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Playing Favorites 
Our mercy is evidence of Christ within us. 
 
Introduction: We move into James 2 this morning. James is known for being random in his teaching 
throughout this epistle, but we find in today’s passage one of the most coherent arguments that he makes 
throughout his entire letter. There is a lot of structure and logic in this passage. Pastor James has a word for us 
this morning. Of all the opportunities for James to retweet Jesus in this epistle, the passage we are looking at 
today is filled with Gospel teaching. Concerning the topic of partiality, many translations use the word 
“favoritism” instead. More specifically, he is addressing favoritism within the walls of the church. And even 
more specifically, newcomers or guests that enter the church. In that regard, this passage could not be more 
applicable for us. Now on the surface, showing favorites seems relatively harmless. Our minds drift toward 
preferences and favorites. At its core, the Gospel is void of favoritism. Jesus’ teaching was void of favoritism, 
and consequently, our behavior should be void of it as well. Let’s take a look at the passage and see what we 
can learn about avoiding favoritism:  
 
I. Wrestle with the illustration: 2”For if a man wearing a gold ring and fine clothing comes into your 
assembly, and a poor man in shabby clothing also comes in. 
 A. This particular illustration is framed as a question. It is interesting here that James never uses the 
words “rich” or “wealthy” when describing the man. He allows his external appearance to act as the indicator of 
his financial standing. I find this interesting because already James knows his readers will make a judgment 
based on the type of clothing the man wears, which is wrong. 
 B. Now it is true that one of the clearest markers of status in the Roman world was one’s attire. This is 
not that much different from us today. 
 
 *James Madison sophomore attended the ACC Championship game in basketball this past March 
between Duke and Virginia and dressed upon a suit and orange tie. Because of this orange tie, he had convinced 
security, players, and even the head coach that he was somehow affiliated with the University of Virginia. He 
celebrated with the team after the win, and even shook hands with Mike K., the head coach at Duke. Finally an 
official with the University of Virginia realized that he was not affiliated with the team in anyway and he left. 
 C. It is possible that James had Leviticus 19:15 in mind which says, “You shall do no injustice in court. 
You shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great, but in righteousness shall you judge your neighbor.” 
 D. Favoritism is dangerous because it is contradictory to the nature of who God is. Height, weight, 
gender, race, etc. means nothing to God. He is a God who loves ALL. Thus, we see James’ frustration as he 
writes to this congregation, because it damages the picture of who God really is. 
 E. In the context of James 2 he is talking about favoritism towards the rich. But I think we can apply this 
same passage the other way around. James is speaking in a specific socio-economic context in which the vast 
majority of people that followed Jesus were poor and oppressed. I think it is very possible and in fact probably 
that we are all guilty at some time or another of favoring the poor over the rich. You see it isn’t just favoritism 
towards the rich that is wrong, it is favoritism period. God values all people regardless of their financial status. 
Your upper-middle class neighbor needs Jesus just as much as the poor person you meet. Economic status does 
not correlate to spiritual status. 
 F. When we try to make distinctions among those in our own congregation or elsewhere, James tells us 
that we are judges with evil thoughts. Let’s leave the judging to God, and just focus on loving all that we come 
in contact with. 
 
II. Blessed are the poor in spirit: 5Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor in the 
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he has promised to those who love him? 

A. This is where we find James really retweeting the  



teaching of Jesus. In both Matthew 5:3 and Luke 6:20 we have teaching from Jesus which says, “Blessed are the 
poor for they will receive the kingdom of God.” Jesus completely flips the honor/shame code that was common 
in the Greco-Roman world. In was the norm to honor those who were wealthy and powerful. In Jesus’ world, 
however, it was the poor who were to be honored. 

B. When discussing the poor in the context of James, we  
need to understand what he means. The poor that he is talking about would have looked differently than the 
poor of our day. This is mainly because in the Roman world there was really no middle class. You were either 
wealthy or poor.  

C. The kingdom of God was the focus of Jesus’ preaching.  
God’s kingdom was present during the reign of Jesus’ ministry, but it will be even more realized when Jesus 
Christ returns. 
 D. God’s choice of poor people to inherit his kingdom should come as no surprise. The poor had little 
material possession to hold them to this world; thus, the spiritual promises of the Gospel were attractive to 
them. The Greek word for “poor” here has both a material and a spiritual meaning. In the spiritual sense, a poor 
person is humble and meek. These are qualities that we hear Jesus teach of on the Sermon on the Mount. In a 
material sense, these people clearly had very little. 
 E. Let’s be careful that we don’t think that we must actually be poor in order to inherit the kingdom of 
God. James is speaking in generalizations. No doubt, that James is writing to a community primarily comprised 
of poor people, but to say that James is teaching that no one with wealth can enter the kingdom of God would 
be inaccurate.  If that were the case, God himself would be showing favoritism and we know that is not in his 
nature. 
 F. James paints a very dark picture of the rich in these verses. He brings three accusations against the 
rich:  

1) Oppression: based on what we know about first century Palestine a small group of wealthy 
landowners accumulated more and more power while large numbers of people were forced from their land and 
grew even poorer. Most of James’ readers probably belonged to this poor agricultural class.  

2) Legal persecution: These rich people were using their wealth and influence with the courts to secure 
favorable verdicts against the poor.  

3) Blasphemy: This would have been the most serious of the offenses brought against the rich since it is 
a spiritual concern. While we don’t know the exact situation, it could have been Gentiles profanely mocking 
God, it could have been Jews criticizing Christian’s claims bout Jesus, or unbelievers making fun of Christian 
morality and worship practices. 
 
III. Practice the Royal Law: 8 If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. 
 A. If you are truly practicing the Royal Law, you will not fall prey to favoritism. Scripture does not 
condone favoritism. James is alluding to Leviticus 19:18 which says, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  
 B. Loving your neighbor as yourself is complex. It theory it sounds pretty simple, but it is a monumental 
task. I think most of the time we love ourselves, and we like people. But that is not what the Bible tells us to do. 
So how do you love others as yourself? 
 C. In our flesh this is impossible. I think Paul sums it up beautifully in Galatians 2:20 when he says, “I 
have been crucified with Christ, it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me…The Holy Spirit is the 
only one who is able to teach us how to love in this way. 
 
IV. Acknowledge your shortcomings: 10 For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become 
accountable for all of it.  

A. In case you didn’t think James thought that favoritism was sin, he clearly indicates it as such in v.9. 
The mention of murder and adultery are not by accident. These two sins serve as great examples of not loving 
your neighbor as yourself.  

B. What we find here in James’ is a fundamental truth of Jesus’ Gospel message. That is: we are 
inherently sinful people in need of a loving God to save us from our sin. We cannot pick and choose which 



commands we want to obey. We are held accountable for all of it. For a further explanation of this, go read 
Paul’s letter to the Romans. Fortunately, God extends his mercy and grace to us in spite of our sin. 
 
V. Blessed are the merciful: 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under the law of liberty. 
13For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment. 
 A. The verbs “speak” and “act” are used in the perfect tense, which means they are continuous actions. 
In other words, constantly speak and constantly act.  
 B. No longer is God’s law a threatening, confining burden. James calls it a law of Liberty. Not only has 
God liberated us from sin, but he has also given us his Spirit, the power to obey his will. 
 C. James suggests that showing mercy ins one particular aspect of the law of liberty that is important for 
his reads to recognize. When James’ readers were dishonoring the poor man, they were failing to extend mercy.  

*Jesus makes this very clear in the parable of the unmerciful servant in Matthew 18. There was a king 
who needed to settle his accounts with his servants. One servant owed a lot of debt, but could not pay. His 
master wanted to sell the servant, but the servant begged him not to. He was released. He then went and found 
someone who owed him money, and the man didn’t have it. Instead of showing patience, he threw the man in 
prison. The first master found out, and said Should you not have shown mercy to your servant like I showed 
mercy to you? 

D. Failure to show mercy leads to strict judgment. But luckily for us mercy triumphs over judgment. 
God rejoices in being able to overcome his judgment with his mercy. By showing mercy, triumphs over God’s 
judgment in that it defends us before God’s judgment seat. 


