James is speaking hypothetically and does not actually believe that anyone keeps the entire 
law of God in perfection with only a single exception. Rather he is setting up an “if, then” 
scenario. If someone were to keep God’s law wholly, save for one violation, he would then in 
fact stand guilty before the testimony of the entire law.  

 God’s moral law is a unity. It is not merely a series of individual commandments. Rather, God’s 
moral law reflects the one will of the Lawgiver. To break one part of his law is to break all of it. 
The reason for this is due to the law’s divine origins. God’s law reflects God’s own perfections 
and morality. Therefore, there is perfect, interlocking coherence to it; each part relating to the 
other. It is not a patchwork of various different pieces but represents a moral unity. God’s moral 
law cannot be reduced to smaller independent parts.  

 
Partiality Versus Mercy  
Vv. 12-13 

 James returns to his theme that Christians must live in such a way that their beliefs must be 
evidenced by our speaking and acting; our words and actions. And we must do so, James 
writes, as those who know that our words and actions are scrutinized not by the standards of 
the world around us but by that perfect standard of “the law of liberty.” Again, James is not 
suggesting that sinners are justified by obedience to God’s law. Rather, he is stating once again, 
in another way that God’s grace toward his people does not end their obligation to obey him. 
And the second reference to “the law of liberty” reminds us that, for the Christian, the law neither 
threatens nor condemns but is a light unto our path. We see in God’s moral law, not a means 
for our justification nor a voice of condemnation but a call to live as those freed from sin. 

 The closest parallels to verse 13 elsewhere in the Bible are probably Jesus’ parable of the 
unforgiving servant (Matthew 18:32-35) and the petition in the Lord’s Prayer (“Forgive us our 
debts as we forgive our debtors”). “If we absolutely refuse to show mercy to others, we 
demonstrate that we have never truly received God’s mercy ourselves. When we pray for God’s 
forgiveness, we declare that we are simultaneously forgiving those who have sinned against 
us.”3 

 The “mercy” in verse 13 is most likely a reference to our own. Just as we have been shown 
mercy we must show mercy lest we face a merciless judgment. This is a genuine warning and 
not merely a frivolous threat. Again, James is not advocating that the act of showing mercy 
merits salvation. But he is indeed making a connection between being a genuine believer in 
Jesus and delighting to show mercy. “Our merciful attitude and actions will count as evidence 
of the presence of Christ within us. And it is on the basis of this union with the one who perfectly 
fulfilled the law for us that we can have confidence of vindication at the judgement.”4 

                                                           
2 Douglas Moo, The Letter of James, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) p. 113 
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