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My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. 
Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man 
in shabby clothes also comes in.  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," have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil 
thoughts?  

Listen, my dear brothers: 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?  But you 
have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are 
dragging you into court?  Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him to 
whom you belong?  

If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself," you 
are doing right.  But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as 
lawbreakers.  For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of 
breaking all of it.  For he who said, "Do not commit adultery,” also said, "Do not murder."  If 
you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker.  

Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom,  
because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy 
triumphs over judgment!  (James 2:1-13) 

 

God doesn't play favorites--and neither can we! 
 

James has a very specific sinful attitude that he is warning us about today, but I think we 
should start  by noticing an important point that he makes about sin in general.  Do you 
remember that sobering verse that you heard from his 2nd chapter:  "Whoever keeps the 
whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it." 
 
This is a really important point.  And even though I'm pretty sure you've heard it before it 
bears repeating again because it's so good at beating down our own pride, so good at 
letting us know that we really are nothing but sinners on our own record.  James used the 
example of a murderer who was not an adulterer.  Would anyone say that he was a law-
abiding man, just because he kept the one commandment, if he broke the other?  You don't 
have to break every commandment to be a sinner, just one of them.  And so it is with us.  We 
can't dare look at ourselves at say, "I'm not such a bad sinner really."  James says:  either 
you're a law-keeper or a law-breaker.  Either you're a sinner or you're not (and you know 
perfectly well which one you are.) 
 



But James addresses these words to "believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ."  James is 
writing to people who know that they have a Savior from sin.  They know that sinners 
though they are, God loved them and sent his Son as a sacrifice, that they have been washed 
clean in the baptism in Jesus' name that he provided for the forgiveness of sins.  They know 
that Jesus Christ has risen from the dead and rules all things, and that one day he will come 
back in triumph and for judgment on this world.   
 
But all this means, James understands, that we should not be less concerned about sin but 
more!  We should want to pay all the closer attention to any kind of attitude in our lives that 
displeases God, anything that marks us as ignorant of the good guidance of the law that 
Jesus gave us.  For the most part that's what the book of James does; it doesn't really have 
much Gospel in it.  It's a book that calls upon Christians to live according to the law.  It's a 
book written to people who know about Jesus--calling them to live according to Jesus' will 
in every area, even the hidden attitudes of our hearts.   
 
And that's what James does today, addressing us on a very specific sinful attitude:  the 
problem of playing favorites, in particular the sin of discriminating between rich and poor. 
 
Now this might not seem like a big deal or much of a risk.  There's actually a lot of 
resentment toward the rich being shown these days, particularly when it comes to them 
receiving unfair treatment.  A famous actress cheats to get her child into college and gets a 
relatively light sentence.  Financial tycoons guilty of massive fraud get a slap on the wrist.  
And people get angry.  Nobody likes to see the rich get away with things because of their 
money.  So why does James have to warn us against favoritism toward the rich, of all things? 
 
Because--it's still human nature to chase after, to admire the earthly successful.  James 
suggests a scenario in which this could happen.  Suppose a man comes into your meeting 
wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in.  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," have you not 
discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?  
 
Is this really so far fetched?  James didn't think so.  Why would this happen, in a Christian 
church of all places?  There are several reasons, and none of them are pretty ones.  Maybe 
it’s simple greed—we hope to get our hands, somehow, on some of that person’s wealth.  
Maybe it’s a misguided desire to help the church—someone thinking, “Just think of how 
much extra ministry we could do in our church if that person were to join the church and 
give us all kinds of big, generous offerings!  So they ought to have special treatment.”  But I 
think the more likely culprit than either of those is just our own vanity.  We want to be 
admired and liked, and we especially want to be admired and liked by someone with earthly 
power and influence.  We care about their feelings and their opinions of us more than we 
might care about someone else’s feelings. 
 



And it's not just in a church gathering that this sort of thing could happen--the same 
temptation is present all over the place.  Do we try to curry a little extra favor with our 
wealthier relatives, perhaps thinking that they’ll remember us when they sit down to make 
their will?   At work, do we show preferential treatment to a wealthy client or wealthy 
customer, letting them "bend the rules" that we strictly enforce on others?  Do we tend to 
do just a little bit of judging the person or family whose finances seem like a mess to us, 
even though we often know little or next to nothing about the circumstances which led 
them into that situation? 
 
James points out not only how wrong this "playing favorites" is but also how foolish--
especially for Christians!   Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who 
are dragging you into court?  Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him 
to whom you belong?   When Christians are persecuted...is it usually by the poor?  Are the 
weak and vulnerable ones in society who are leading the charge to mock the name of Jesus?  
Isn't it the powerful, the earthly wealthy and influential, who are usually the ones most vocal 
in their scoffing at the Bible and its teachings?  Why then should Christians seek their favor, 
especially at the expense of those who are more vulnerable? 
 
God makes no such distinctions between the earthly rich and poor.   And praise be to him 
that he doesn't!  James says,  “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?“  Thank 
God that he didn’t base his love and blessings on how much money we have!  In fact, the 
Bible gives many examples of how those who were poor in the world’s eyes were spiritually 
rich and specially blessed by God.  Think of John the Baptist or Elijah.  Think of the widow 
putting her two copper coins in the offering plate, praised by Jesus for her faith and 
generosity.  Think of Joseph and Mary—rather poor people, it seems, who were chosen by 
God for the amazing task of raising and caring for his own Son!  For that matter, think of 
Jesus himself, who the Bible reminds us “became poor” for our sakes so that we might 
become eternally rich. 
 
Would we want God to judge us based on our outward appearance?  Would we want God to 
accept only wealthy people into his kingdom?  We wouldn’t want that, would we?  We would 
pray that God would look into our hearts—not so that he can see our fine inner qualities, 
because in fact we are by nature sinful; but we do pray that he would see in our hearts a 
faith in Jesus Christ through which we are righteous in his sight.   
 
So what can we do?  We can repent of wrong-hearted and wrong-headed judging.  We can 
daily cast ourselves on Jesus' mercy and pray for his Holy Spirit to teach us better ways and 
better attitudes than our sinful natures are programmed to produce.  We can remember 
these words of James:  "Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that 
gives freedom,  because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been 
merciful."      
 



Jesus said it once too:  "Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy."  (Matthew 
5:7)    When we realize that we were poor, wretched, lost souls until Jesus had mercy on us, 
we will feel more compassion toward those who struggle with life.  When we realize that we 
desperately needed forgiveness, it will teach us compassion for those around us who still 
struggle with sin or are trapped by temptation.  We will be slow to judge without mercy, lest 
God hold us to the same hard standard we have applied ourselves!   
 
Conclusion 
There has been some interesting research done on the power of "snap judgments."  Human 
beings tend to make initial reactions extremely quickly.  One study found that college 
students who saw only a 2-second video clip of a professor had already made a judgment on 
whether that person was an effective teacher. 
 
We live in a world in which we are judged and we tend to make judgments of others.  James 
wants us to remember today that it's not the world's judgments that matter, or even our 
own.  God's judgments are the ones that are important!  His opinion is the one that really 
counts.  And so we are to go through life looking at people not the way the world does, not 
according to our own "snap judgments", but as God would have us see them--as people in 
need of love, respect, and understanding, but most of all as sinners in need of salvation--just 
like we are.  God help us to see others as he sees them--and to treat them with the love he 
has shown us!  Amen. 
 
 
 


