
 

Questions 
When you have visited another church, how did you feel about your welcome? 

In what ways might a church show partiality or favouritism? 

How wrong do you think this might be? 

How do you feel about “positive discrimination”? 

Do we treat the rich and poor differently? 

Why is favouritism inconsistent with “faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory”? 

If we are called to act towards others as God has acted towards us, how does this affect our behaviour? 

What happens if we choose not to? 

James 2:1-13 

• Be Impartial 

• Showing partiality or favouritism 

• Some years ago I took a Samoan wedding. Although I prepared the couple for marriage, I 
didn’t know them at all well – friends of parishioners. Leslie, my late wife, were given a very 
informal invitation to the reception. After the service, we discussed whether or not we 
should turn up at the reception. We decided to do so, and arrived at the reception to find all 
the guests, and the bride and groom, waiting for us. I was thankful that we were only a few 
minutes later than the time we had been given. We were ushered up to the top table, given 
seats next to the bride and groom, and offered food first. After the meal a handsome young 
man and beautiful young woman came up to dance with us, with all the guests looking on. 
Very embarrassing! We were then given the top tier of the wedding cake. I realised that in 
Samoa, ministers have the status of chief, and are treated accordingly. But is this status 
appropriate? 

• James 2 – A thought experiment 

• In our reading, James has set up a hypothetical situation – a thought experiment. “What 
would happen if …?” 

• In this situation he imagines 2 people attending what may be Christian worship. One 
obviously extremely wealthy, the other very poor. How is each going to be treated. 

• The setting 



• In the culture of the day, there was a vast gap between the very poor and the very rich – 
somewhat like India today. The poor were reduced to begging and the rich lived in vast 
estates and put on extremely expensive displays of how wealthy they were. One of these 
was to finance “games” in the arenas – gladiators, chariot races, and even full scale naval 
battles in an enclosed arena. 

• Governorships of Roman provinces were offered to those who had held high office in the 
Roman administration. These governors became extremely wealthy through extortion and 
confiscation of other people’s property. 

• Trials were set up to financially cripple their rivals with false witnesses being called to give 
evidence. The proceeds of such trials going to the governor. 

 

• At a lower level, judicial decisions were often based on bribes. Inevitably, the rich won and 
the poor were humiliated. 

• However, even in the midst of this corruption, there were those who valued highly a verdict 
based on evidence, and not on bribes. 

• But judges “with evil thoughts” were not uncommon. 

• How is the church to respond to this cultural situation? 
 
 
 

• Although presented as a hypothetical situation, there is much here, as Michael pointed out 
in his study, that makes this event seem very real. 

• The church could be gathered in the house of an influential person. People would regularly 
turn up at the door to seek that person’s support in a dispute. The rich would be treated 
with great respect by the slave who was the doorkeeper. The poor would be treated with 
disrespect by the slave of the influential person. 

• “Do sit here, if you will.” 

• “You, stand there – or sit here at my feet” 
 

• The idea is that the poor man should be the greeter’s footstall. A place of humiliation. 



      1       The LORD says to my Lord:  
      “Sit at my right hand,  
                  until I make your enemies your footstool.”  

• The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ps 110:1). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 
66 Thus says the LORD:  
                  “Heaven is my throne,  
      and the earth is my footstool;  
                  what is the house that you would build for me,  
      and what is the place of my rest?  

• The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Is 66:1). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

 5       Exalt the LORD our God;  
      worship at his footstool!  
      Holy is he!  

• The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ps 99:5). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

• James gives a number of reasons why the church should act impartially 

• Partiality is inconsistent with having faith in Jesus, who is the Lord of glory 

• Perhaps he is thinking of the humiliation that Jesus suffered for our sake. 

• Paul preaches about a crucified Messiah 

• Jesus chooses the humble place, and tells his disciples to do likewise. 

• God acts impartially. 

• 43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I say 
to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 so that you may be sons of your 
Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 
just and on the unjust. 46 For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even 
the tax collectors do the same? 47 And if you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than 
others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48 You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect.  

• The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Mt 5:43–48). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

• James gives a number of reasons why the church should act impartially 

• God judges impartially 

• 2 Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. For in passing judgment on 
another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very same things. 2 We know 
that the judgment of God rightly falls on those who practice such things. 3 Do you suppose, O man—
you who judge those who practice such things and yet do them yourself—that you will escape the 



judgment of God? 4 Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, 
not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? 5 But because of your hard and 
impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous 
judgment will be revealed.  

• 6 He will render to each one according to his works: 7 to those who by patience in well-doing seek for 
glory and honour and immortality, he will give eternal life; 8 but for those who are self-seeking and do 
not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. 9 There will be tribulation 
and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, 10 but glory and 
honour and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. 11 For God shows no 
partiality. 

• The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ro 2:1–11). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

• James gives a number of reasons why the church should act impartially 

• God commands us to judge impartially 

• 15 So I took the heads of your tribes, wise and experienced men, and set them as heads over you, 
commanders of thousands, commanders of hundreds, commanders of fifties, commanders of tens, 
and officers, throughout your tribes. 16 And I charged your judges at that time, ‘Hear the cases 
between your brothers, and judge righteously between a man and his brother or the alien who is 
with him. 17 You shall not be partial in judgment. You shall hear the small and the great alike. You 
shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the judgment is God’s 

• The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Dt 1:15–17). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

• James gives a number of reasons why the church should act impartially 

• 22 Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything, not only while being watched and in 
order to please them, but wholeheartedly, fearing the Lord. 23 Whatever your task, put 
yourselves into it, as done for the Lord and not for your masters, 24 since you know that from 
the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward; you serve the Lord Christ. 25 For the 
wrongdoer will be paid back for whatever wrong has been done, and there is no partiality. 

• The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. (1989). (Col 3:22–25). Nashville: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers. 

• 9 And, masters, do the same to them. Stop threatening them, for you know that both of you 
have the same Master in heaven, and with him there is no partiality.  

• The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. (1989). (Eph 6:9). Nashville: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers. 

• James gives a number of reasons why the church should act impartially 

• God is the advocate for the poor 

• He chooses the poor to be rich in faith 



• Let the believer who is lowly boast in being raised up 

• God creates a level field. 

• Jesus commands his disciples to think differently about rich and poor 

• The Pharisees regarded a person who was rich as having been blessed by God 

• Jesus says that the truly blessed are the poor 

• Beatitudes 

• “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 

• “Blessed are the poor … Woe to you who are rich.” 

• What about discrimination now 

• In Galatians Paul is talking about the unity God has created in the church. 

• 28 There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. 

• The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. (1989). (Ga 3:28). Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers. 

• Three areas of discrimination 

• Race 

• Social position 

• Gender 

• God has, through the death of Christ broken down the divisions and made us one – a 
fundamental equality before God. 

• Through faith in Christ we are all children of God. 

• Discrimination on the basis of race 

• Aware of the recent riots over the appalling treatment of a black man by police officers in 
the US 

• But we don’t have to look that far away. 

• The Christian church has been described as one of the most racially divided sections of our society. 



• Far from showing the uniting influence of the Gospel, it displays the fact that when we can choose, 
most of us choose to be with people like ourselves. 

• Faith in Christ calls us to a radical change in outlook. 

• It may be more comfortable to be others like us – in Paul’s day for Jews to associate primarily with Jews, and 
Gentiles with Gentiles – but it is not the way of Christ 

• Faith in Christ demands that we demonstrate a unity transcending the divisions of society and also our own wants 
and desires. 

• Showing partiality is sin 

• The royal law, according to James, is “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” 

• When explaining this law to an enquirer Jesus demonstrates that this law transcends racial 
and social boundaries in his story of the Samaritan and the Jew. 

• Well, is it only a small aspect of the law that doesn’t matter. 

• James gives and emphatic NO. 

• To show partiality is to break the whole law 

• Because the whole law is given by God 

• The positive response 

• “So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty.” 

• The law of liberty is the law that sets free – the royal law – the law of loving one’s neighbour 
as oneself. 

• Because mercy is involved, it is clear that obedience to this law requires the offer of 
forgiveness. 

• The positive response 
Belief in the final judgment is another mark of theological background for James’s writing. The 
reality that believers stand before God in the judgment receives more and more attention as the 
letter progresses (3:1; 4:11f.; 5:5, 9, 12). In Jesus’ teaching, the offer of God’s forgiveness 
engenders forgiveness of others on the part of the one forgiven by God; for those who have 
believed in God’s promise of mercy are to be merciful themselves. This reciprocal nature of 
forgiveness is the import of Jesus’ commentary on the Lord’s Prayer: “If you forgive men when 
they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men 
their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins” (Matt 6:14–15). The reciprocal nature of 
forgiveness is likewise at the heart of James’s repetition of the liberating law of neighbour love 



in v. 8. Such forgiveness is surely what Paul had in mind when speaking of the liberating law of 
neighbour love in the power of the Spirit in Gal 5:14. For Paul it was the Spirit who established 
this law of love above the law in all its ritual details. For James it was the anticipation of God’s 
merciful judgment approving those who act out of impartial love that established this law as 
that which frees. To do otherwise than fulfil this law of love through acts of mercy is to act as 
unmerciful judges (cf. v. 4) against those who have not opposed them. 
2:13 James described the nature of the second kind of judgment that condemns for every 
offense as “judgment without mercy.” To anyone who has not “acted mercifully,” no mercy will 
be shown. To those who show mercy, that kind of merciless judgment is swallowed up, as it 
were, by mercy. What was declared in the previous verse is based on the principle in this verse. 
Love and mercy define the “law of freedom.” Rejecting this liberating law means falling under 
judgment of the whole law. 

• Richardson, K. A. (1997). James (Vol. 36, pp. 124–125). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers. 

• The positive response 
If God demonstrates his love for us through the offer of forgiveness, 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him 
may not perish but may have eternal life.” 

(Jn 3:16). Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers. 

“God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 
The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ro 5:8). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

“16 By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for 
the brothers.” 

The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (1 Jn 3:16). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

What is easy to forget, is that God’s action of mercy and forgiveness is to be reciprocated by 
those who are recipients. They, themselves, are to show mercy and offer forgiveness. 
 
 


