
James 2:1-13 

How does James address his readers (v. 19, 16)? “As believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.”  It’s obvious he is 
talking to fellow Christians.  
 
What command does he give them (v. 1)? Don’t show favoritism. The way we treat others is a testimony of the 
condition of our hearts as Christians. Showing favoritism can hinder the effectiveness of our witness. 
 
The act of targeting a person on the basis of observed characteristics as James is describing (vv. 1-4) is 
known as what?  Profiling. We hear a lot these days about profiling – ethnic, racial, etc.  It’s interesting to note that 
profiling is not a new phenomenon. It is an evil that James indicts in this passage. And it is within the Christian 
community no less! 
 
James wrote during an age that was filled with prejudice and hatred based on class, ethnicity, nationality, and 
religious background. A significant aspect of the work of Jesus was to break down these walls that divided 
humanity, and to bring forth one new race of mankind in Him (Ephesians 2:14-15). 

How would you describe favoritism as depicted by James (vv. 1-4)? Caring more about the outward 
appearance than about the heart -- which is the antithesis of the way God looks at people.  1 Samuel 16:7: “The 
LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the 
heart.” Remember, when the twelve disciples were following Jesus around, any way you look at it, Judas appeared 
to be much better leadership material than Peter. 

What does James mention that often goes hand in hand with favoritism (v. 4)? Discrimination. James portrays 
both favoritism toward the rich and discrimination toward the poor. Discrimination and favoritism can’t help but 
lead to judging (with evil thoughts).  

In its early days the church was predominantly poor, and therefore if a rich man was converted and came to the 
Christian fellowship, there must have been a very real temptation to make a fuss over him and to treat him as a 
special trophy for Christ.  These verses are often referred to as “the case of the near-sighted usher.” The usher’s 
motive was what the church could obtain from the rich man, rather than what it could impart to him. The problem 
isn’t that the church is nice to the rich man. The problem is that the church is not nice to the poor man as well! 

James’ example of favoritism/discrimination at church was between rich and poor. What is the basis on which 
we show favoritism or discrimination within the church today? Age.  Appearance. Personality. Race. Gender.  

How do we typically treat the less popular, the disadvantaged, when it comes to involving them in our 
churches? We tend to avoid those who show no promise, no great potential, and we actively recruit those who are 
the “movers and shakers” in our society. The poor person is just as worthy of our discipling and pastoral care and 
love as the person who has the means to rescue our church from its budget crisis. 

When it comes to not showing favoritism, how would you describe the way Jesus selected His disciples? 
Jesus didn’t discriminate. He didn’t pick the “cream of the crop” when He chose His disciples from among  
fishermen and common folks.  He even picked someone despised by His own people – Matthew the tax collector. 
Truthfully, He didn’t pick the cream of the crop when He chose to save most of us, either! 

What is God’s attitude toward the poor (v. 5)? He has chosen them to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom. 
It is foolish and perilous to treat with contempt those who will one day be exalted in the kingdom of heaven. The 
poor have a special place in His heart. 

What are the rich condemned for (v. 6)? For oppressing and exploiting the church and dragging them into court.  
Calvin reportedly said, “Why honor your executioners?” 

What are the rich condemned for (v. 7)? For slandering and defaming the name of Christ. The Greek word for 
blaspheme (blasphemeo) means to mock deliberately, or to speak contemptuously of Christ. This was just as true in 
James' world as it is in ours. It is inconsistent to give special honor to those who despise the Lord that we, as 
believers, love and serve. 

http://biblia.com/bible/nkjv/Eph%202.14-15


Application: What should you do when you encounter favoritism or discrimination within the church?  

What is meant by the Royal Law (v. 8)? The law of love -- Love your neighbor as yourself. It is Royal in that it is 
primary, preeminent; it governs all other laws dealing with human relationships. It is the second greatest 
commandment (Matthew 22:35-40). 

What point was James making (v. 8)? You violate the Royal Law not so much by favoring the rich but by 
discriminating against the poor. James did not mean Christians should avoid honoring the rich, but that we should 
love everyone, and treat every individual as we would treat ourselves (Matthew 22:39; Leviticus 19:18).  

What are the consequences of favoritism (v. 9)?  The type of preferential treatment James dealt with in this 
passage (2:1-13) violates the royal law, because it treats some as inferior and others as deserving of special favor 
(Acts 10:34). Anyone who shows favoritism breaks the supreme law of love for his neighbor, the law that governs 
one's relationships to one's fellowmen. Favoritism will be judged (v. 12). 

Why is James holding up the Ten Commandments as an example (vv. 10-11)? They are not given as law here, 
but as instruction in righteousness. God is saying, “This is what I expect of you. I want you to live a holy life out of 
love and respect for me.”  The Ten Commandments reveal the heart and character of God.  
 
God gave the Mosaic Law both to regulate the life of the Israelites and to reveal the character and purposes of God 
to the Israelites and all other people. Its regulatory function ceased when Jesus died on the cross (Romans 10:4; 
Hebrews 7:12). Its revelatory value remains forever.  

What is the message of vv. 10-11?  All sins are equally serious in that any sin is a violation of God’s will.  The law 
is like a chain of ten links. Break one link and the chain is broken. We cannot selectively choose which 
commandments of the law we will obey. 

What is the law that gives freedom (or the law of liberty) (v. 12 and 1:25)? The Gospel. It is the “good news” 
that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, died to pay the penalty for our sins so that we might become the children of God 
through faith in Christ alone. It is the law of Grace that frees us from bondage to the legalism of the Mosaic Law. It 
is the same as the law of Christ (Galatians 6:2) and the law of the Spirit of life (Romans 8:2).  

 
(v. 12) Be merciful…don’t be judgmental.  How does mercy triumph over judgment (v. 13)? Mercy eliminates 
or supersedes judgment. Mercy is always the greater thing. It’s harder to give mercy. If we are merciful in dealing 
with our fellowmen, God will be merciful in dealing with us when we stand before Him (Matthew 25:34-40). Mercy 
triumphs over judgment just as love triumphs over partiality.  

Since he is speaking to believers, the judgment to which he refers must be the judgment of believers at the 
judgment seat of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:10). 
 
Application: We need to ask questions like: “Who do I favor? Who do I look down upon? Who do I think I’m better 
than?” 

 

Some materials taken from Dr. Thomas L. Constable, Notes on James 2017 Edition, (published by Sonic Light, www.soniclight.com). 

 


