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The Forbidden Flaw of Favoritism 

James 2:1-13 

 

 We’re continuing in our series in James this morning by looking at James 2:1-13. As I said 

last Sunday, this little book of James helps us take a spiritual inventory of our lives and examine 

our commitment as disciples of Jesus Christ. Indeed, James has much to say to us. And in this 

passage we’re looking at this morning, he is focusing on favoritism. 

Now favoritism is a flaw that is forbidden for followers of Christ. But how often we’re guilty 

of it! 

Nearly 30 years ago the annual January Bible Study in Baptist churches was on the book of 

James. In the teaching materials for this passage from James, there was a brief Your Opinions 

Please survey.
1
 Let me share it with you. Think about how you would respond. It went like this: 

 
 Listed below are a person’s characteristics. Number from 1-8 according to their importance 

to you in evaluating people. 

 ___a. physical attractiveness 

 ___b. clothing style and quality 

 ___c. personality 

 ___d. education 

 ___e. status in community 

 ___f. intelligence 

 ___g. income level 

 ___h. race 

 

How did you do? How do you think Jesus would have rated these items? 

I once heard a story about Dr. James Blevins, who taught at the Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary from 1976 to 1999. He was visiting a pastor friend and was going to attend church 

with him one Sunday. His friend was going to preach on this passage we’re looking at this 

morning, and asked Dr. Blevins if he would help him illustrate his message by coming in during 

the middle of his sermon dressed in rags and dirty. It would make a powerful visual statement of 

the message of the sermon. Dr. Blevins agreed. But on Sunday morning, while the pastor was 

starting his sermon, the chairman of deacons came to the foyer, asking, “Where is Dr. Blevins? 

He’s supposed to help the pastor with his sermon.”  The problem was that when Dr. Blevins had 

tried to come into the sanctuary, the ushers had turned him away! 

 What does James tell us about this flaw of favoritism? Listen to what he says. Read text . . . 

http://www.jhbc.org/
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A plain principle 

 There’s one thing about James and the way he writes—he does not lack clarity! 

 Here in 2:1, he lays out a plain principle. The New International Version (2011 edition) 

translates it: “My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show 

favoritism.”
2
 It’s a clear command. 

 He illustrates the command with a true-to-life situation (2:2-4). James describes a situation 

where two very different people come into the assembly, the gathering of the congregation.  

 One of them is dressed in fine clothes and is wearing a gold ring. He is obviously rich. Now 

today people of all income levels may be able to wear a gold ring, especially if it’s a wedding 

ring. But in James’ day, a gold ring was a sign of wealth, a status symbol like living in a certain 

kind of house in a certain neighborhood, or driving a certain kind of luxury car. 

 The other man is obviously poor. His clothes are old and shabby and filthy. Of course you 

can’t always make that assumption. I’ve heard a number of true stories about well-to-do farmers 

or businessmen that you’d never know their “net worth” by the way they were dressed. But in 

James’ setting, it’s clear that the man is poor. 

 James tells his hearers (remember, the congregation would be listening to a leader reading 

this work to them in worship) in verses 3-4: 

 
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? 

 

This kind of behavior practices discrimination against the poor by showing favoritism toward the 

rich! 

 James reminds them that in God’s kingdom everything is turned upside down. He asks them 

(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? 

 

Have you ever wondered about that? In his book The Jesus I Never Knew,
 3

 Philip Yancey 

says he used to wonder why God would single out the poor for special attention over any 

other group. He describes how this became a little clearer for him. 

 
What makes the poor deserving of God's concern? I received help on this issue from a writer 

named Monika Hellwig, who lists the following "advantages" to being poor: 

 

1. The poor know they are in urgent need of redemption. 

2. The poor know not only their dependence on God and on powerful people but also their 

interdependence with one another. 

3. The poor rest their security not on things but on people. 

4. The poor have no exaggerated sense of their own importance, and no exaggerated need of 

privacy. 
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5. The poor expect little from competition and much from cooperation. 

6. The poor can distinguish between necessities and luxuries. 

7. The poor can wait, because they have acquired a kind of dogged patience. 

8. The fears of the poor are more realistic and less exaggerated, because they already know 

that one can survive great suffering and want. 

9. When the poor have the gospel preached to them, it sounds like good news and not like a 

threat or scolding. 

10. The poor can respond to the call of the gospel with a certain abandonment and 

uncomplicated totality because they have so little to lose and are ready for anything. 

 

You see, James is drawing on the Old Testament idea of the righteous poor and the wicked 

rich. It’s not that all the rich are wicked and all the poor are righteous. Quite the contrary, there 

are also many righteous rich and evil poor. But when the poor were oppressed, it was almost 

always by rich people who were trying to take advantage of the poor to benefit their own wealth 

even more. It was the same kind of distinction that Jesus warned about in Matthew 6:19-24, 

where he told his hearers not to store up treasures on earth where they can be destroyed or stolen, 

but rather in heaven, because a person’s heart will really be where his or her treasure is. Jesus 

went on to declare (Matthew 6:24): 

 
“No one can serve two masters.  Either you will hate the one 

and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise 
the other.  You cannot serve both God and money.” 

 

So James declares to his hearers that their favoritism dishonors the poor. To show favoritism 

to the rich is to discriminate against the poor. Then he asks them (2:6-7): 

 
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 
blaspheming the noble name of him to whom you belong? 

 

If this is the way things tend to be, why in the world would they show favoritism to the rich? 

 

The royal law 

 To bolster his argument, James points to what he calls “the royal law” (2:8). That law states, 

of course, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 James says that anyone who is keeping this law is doing right. But showing favoritism is a 

violation of this law. Loving neighbor is right; favoritism is sin and breaking of the law, of this 

commandment in particular. 

 And James says that this is serious business, because the law comes as a unit, as a package. 

According to James, if we keep the whole law but stumble at just one point, we’re guilty of 

breaking the law. 

 At times when I’ve talked with children’s groups about the gospel, I’ve used a paper chain to 

illustrate how we’ve broken God’s law. We only have to break one of the Ten Commandments 

to break the whole chain, right? 

 So James puts this flaw of favoritism in the category of breaking God’s royal law! 

  Then he calls on them to speak and act in light of how believers will be judged (2:12-13). In 

other words, since we will “be judged by the law that gives freedom,” we should be merciful in 
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our assessments of others. The one who does not practice this mercy will be judged without 

mercy, just as Jesus taught in Matthew 7:1-5. 

 

A right attitude 

James warned his readers clearly about the dangers of favoritism. His message is crystal 

clear: Favoritism is a flaw that is forbidden for followers of Jesus Christ. Not only is it 

forbidden, it dishonors those we discriminate against when we favor others. 

Now truth be told, we all have the capacity to enjoy being the object of favoritism. Of course 

we likewise resent it when we’re the object of discrimination. But have we really thought of how 

others feel when they are? 

We practice favoritism and discrimination in such subtle ways . . .  “Oh, these folks would 

make great church members” while we pay less or maybe even no attention to those we think 

might not. Or rather than seeking to fellowship with all God’s people we stick tight with our little 

group of folks who are just like us. 

Are James’ words stinging a little? 

 

I heard another story about how one Sunday in a particular Baptist Church, a man came in 

who was obviously very poor. His clothes were tattered and worn. But he came in to worship.  

After the service, some of the members came to the pastor and said, “You need to talk to that 

man. We can’t have him coming here to our church like that!”  

The man returned the next Sunday, dressed the same way. After service, the pastor talked 

with him, and said, “I think it would be good for you to pray to Jesus about how you should dress 

to come to worship here.” The man said he would.  

The next week, he was back again, dressed the same way. Folks were upset, and the pastor 

spoke to him again after service. “Did you pray and ask Jesus how you should dress to come to 

our church?”  

The man said, “Yes, I did.”  

“Well, did you get an answer?”  

“Yes. Jesus told me that he really couldn’t tell me, since he hasn’t been to this church for 

years!” 

 

 May we never be guilty of this forbidden flaw of favoritism! May we rightly relate to all who 

come among us, showing neither favoritism nor discrimination! May we always gladly welcome 

anyone and everyone who comes among us to hear the gospel and to worship and serve our Lord 

Jesus Christ!   
MEG 
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