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Loving your neighbour * James 2:1-9 

May 6, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I remember a conversation that I had with a fellow pastor; he said: 

 

“She always felt out of place at church… and so that’s why she never went.” 

 

He was describing his mom.   

 

She couldn’t afford housing so she lived in her van.  She wore whatever clothes she could scrounge up.  

She didn’t look like your average church-goer.  And when she went to church, people in fancy clothes 

looked down at her as if she didn’t belong there.   

 

And that’s why she never went to church.  That’s why she never fully knew God’s love.  Because church 

people looked at her through the eyes of the world and made her feel unwelcome. 

 

That’s heartbreaking. 

 

Now listen, I don’t think that that would ever happen here.  I get the sense that if his mom had come in 

looking poor and disheveled and out of place, then we would have done our best to make her feel 

welcome to experience the love of God in the way that we treated her. 

 

But it’s always important to stop and ask ourselves, are we, as a church, looking at people the way God 

looks at them or are we looking at them the way the world looks at them?  Are we truly loving our 

neighbours the way that God loved us?   

 

Those are questions that James invites us to ask in this passage of Scripture this morning, so join me in 

James chapter 2; we’ll start in verse 1.   

 

Chapter 2, verse 1 starts with the ‘big idea’ that James is going to unpack throughout passage –  

 

My brothers [and sisters], as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism 

(Jam 2:1 NIV). 

 

Or in other words: since you believe in the glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t judge others according to the 

standards of the world. 

 

James is setting up a pretty straightforward equation for us, isn’t it: if you are committed to the Lord 

Jesus, then, don’t favour others on the basis of worldly standards.  Faith and favoritism are 

incompatible. 

 

Why? 

 

Because our faith is in the glorious Lord Jesus Christ.  
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Our faith is in the Lord Jesus, who looked on us when we wanted nothing to do with Him, and could very 

well have abandoned us to judgment.  Like our call to worship said ‘we were dead in sin, doing whatever 

we felt like’ and that’s the pathway that leads to wrath.   

 

But instead of leading with judgment, God, who is rich in mercy, saved us and gave us life.  Not because 

of anything that WE had done, but because of who HE is – gracious and compassionate, slow to anger 

and abounding in steadfast love.   

 

God has made us His people by leading with mercy and treating us according to His character; not only 

that - leading with mercy, and treating people according to God’s character become the hallmark of His 

people.  Believers in the glorious Lord should treat others the same way that the glorious Lord has 

treated them. 

 

And that’s why faith and favoritism are incompatible.   

 

God looked on sinners who deserved absolutely nothing and actively chose to treat them according to 

His merciful character. 

 

Favoritism looks on people and judges them according to the standards of the world and says ‘you’re 

nothing, unless you can impress me.  No mercy for you, unless you are good enough by the world’s 

standards.’ 

 

You see the difference right?  God looked on us with love and shoed us great mercy.  Favoritism looks on 

others through the eyes of the world and shows nothing but contempt, unless you ‘meet the standard.’ 

 

That’s why favoritism has no place in the life of faith – because it is entirely inconsistent with the love 

that God has for us and the example He’s set for us.   

 

If we have experienced the undeserved mercy of God, it just makes sense that we would extend that 

mercy to others.  And favoritism does not accomplish that.   

 

James is going to show us that – look at verse 2 – he’s setting up a case study for us –  

 

2 Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in 

shabby clothes also comes in.  The rich man is all blinged out – he’s got so many rings, his fingers look 

golden and he’s wearing all the designer names; the poor man on the other hand looks like the clothes 

he’s wearing are the clothes he slept in last night.   

 

James says – verse 3 -  

 3 If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, "Here's a good seat for you," 

but say to the poor man, "You stand there" or "Sit on the floor by my feet," 

 4 have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?  (Jam 2:2-

4 NIV). 
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James is showing us the SIN of favoritism.   

 

He wants us to see that favoritism is not just ‘a part of life’ or an innocent perk that rich people get over 

everyone else; James wants us to see that this is sin and so he calls it that – you have acted on evil 

thoughts. 

 

You have looked at the rich man’s clothes and said ‘wow, you’re worth a lot.  I’m pretty impressed by 

you.  You should get special treatment.’  And you’ve looked at the poor man’s exterior and said ‘you’re 

not worth much – you can sit at my feet like a dog’ and in doing that, you’ve looked on them in exactly 

the opposite of the way that God has looked at you.   

 

See, God looked at the worst of sinners, the best of sinners, the richest of sinners, the poorest of 

sinners; He looked at you and me.  And made no distinction.  He said – “you are all equally valuable to 

Me.  At the cross, the values of the world mean nothing and My desire is to love all of you with an 

unfailing love if you will only respond in kind.” 

 

But showing someone favour, simply because they are better dressed or more impressive, is nothing 

short of discrimination.  It is sin, because it refuses to pass along the mercy that God has shown to the 

believer.  That’s the sin of favoritism. 

 

And not only is it wrong on a spiritual level, James says, it doesn’t make sense on a practical level either:  

Verse 5 - 

 

5 Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in 

faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? 

 6 But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who 

are dragging you into court?  7 Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him to 

whom you belong?  (Jam 2:5-7 NIV).  

 

This is the silliness of favoritism.   

 

James is pulling back the curtain on the standards of this world and showing us that the standards of the 

world make no sense in the Kingdom of God.   

 

See, out in front of the curtain, the rich man looks pretty impressive.  He’s got lots of money, he’s 

dressed well, he’s successful.  He’s the kind of person that you are drawn towards because you 

instinctively hope that knowing him will be a benefit of you. 

 

But James pulls back the curtain, and says ‘hold on, in many cases, these rich men are the very ones who 

are making it hard for you to be followers of Jesus.  They’re using their status to take your land through 

the courts, because the Roman legal system was terribly corrupt at that time.  They’re setting up policies 

to limit the influence a believer can have.  And not only that, they’re turning their hearts against God, 

choosing to trust in their piles of wealth rather than the God of mercy.  James is reminding us that it 
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makes no sense for a person of faith to fawn over ‘an impressive by worldly standards’ person because 

many of those people actually have hard hearts towards God.  (Now, this is a case study, and there are 

exceptions - but James is setting this out as a generally true statement to make his point). 

 

And on the flip of it is the poor people who come into the assembly and get treated like mud.  “You sit 

over there on the floor – you don’t look very impressive so you don’t get much of my attention.”   

 

James pulls back the curtain and says – ‘hold on!’  Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of 

the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him?  All through 

the OT, God consistently expresses a special concern for people in need – for example -  

 

For example – Psalm 113 - 

 

7 He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap; 

 8 he seats them with princes, with the princes of their people. 

 (Psa 113:7-8 NIV). 

 

Psalm 140 

12 I know that the LORD secures justice for the poor and upholds the cause of the needy. 

(Psa 140:12 NIV). 

 

Proverbs 14 

31 He who oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever is kind to the needy 

honors God. (Pro 14:31 NIV). 

 

God has a special interest in the poor because their lack of material possessions makes them more likely 

to be rich in faith.  When you have a lot of resources, it’s very easy to trust in yourself; but when you 

don’t, it’s much easier to trust God.  I had that experience in France – I wasn’t truly rich or truly poor, 

but living out of a back pack, in a foreign country, on a shoe string budget, I was much more acutely 

aware of my need for God than I was at home living as a comfortable university.   

 

James says – it’s downright silly to insult the poor while fawning over the rich, because in God’s 

Kingdom, those values are reversed.   

 

John Calvin put it this way: "There is no reason . . . for men zealously to pay respect to their own 

executioners, and at the same time to hurt men who are on their side."  (quoted in Hughes, PTW).   

 

Now, does this mean that the poor are automatically accepted into God’s kingdom and the rich have a 

much harder go at it?  No.  That’s not what James is saying.  Look closely at verse 5: 

 

Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the 

kingdom he promised those who love him? (Jam 2:5 NIV). 
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Who did God promise the Kingdom to?  The poor exclusively?  No way.  God promised the kingdom to 

those who love Him.  He has promised eternal life to all who love Him in response to the tremendous 

mercy He has shown them.  James seems to say that God has chosen the poor to be rich in faith, but 

THEY have to choose to act in faith.  And certainly, if a rich person chooses the same, to put their trust in 

God and love Him for loving them first, then they too inherit the Kingdom that God has promised.   

 

As a rule of thumb though, it’s just plain silly to favour the rich who may resist God while excluding the 

poor who may be likely to believe in Him.   

 

It’s the silliness of favoritism. 

 

Now here I think James wants to pull us back out of the rabbit hole – his point is not ultimately about 

who gets saved but about how saved people treat other people and so he echoes his big idea.  James 2:1 

he says – as believers in Jesus, DON’T SHOW FAVORITISM!  Here in verse 8, he expresses the other side 

of that coin – DO LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOUR. 

 

8 If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself," you are doing 

right. 

  

James is reminding us that faith is not just a theoretical belief in a bunch of principles, faith means 

actually living according to those principles.  Faith is not just belief in Jesus just; faith is acting like He 

did.  So, if God has shown us great love, then it makes sense that we would extend that great love to 

others.  The whole of the Christian life is summed up in that one clause – Love your neighbour as 

yourself.  Love your neighbour as God loved you.   

 

After all, as Paul says in Galatians 5, that is the very essence of God’s will for His people.  “14 The entire 

law is summed up in a single command: "Love your neighbor as yourself." 

 

Now at this point, I can imagine that somebody in James’s original audience might have popped it and 

said – well hold on James – you can’t go around upsetting the social order here and besides, it’s not 

really that big a deal is it?  Who cares if the rich man gets the best seat – that’s just the way it is.   

 

To which James responds – no it IS a big deal.  And it may be the ‘way it is’ but it’s not the way it should 

be.  Verse 9.   

 

If you are loving your neighbour without exception, then you’re doing good -  

9 But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 

 10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. 

 

You know what he’s doing?  He’s outlining the seriousness of favoritism.   

 

10 [Even if you keep] the whole law [he says] and yet stumbles at just one point [you are] guilty of 

breaking all of it. 
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 11 For he who said, "Do not commit adultery," also said, "Do not murder." If you do not commit 

adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker. 

 

And even if you do not commit murder, but do commit favoritism, then you have still become a law 

breaker. 

 

Why? 

 

Because each and every law is a reflection of God’s character.  And even if we fall short of only one, then 

we have fallen short of the glory of God – we have insulted His character - and become sinners.  And 

that’s all of us.   

 

This is a passage that I would encourage all of you to mark out in your Bible, because it’s a pretty central 

idea in the life of faith.  I mean humanly speaking, we want to ‘rank’ sin and say there’s ‘the big ones’ 

that are downright wrong and ‘the little ones’ that aren’t really that bad.   

 

But from God’s point of view, it’s all sin because it insults God’s character.  It’s all sin and all worthy of 

judgment.  

 

BUT – back to verse 1 – we have a glorious Lord, Jesus Christ, who laid down His life so that law breakers 

bound for judgment could become objects of mercy and children of God.   

 

If you have broken God’s law (and we all have), then God is extending mercy to you right now, saying ‘I 

have loved you so deeply that I gave my one and only Son that if you only believe, you will have eternal 

life.”  If you receive that and love Him back, then all is forgiven; you are made right with God.  “You are 

my child,” God says, “saved for eternity.” 

 

Murder IS serious.  Adultery IS serious.  Thievery is serious.  But favoritism is too.  And anger and 

bitterness and lying and envy.  Every single sin that you can think of is serious because it is an insult to 

the perfect character of God, but God is so rich in mercy that He will forgive our every sin if we will rely 

on Him and receive His mercy.   

 

And if we have received God’s mercy, then it just makes sense that we would extend that same mercy to 

others.  I can almost picture James at this point saying – “I saw my own brother nailed to a cross, broken 

and bloodied and murdered so that God could extend mercy to the world; you’re going to receive that 

mercy and then refuse to pass it on, unless people meet the world’s standard of worthiness?  Ain’t 

gonna cut it.”  

 

Favoritism is sin.  Favoritism is silly.  Favoritism is serious. 

 

But there is a better way – the opposite of favoritism.  And that’s where James goes next:  

 

Verse 12 - 

 12 Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 
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 13 because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy 

triumphs over judgment!  (Jam 2:8-13 NIV).   

 

Let’s start there – mercy triumphs over judgment.  Salvation history shows that that’s true – God sent 

His Son so that He could show us mercy and spare us from judgment.  That’s the way God works.  And… 

that becomes the paradigm for life in God’s kingdom.  The instinct to show mercy should triumph over 

the instinct to judge every time.   

 

And yet that’s not what favoritism does, does it?  Favoritism judges people based on worldly standards, 

then says “I will only dole out mercy if you meet those standards.” 

 

And that’s a dangerous proposition – look at verse 13 - judgment without mercy will be shown to 

anyone who has not been merciful.  Any believer who has not been merciful will get a taste of their own 

medicine.  And the talk about judgment makes it clear that we will be accountable for whatever we 

decide to do with God’s mercy.   

 

But, James says, you who have believed in the glorious Lord Jesus have the word of God implanted in 

your heart.  You have the Holy Spirit at work within you, enabling you to follow God’s life-giving Word.  

You have experienced first-hand the reality that mercy triumphs over justice – let that guide all that you 

say and all that you do. 

 

The image of a tea ball is helpful here – you take your loose leaf tea and put it into a ball.  Then you put 

the tea ball into the water and what’s inside steeps out to change the water around it.  Same thing here 

– God puts His mercy into our hearts, then sends us out into the world with the intention that His mercy 

will seep out of us and have a positive, transformative impact on the world around us. 

 

THAT’S the opposite of favoritism – the willingness to put mercy first every time.  To truly LOVE your 

neighbour.  To treat them with the same mercy that God is offering them.   

 

Favoritism is not consistent with the undeserved mercy that God has shown us.  Racial profiling, class 

profiling, looking down on someone because of their clothes and circumstances is totally not consistent 

with the undeserved mercy that God has shown us.  Instead, James is calling us to courageously look on 

others through God’s eyes and to treat them with the same mercy that God shows us.   

 

I think that that’s the big take away here.  Loving your neighbour means seeing them through God’s eyes 

and acting accordingly. 

 

Even for Christians, it is very easy to fall into the world’s trap of looking at people’s external clothes and 

circumstances and then making a judgment based on whether or not they ‘deserve’ mercy.  Whether or 

not they’re ‘good enough.’  To my shame I used to do that with the kind of kids that would show up at 

the Why Not youth centre – the instinct is to look at them and say ‘what’s their problem?  Why don’t 

they get their act together and be more like ‘acceptable’ people?’   
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God got into my heart through passages like this one and said ‘well hold on there Graham – at one 

point, God looked at you and said “Gee whiz, what’s his problem?  Why can’t he get his act together and 

be more like a more acceptable person” and yet He actively chose to show me mercy.  He looked at me, 

not according to my strengths and shortcomings, my value and my possessions; He looked at me 

according to His unfailing character – rich in mercy, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love.   

 

That’s how we need to see other people too – through God’s eyes – as inherently valuable, no matter 

who they are or what they have done – but because God looks on them with tender mercy, longing for 

them to turn from their sin and come home to Him.  Loving your neighbour requires seeing them 

through God’s eyes.   

 

Let’s just take a quick minute here to apply it.  And again, I feel – to a degree – that I’m preaching to the 

choir here.  On a whole, I get the sense that this church understands this – I get the sense that you have 

internalized God’s mercy and now allow it to seep out to people around you no matter their 

circumstances.  I am confident that we are making good steps in the right direction.   

 

But it is helpful for us to think – if someone came into our service, all dressed in black and smelling like 

weed, would you be willing to treat them the same way we would treat somebody with an Armani suit 

and slicked back hair?  Are we willing to love someone who is legitimately in need as much as we would 

love someone who wanted to give us a hundred thousand dollars?  Certainly we want to be wise about 

these things, but the question that we should always ask is ‘am I leading with mercy?  Or judgment?’ 

 

These are the sorts of questions that James invites us to ask and the key to answering rightly, to truly 

loving our neighbour, is to see everyone through God’s eyes – as objects of mercy, worthy of 

compassion.  Only by seeing others through God’s eyes and acting accordingly can we truly love our 

neighbours.    

 

We’re spending our time with James in their sermon series, but it’s really neat to see other Bible writers 

make the very same point, and I’ll close with this.  Over in 2nd Corinthians 5, Paul was writing to a 

different community over in Corinth but he says something to them that would have sounded right at 

home here in James: 

 

14 … Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. 

15 And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for 

them and was raised again.  16 So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. 

 

Instead, let us truly love our neighbours by seeing them through God’s merciful eyes.   
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BENEDICTION 

 

May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, …  so that he may 

establish your hearts blameless in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming of our Lord Jesus 

with all his saints (1 Thess 3:12-13). 


