“Warning: Favoritism Could Be Fatal”
James 2:1-13 | February 17, 2019
Sermon Summary: A big issue in our nation today is: “Do we have an emergency at our southern border?”
Some say that we have an economic, humanitarian, and security crisis requiring executive action to fix.
Others say, “It is what it is, and what it has always been. It’s not particularly desperate or dramatic.” Well,
each person is entitled to their opinion, but the question for our church is: “Do we have an emergency at
our southern border—that is, at the south-facing main entrance to our building in Kennett; or the westfacing entrance in Jennersville? Is there a gospel emergency over which King Jesus should issue some
executive orders?
The community overseen by James had such an emergency. They were playing favorites, making distinctions between rich and poor in violation of the spirit of Christ, his gospel, and his royal law. James rebuked
and challenged his flock, warning them that such practices put them in danger of God’s judgement. Now
for us, the situation might not be so visible or dramatic. In the stratified, caste-like ancient world, clothing
separated people by class, and it was common practice to treat varying classes according to their station in
the world. For us, the situation is more subtle. Our clothing has been “democratized” and seats are “first
come, first serve.” But that doesn’t mean we face no challenges in being radically hospitable, and creating
a truly warm welcome and a safe place for everyone. Some people may feel like they are too young or
too old; singles or divorced people may not feel like they fit in our “family church;” others who belong to
ethnic minorities or who have disabilities might wonder if this is a place for them.
But maybe our biggest challenge has to do with class. We are a largely affluent, well-educated, and classy
congregation. What about those who aren’t so well-heeled? Is there a warm welcome and a seat at the
table for them? Christ and his gospel make it possible for the answer to be yes, even in a predominantly
white, affluent, suburban church like ours. Jesus is the answer. We have to perceive and receive....

1. The Lord’s Glory. James 2:1 says we can’t show partiality to
people while holding to faith in Christ. To “show partiality” literally
means to “receive the face” of one person but not another. This is
opposed to Christ, whose face was turned in love to the whole
world. In the gospel we see the glory of God in the face of Christ
(2 Cor. 4:6). Jesus, in fact, is “the Glory,” the manifest presence of
God. His face—which had no natural beauty to draw us (Is. 53:2)—
nevertheless won our hearts by reflecting the true beauty of God.

2. The Royal Law. James says that the royal law is to love your
neighbor as yourself. This was a somewhat revolutionary statement
because all Jews knew that loving God—heart, soul, and strength—
was the “royal law,” the greatest commandment. How could the
second command become the first? Because Jesus said it is like the
first. It stands for the first and becomes the key indicator of the first,
because loving your neighbor offers proof that you really love God.

Discipleship Focus:

3. The Triumphant Mercy. James declares that “Mercy triumphs over judgment.” That too is a thought-provoking
statement because “triumph” is a power word. It is translated elsewhere “boast.” It was a word associated with
warriors and gladiators who would raise their fists and boast over their vanquished foes. It’s a posture and attitude
diametrically opposed to mercy. Yet mercy does triumph—not by a raised fist but by an open, outstretched, nailpierced hand. In mercy, Christ he absorbed the justice and wrath of God against our sin and turned a face of grace
to us all. Thus if we do not show mercy we will only receive judgment—not because we have failed to earn mercy
but because we will have succeeded in demonstrating that we never received God’s mercy in the first place.
We love because he first loved us. We show mercy because God first showed mercy to us. If we have no mercy; if
we don’t show the face of Christ to the world; if we only receive those faces that we deem worthy; it will be the
ultimate proof of our unconverted hearts. So let us allow mercy to win our hearts first; then move us out as Christ’s
apprentices to fulfill—to complete, to run out to the end—the royal law of love.

Discussion Guide
1. Do you think we have a gospel emergency at our southern (or western) border? Do you think we as a church
are prone to playing favorites? How?
2. What did you find most inspiring about the sermon? What did you find most disturbing?
3. Discuss these quotes. How does each one make you feel? What thoughts do they stimulate?
“As I reflect on my college experience, I’m left with the fact that this mostly white Christian college was
a more racially hostile and antagonistic space than Norristown...more difficult and draining than the
mostly white suburban North Penn. How could that be?” Drew Hart, “Trouble I’ve Seen”
“Ironically, none were more compliant than the religious leaders. Of all people, they should have been
the most aware of the sinful nature of man and the least overwhelmed by pomp and protocol. But theological knowledge sometimes wilts in the face of worldly power.” Chuck Colson, “Kingdoms in Conflict”
(commenting on power and seduction in the White House)
“To break the cycle of ignorance and faulty intuition, members of dominant groups must learn to not
trust their own gut, as they have been socialized outside of the life experiences of marginalized groups.
Instead, they must pursue Jesus-shaped ways of knowing our world.” Drew Hart
4. How would you explain the glory of Christ to a new believer? How would you explain that his greatest
glory is seen in his humility—and humiliation on the cross? Can you think of other examples where we see
similar things?
5. James says that God chose the poor to be rich in faith. Isn’t that showing the very favoritism that he
prohibits? How do you explain this?
6. It seems that many people today would like to do the very thing that people in Jesus’ day attempted to do:
Draw in the boundaries of neighbor love. Apply it to citizens but not aliens. Apply it to the law-abiding and not
the law-breaking. Or maybe just welcome people we like while overlooking those we don’t. Do you agree with
this assessment? Where do you see it being true? How do we fight the good fight against it?
7. If mercy triumphs over judgement, why does James threaten judgement to the unmerciful—isn’t that a
contradiction? How do you explain this? How do we make sure we don’t run afoul of it?
8. What is one personal, applicable take-away from this Scripture text and sermon?

