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Play without practice

That’s kind of what we’re going to find today as we continue our study of James.
As we’ve determined, James was half-brother of Jesus, the son of Joseph and Mary and during the earthly ministry of Christ, James was not a believer.
John 7:1-5 NLT After this, Jesus traveled around Galilee. He wanted to stay out of Judea, where the Jewish leaders were plotting his death. 2 But soon it was time for the Jewish Festival of Shelters, 3 and Jesus’ brothers said to him, “Leave here and go to Judea, where your followers can see your miracles! 4 You can’t become famous if you hide like this! If you can do such wonderful things, show yourself to the world!” 5 For even his brothers didn’t believe in him.
· But then the resurrection happened and everything changed in James’ life.
· And not only did he become a fully devoted disciple of Christ, but he also ended up becoming a leader in the early church. 
· In fact, James was the first pastor of the church that met in Jerusalem.
· And sometime between 40 and 50 A.D., James penned this letter to warn Christians of some habits they had developed that undermined the essence of what they believed.
· James did not write to unbelievers—this letter was written to Christians.
· And church, that’s an important detail because it’s tempting to read a letter like this and think, “Oh, that doesn’t apply to me—that applies to those outside the church.” 
· No, James wrote to Christians, urging those who call on the name of the Lord to be doers of the Word.
· Not just hearers, not just attenders, not just people who are familiar with the things of God.
· James urges us to be people who receive the Word of God with humility and then put it into practice.

PAUSE
And as we move into chapter 2, James is going to continue that conversation, pointing out some specific habits that simply don’t mix with faith in Jesus. 
· So, today, we’re going to read the first 13 verses of chapter 2 and as we do, we’re going to look for the what, the why, and the better way. 
· What is the bad habit, why is it bad, and what is the better way?
· That’s my outline for this text: the what, the why, and the better way.

Let’s jump in and find the “what” …
James 2:1-4 NLT My dear brothers and sisters, how can you claim to have faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ if you favor some people over others? 2 For example, suppose someone comes into your meeting dressed in fancy clothes and expensive jewelry, and another comes in who is poor and dressed in dirty clothes. 3 If you give special attention and a good seat to the rich person, but you say to the poor one, “You can stand over there, or else sit on the floor”—well, 4 doesn’t this discrimination show that your judgments are guided by evil motives?

I. So, the “what” is that believers must not show favoritism. 
That’s the bad habit James is addressing in this text.

In chapter 1, James said that doublemindedness and prayer are like oil and water—they do not mix. James uses the same expression here with faith and favoritism.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Kurt A. Richardson, James, vol. 36, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1997), 108.] 

· If we claim to be in Christ, James insists that it is wrong to show partiality.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: Eerdmans; Apollos, 2000), 101.] 

· The Greek word for favoritism literally means, “to receive someone according to their face.” 
· It means to make judgments and distinctions based on external considerations, such as physical appearance, dress, wealth, status, or race.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Douglas J. Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 16, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 91.] 

· It’s interesting to note that this word is only found 4 times in the NT. The other 3 occurrences are in reference to God, stating that He never shows favoritism.
Colossians 3:25 NLT But if you do what is wrong, you will be paid back for the wrong you have done. For God has no favorites.
Ephesians 6:8-9 NLT Remember that the Lord will reward each one of us for the good we do, whether we are slaves or free. 9 Masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Don’t threaten them; remember, you both have the same Master in heaven, and he has no favorites.
Romans 2:11 NLT For God does not show favoritism. 

The Scriptures repeatedly emphasize that God is impartial, looking at the heart rather than at the outside of a person.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Moo, The Letter of James, 102.] 

· So, showing favoritism based on external considerations is inconsistent with faith in the God who is impartial.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, 92.] 


To make sure we get the point, James gives us an illustration.
James says, imagine that two visitors walk into your church service. 
· One of the guests is decked out, from head to toe.
· He’s got a fancy tailored suit, a gold watch, and you can just tell that he has money. 
· But the other visitor, well, he’s basically the opposite of the first.
· He looks and smells like he’s been putting up hay for weeks.

Now, the first guy just gets all kinds of attention. 
· People see him, introduce themselves and just fawn all over him. He’s given the VIP treatment.
· Mom falling at Amelia.
· The first guy in James’ illustration is getting the guest of honor treatment.

But then to the other guy, the poor man who doesn’t look or smell so great, is basically ignored.
· No one wants to chat with him, and he’s told to stand in the corner.
· Or better yet, to just sit on the floor out of everyone’s way.

PAUSE
It’s a sobering scenario. But James is pointing out something that really hasn’t changed since he authored this letter:
· There will always be two groups of people in our lives—those that have the power to serve us, help us, or improve our situation (the rich) and those we have the power to serve, help, or improve their situation (the poor).
· And in our modern context, maybe we are tempted to prefer those blinged out with gold rings and jewelry. 
· But maybe they aren’t flashing a gold watch—maybe they have a business connection that could really help us out. 
· Maybe they have some specialized knowledge or skillset, maybe they have a prestige job, maybe they have a foot in the door somewhere that we’re hoping to get into.
· While the poor person might be someone who has nothing to offer that would advance our careers or social status.

James reminds us that we must not give into the temptation to pay particular attention to those who can serve us, while neglecting to serve those we can help.
Partiality within the church against the poor must be combated so that the redemptive message of the gospel may go forth.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Richardson, James, 112–113.] 

· That’s the “what.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Matt Chandler, “Judgment / Mercy,” in Matt Chandler Sermon Archive (Village Church, 2015), Jas 2:1–13.] 

· Don’t show favoritism.

Let’s move on and look for the why…
James 2:4-11 NLT doesn’t this discrimination show that your judgments are guided by evil motives? 5 Listen to me, dear brothers and sisters. Hasn’t God chosen the poor in this world to be rich in faith? Aren’t they the ones who will inherit the Kingdom he promised to those who love him? 6 But you dishonor the poor! Isn’t it the rich who oppress you and drag you into court? 7 Aren’t they the ones who slander Jesus Christ, whose noble name you bear? 8 Yes indeed, it is good when you obey the royal law as found in the Scriptures: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 9 But if you favor some people over others, you are committing a sin. You are guilty of breaking the law. 10 For the person who keeps all of the laws except one is as guilty as a person who has broken all of God’s laws. 11 For the same God who said, “You must not commit adultery,” also said, “You must not murder.” So if you murder someone but do not commit adultery, you have still broken the law.

II. The why.
The “what” is don’t show favoritism, and the why, is simply that showing favoritism is wrong. It’s sinful and in this text, James gives a couple reasons why showing favoritism against the poor is wrong.
a. The first reason is that it dishonors God.
One year in college I put together an intramural flag football team…
· Thankfully, this is not how God operates.

James, in keeping with the rest of the NT, emphasizes the grace of God.
If salvation were on the basis of merit, it would not be by grace. God in His grace, offers salvation to those who cannot earn and do not deserve it.

Paul wrote in…
Ephesians 1:4–7 NLT Even before he made the world, God loved us and chose us in Christ to be holy and without fault in his eyes. 5 God decided in advance to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ. This is what he wanted to do, and it gave him great pleasure. 6 So we praise God for the glorious grace he has poured out on us who belong to his dear Son. 7 He is so rich in kindness and grace that he purchased our freedom with the blood of his Son and forgave our sins.
He adds in…
Romans 5:8 NLT But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.

Church, we can be saved from our sins because of the work of Christ on the cross — not because of anything that we are or have.

It’s because of God’s grace and in His grace…
God ignores national differences.
· West Prestonsburg. It was on the other side of the tracks.
· But the gospel is for those on both sides of the tracks.
· In Acts 10, the Jewish believers were shocked when Peter went and had supper at Cornelius’ house. 
· It caused such an uproar that the topic of the first church council in Acts 15 was, “Can Gentiles become Christians?”
· The answer the Holy Spirit gave them was, “In the sight of God, there is no difference between Jew and Gentile when it comes to salvation.”

God also ignores social differences. 
· Masters and slaves (Eph. 6:9) and rich and poor are alike to Him. 
· James teaches us that the grace of God makes the rich man poor, because he cannot depend on his wealth; and it makes the poor man rich, because he inherits the riches of grace in Christ.

The apostle Paul reminded the Christians in Corinth…
1 Corinthians 1:26-31 NLT Remember, dear brothers and sisters, that few of you were wise in the world’s eyes or powerful or wealthy when God called you. 27 Instead, God chose things the world considers foolish in order to shame those who think they are wise. And he chose things that are powerless to shame those who are powerful. 28 God chose things despised by the world, things counted as nothing at all, and used them to bring to nothing what the world considers important. 29 As a result, no one can ever boast in the presence of God. 30 God has united you with Christ Jesus. For our benefit God made him to be wisdom itself. Christ made us right with God; he made us pure and holy, and he freed us from sin. 31 Therefore, as the Scriptures say, “If you want to boast, boast only about the Lord.”

So, when we show partiality, when we show favoritism, when we discriminate—we dishonor God because we step out from under his saving grace.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Chandler, “Judgment / Mercy,” Jas 2:1–13.] 

· We contradict the attitude and actions of God forgetting that we have rebelled, that we’ve fallen short, and that God stepped into our mess to rescue us.

PAUSE
When we show favoritism against the poor, we dishonor God. A second reason why favoritism is wrong…
b. When we show favoritism against the poor, we dishonor our brothers and sisters.

It’s pretty ironic that James’ readers were discriminating against the poor to curry favor with the wealthy and powerful because in this text, the rich face three charges.
· First, they were exploiting the poor. 
· The wealthy weren’t paying the wages they were supposed to be paying and when they did, payday was late.
· James said, “the wealthy are taking advantage because they can.”
· Second, they were using their power and influence against James’ readers.
· The rich were hauling believers into court and Roman laws explicitly favored the rich. People of lower class basically had no voice or recourse.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), Jas 2:4.] 

· James said, “the wealthy are bullying you because they can.”
· Third, they were belittling and blaspheming the name of Christ. 
· The rich and wealthy that James’ readers were cuddling up to were not Christians, they were vocal in their rejection of Christ and His claims.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Thomas D. Lea, Hebrews, James, vol. 10, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 282–283.] 

· The Jews of Antioch showed this behavior in Acts 13:45.

Church, this is a sobering reminder from the apostle.
James’ readers so wanted to be loved and accepted and applauded by the world, they so wanted to be seen as normal that they dishonored their eternal brothers and sisters and cozied up next to those who belittled, mocked, and blasphemed the name of God.”
· I don’t know about you, but this is a temptation.
· But James reminds us that it’s foolish to cuddle up to the world.

Jesus said in…
Matthew 10:26-31 MSG “Don’t be intimidated. Eventually everything is going to be out in the open, and everyone will know how things really are. So don’t hesitate to go public now. 28 “Don’t be bluffed into silence by the threats of bullies. There’s nothing they can do to your soul, your core being. Save your fear for God, who holds your entire life—body and soul—in his hands. 29-31 “What’s the price of a pet canary? Some loose change, right? And God cares what happens to it even more than you do. He pays even greater attention to you, down to the last detail—even numbering the hairs on your head! So don’t be intimidated by all this bully talk. You’re worth more than a million canaries.

Church, the reality is, if we are in Christ, then at some point we’re going to experience the same marginalization that Christ experienced.
As Matt Chandler put it, “We’re never going to make Jesus so cool that everybody thinks he’s cool. Once we do that, he’s not Christ anymore. He becomes a figment of our imagination.”
· Church, honoring Jesus is more important than being cool and relevant. 

PAUSE
And James adds showing favoritism is dishonoring to our brothers and sisters because it violates the “royal law” of love for our neighbor.
When Jesus was asked to give a summary of the law, He cited Leviticus 19:18 (love your neighbor as yourself), along with the requirement to love God, and it is probably for this reason that James calls it the royal law.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Douglas Moo, “James,” in Evangelical Commentary on the Bible, vol. 3, Baker Reference Library (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1995), 1156.] 


And James takes away a justification that we’re quick to make when it comes to favoritism. It’s the temptation to say…
· “Well, it’s not like I’m killing somebody…”
· But James reminds us that showing favoritism is not loving our neighbor as ourselves. 
· To show favoritism or partiality is to break the law of the kingdom and to stand before Christ the King as a lawbreaker.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Peter H. Davids, “James,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th ed. (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 1360.] 


PAUSE
Church, the point is believers are to love people, not show favoritism. Showing partiality is sinful and it doesn’t line up with the way of our King.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Leadership Ministries Worldwide, Hebrews-James, The Preacher’s Outline & Sermon Bible (Chattanooga, TN: Leadership Ministries Worldwide, 1996), 244.] 


So, the “what” is don’t show partiality. The why? It dishonors God and it dishonors our brothers and sisters. Now let’s look for the better way.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Chandler, “Judgment / Mercy,” Jas 2:1–13.] 

James 2:12-13 NLT So whatever you say or whatever you do, remember that you will be judged by the law that sets you free. 13 There will be no mercy for those who have not shown mercy to others. But if you have been merciful, God will be merciful when he judges you.

III. The Better Way.

What is the better way? Just what James has been saying from get go: we must be doers of the Word. 
· If we really want to fulfill the royal law, to love our neighbors as ourselves and love the Lord our God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength, then we don’t walk in the ways of the world, we do the Word. We do what the word says.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Chandler, “Judgment / Mercy,” Jas 2:1–13.] 


And James tells us a couple of truths that are worth committing to memory. For starters…
a. We need to remember that we will all stand before God.
There will be an accounting for us all so, we should speak and act like people who will stand before God and give account for our lives.
· It’s worth noting that speaking and showing love and kindness is not the same thing as approving and condoning sinful behavior/sinful lifestyles.

A person’s social standing and wealth, clothing and appearance should have no effect upon our commitment to the Great Commission.
· We are to reach out to people no matter who they are.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  LMW, Hebrews-James, 245.] 


And then…
b. We must remember that the merciful will be shown mercy.
Mercy is what all of us have received from God. It is not deserved or merited in any way. Mercy is not extended on the basis of any earthly standing or possession; it is given as an expression of God’s care and love for us.

So, to people who were being pressured into responding to others on the basis of their wealth and standing, James offers the only standard which those who claim the name of Christ can use when responding to others: mercy (Jas. 2:13). 
· We are to respond to other people in the way that God through Christ has responded to us. 
· This is the standard for those who claim to follow Jesus. 
· Regardless of the possible benefits of showing favoritism, regardless of the pressure to adopt the standards of this world, we are commanded to show mercy to all.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  J. Michael Walters, James: A Bible Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Publishing House, 1997), 91.] 


And James is not saying that we are saved by our works or that we’ll be saved because we show mercy. The apostle emphasizes that God declares sinners righteous purely through their trust in Jesus Christ.
· What James is saying is that there is a day of judgment coming, and the way we treat others, especially showing mercy to the poor, reveals whether we ourselves have truly experienced the mercy of God.

PAUSE
If you study church history, you will find that Christianity grew and developed in an environment that breathed hostility against it. 
· And a chief reason for its triumph was that the early Christians allowed their beliefs to control their behavior.
· They really believed that Jesus is the Son of God, and that God is gracious, His Word is true, that He calls us to live holy lives, and one day He will judge us all — and their beliefs determined their behavior.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 353.] 

· They fed the needy, witnessed to outcasts, buried the poor, cared for orphans and the aged, encouraged prisoners and victims of disasters, and showered compassion on the persecuted, and sought to make disciples.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Lea, Hebrews, James, 284–285.] 

· Their treatment of other people proved the reality of their faith. 

Warren Wiersbe wrote, “Our beliefs should control our behavior and one of the tests of the reality of our faith is how we treat other people.”
· So, can we pass the test?[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 353.] 
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