A Religion Not Empty
James 2:1-13 — The Sin of Favoritism

  In a society largely defined by class, James’ “Twelve tribes” would have a real tendency not to leave their status at the door.  The congregation of believers in general, and the gathering for worship specifically, was foremost to exalt Christ.  Those gathering were to define themselves by their mutual submission to Christ and their specific giftedness, among other biblical concepts.  But favoritism would have been a real temptation.  Is this any less true for us?
A Penetrating Hypothetical

James begins by constructing an easily recognizable situation (even if somewhat caricatured) to illustrate favoritism among believers in worship.  As is common among a congregation, two men of very different means enter worship.  Of course, what is important is how the Christian attendant treats each of them.  The rich visitor/new believer receives special treatment in worship, while the poor visitor is treated with disdain.  James’ judgment is clear.  This show of favoritism demonstrates a lack of faith in Christ (v1), and makes a sinful, evil distinction among people.  In this we may be deceiving ourselves as to our standing before God.
Multiple Reasons Not to Show Favoritism
Why is this show of favoritism sinful and evil?  First, this favoritism contradicts God’s common purposes to bring redemption for the downtrodden (e.g. poor), to show that salvation is not about status but about God’s mercy and power (v5-6a; Deut. 10:17-18; Luke 6:20; 1 Corinthians 1:26ff).  Second, this favoritism toward the rich reveals the attendant’s motive to gain personal favor, for his relationship of persecution with the rich man provides no basis for this special attention.  Even more, the rich in this cultural context are the ones who blaspheme Christ and His people (v6b-7).  Third, this show of disfavor toward the poor man contradicts God’s kingdom law as summed up in “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  To show favoritism is not just a transgression before these two men and the congregation…it is a transgression before God (v8-9; Lev. 19:15, 18; Matt. 22:37-40).
No, Not Even That Excuse Works

We cannot find solace in the fact that favoritism only breaks one law, and that is not so bad.  This attitude dismisses the purpose of the law to reveal the character of God.  If we willfully dismiss one aspect of God’s law, we disregard the unity of the law and therefore the unity of the character of God.  To willfully dismiss one aspect of the character of God is to dismiss God Himself.  We are to be merciful like God as a sign that we have received the mercy of new life .  We are to live according to the law of Christ, which brings freedom (v10-13; Matt. 5:18-19).
Application
1. The most obvious application for us is to ask ourselves (while immersed in the Word), “How do we show favoritism?”  How do I make distinctions among people where God does not make distinction?  Rich/poor?  Blue collar/white collar?  Educated/uneducated?  Young/old?  American/International?  White/nonwhite?
2. When I find that I show favoritism, how am I going to respond?  Ignore it?  Make excuses?  Or repent, pray for change, study the Word, and intentionally work on changing my thoughts?

“James illustration is timeless.  It speaks as loudly today as when he penned it.  It is still not always easy to know how to accommodate an (indigent) in a worship-service and it still is easy to assume that wealth gives a commanding voice in church affairs.  The sin of partiality…always bears down on the poor and disadvantaged.” (Motyer, 82)
