James 2:1-13*
Authentic Faith: No Favouritism

Introduction

Today, we come to learn what James teaches about favouritism. The Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines “favouritism” as “the act of unfairly
treating one person better than others because you like that person better.”

James teaches us not to show favouritism in church. Some may take this to
the extreme—I can do what | like but you can’'t be biased against me just
because you don'’t like my behaviour or attitude.

To insist this way is to misapply what James is really teaching here. We cause
unnecessary hurt when we apply what is taught, but in the wrong way. Good
teaching becomes bad practice when applied without proper understanding.

ILLUSTRATION: Two girls were talking. The first said to the second,
“My daddy is teaching our dog to protect our home from strangers.”

“How is he doing it?” asked the second.

“He dresses himself in different disguises and trains our dog to attack
him.”

“Is your dog learning well?”

“He’s learning very well indeed. Whenever a stranger visits us, our dog
will bite my daddy.”

Indeed, good teaching becomes bad practice when applied without
proper understanding.

James teaches against favouritism. However, we cause unnecessary hurt
when we apply what is taught, but in the wrong way.

The practice of favouritism is dangerous. It is dangerous because it can be so
subtle. So subtle that it can easily go unnoticed. So subtle that it can easily be
taken for granted. So subtle that it can easily be accepted as the natural thing
to do.
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The “favouritism” that James condemns in our text today can be literally
translated as “respect of persons”. Thus, when James says “don’t show
favouritism”, he is literally saying “don’t show respect of persons”.

But why is respect of persons wrong? Isn't it proper for us to show respect to
other people? Isn’t respect for others important in healthy person-to-person
relationship?

Well, this respect of persons that James talks about here is wrong because it
has to do with giving one person better treatment based solely on outward
appearance.

Today, we are gathered as a church, and as people different in so many ways
outwardly:

Our looks are different.

Our clothes are different.

Our mannerisms are different.
Our jobs are different.

Our backgrounds are different.

In the midst of all these differences, how can we as a church exercise healthy
respect for one another rather than unhealthy favouritism?

In James 1, the writer talks about authentic Christian living as a process of
growing in spiritual maturity and heavenly wisdom. And one indicator of
growing in this direction is how we treat one another in the house of God.

James says, “Don’t show favouritism.” As we try to understand better what he
has in mind, let’s be clear about ...

I. What “don’t show favouritism” is not (2:1-4).

For a start, “don’t show favouritism” is not a license to be sloppy (vv. 1-2).
James paints for us a very clear picture.

The worship is about to begin. Two men walk in. One is wearing an expensive
suit complete with a 24-carat gold ring. The other wears some rough clothes
as if he has just stepped out from a refugee boat.

The usher on duty escorts the well-dressed man to the best seat. Having
done that, he turns to the shabbily dressed man and says to him, “Don’t block
the way. Go and stand at the back till we find you a seat.”

Two things to note in this picture:

e To be rich is not necessarily unspiritual, and to be poor is not
necessarily spiritual. There are many rich people who are godly, and
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many poor ones who are not. But what James has pictured for us
certainly stresses the point that the church is for all people—we have
both rich and needy people in church.

If there is a VIP seat in church, it is neither for the richest person in
church nor the poorest person in church. It is for the most important
Person in church—i.e. God Himself. This does not mean that all of us in
church are unimportant people. Rather, we are all loved by God as His
children. And what does this mean in our relationships with one another?

It means we are to esteem one another because God regards each of
us as important to Him. We are never too important to humble
ourselves to help others. At the same time, we are never too
unimportant to deserve help from others. Rich or needy; strong or weak,
the church is to welcome all—those who can help the church, and
those whom the church can help. That's the picture that James has
painted for us.

e To welcome the shabbily dressed man does not mean we can be
sloppy in church. Now notice carefully that the reason why this man is
wearing shabby clothes is because he is poor. As such, the clothes he
has on may be the best set in his entire possession. In other words, as
far as he is concerned, he has put on his best; he has given of his best
in spite of the outward appearance. And he stands right before God
because God looks at his inside, not his outside.

So James is not giving us a license to be sloppy, but calling us not to
unfairly judge a person according to our own tastes and preferences.

We are not to be sloppy not only in terms of dressing, but also in terms of our
service. In all that we do, we do it for the glory of God. We are to put on our
best or give of our best for God. Our best may not be as good as the other
person. But God is pleased with us because He looks inside us and knows
that we have done our best to glorify Him.

The poor man in our text today comes to church in shabby clothes. BUT that’s
the best set he possesses. That means he has put on his best for God on that
day. And God is pleased with him in spite of his outward shabbiness. James
tells us to welcome him today.

God is not asking us if we have or have not put on an expensive suit to church
today. He is asking if we are putting on our best available or putting in our
best possible for Him. “Don’t show favouritism” is not a license for us to be
sloppy as we live for God.
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“Don’t show favouritism” means we don’t make unjust distinction by giving
honour to one person, and at the same time, robbing another who is
deserving of the same honour. Worse still, we rob honour from the one
deserving it, but we give honour to another who does not deserve it.

There is one common unjust distinction we make in church—between what
we do in church and what we do in the marketplace.

ILLUSTRATION: Let me share this by way of an example. It happened
many years ago before the days of computers—i.e. when you had to
type your documents using the typewriter.

A brother had typed out a church document. As | was reading through it,
| noticed that a certain page was marked all over with correction fluid.
He had obviously made several typing errors on that page.

| then asked him, “Do you think you need to retype the page?”

He replied, “I don’t think it is necessary. After all, it is only for the
church.”

This answer disturbed me greatly.

We stress so much about excellence in the marketplace, but we are
content to give God very much less than our honest best in church.
This is that one unjust distinction many make in church—between what
they do in church and what they do in the marketplace.

Yes, we are to work with purpose in the marketplace—it is our God-
given profession. Also, we are to serve with pride in church—it is our
God-given privilege.

And whenever we put in less than our best available or best possible,
our service to God is more like an act of charity rather than an act of
devotion. But the Almighty God is never so poor that He needs us to be
charitable towards Him. He calls for our devotion in all that we do and
give in His name.

James says, “Don’t show favouritism.” As we try to understand better what he
has in mind, let's be clear that it is not a license for us to be sloppy as we live
for God. Rather it means we are not to practice unjust distinction based
merely on outward appearance.

And to better deal with the problem of favouritism among God’'s people, we
need to be clear about ...
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II. What the value of a human being to God is (2:5-13).

James says pointedly that if you practice favouritism towards the rich, “you
have insulted the poor” (v. 6). The word “insult” literally means “to treat without
honour or dignity”.

The poor man enters the house of God. He receives discrimination instead of
respect as a human being. He has been wronged. Why? He has been robbed
of that which God Himself has given him—i.e. honour and dignity as a human
being.

James says in v. 5 that God has chosen those who are poor to be rich in faith
and to inherit the Kingdom promised those who love Him. This does not mean
that God loves the poor more than the rich. He does not favour the poor over
the rich.

What it means is that the poor, in general, are more aware of their limitations
and their need for help. They are more aware of their need to put their faith in
God. And God honours them because He is pleased with the faith He sees in
them. It is their faith, not their poverty, which is pleasing to God.

Notice that in v. 5, James is not saying that those who are poor will inherit the
promised Kingdom. Rather, he says that those who love God (rich or poor)
will inherit the promised Kingdom. Indeed, every child of God is given a place
of dignity in Jesus Christ—as co-heirs to the riches of the Heavenly Kingdom.

This means:

e God is pleased with those who put faith in Him, rich or poor.

e God gives His Kingdom to share among those who love Him, rich or
poor.

e God grants worth, honour, and dignity on those who belong to Him, rich
or poor.

Thus God shows no favouritism because it devalues the worth and dignity that
God has given to a person. Favouritism is wrong because it brings down the
work of God’s compassion on people, especially those who are needy.

James goes on to tell us three actions to help us make right what is wrong:

o First, “keep the royal law to love your neighbour as yourself” (v. 8)—i.e.
to love others as oneself. This law to love is royal because it comes
from the Heavenly King and governs those who belong to the Heavenly
Kingdom. It challenges God’'s people to love people the way we love
ourselves.
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< If I love myself, | would not want people to praise me in front of
my face but slander me behind my back. | want sincerity, not
flattery or pretence from others. In the same way, if | love others
as myself, | would want to praise them out of sincerity (because
they deserve it), not out of flattery or pretence (because of their
position, power, or popularity).

< If I love myself, | would want people to correct me in love, even if
it means some hard words, so that | can learn from my mistakes.
In the same way, if | love others as myself, | would want to help
them be better persons by speaking the truth to them in a spirit
of love (not in a spirit of pride or despise).

Christian love does not leave the person where it finds him. Love helps
the poor man live better materially, and the rich man to better use his
God-given resources. Such love builds up others.

There is a kind of favouritism that is often practiced though not
commonly acknowledged. It is a kind that is directed at advancing
oneself rather than building up the Body. It is a kind that is based on a
person’s own passion.

When a person talks about his area of passion, he mostly thinks that it
is the most important of all things. In other words, he prefers and
favours his passion to all other things.

+ For example, a pastor passionate about preaching and teaching
may emphasize preaching and Bible study as the most important
of all church ministries. It is as if preaching and teaching alone
will solve all problems.

A pastor passionate about missions and evangelism may
emphasize outreach as the most important of all church
ministries. It is as if doing missions and evangelism alone will
solve all problems.

®.
L4

This kind of favouritism towards one’s own passion is not good for
Body life. Imagine everyone favours his passion as the most important
of all ministries. What results is that people are doing their own things
and going in different directions. This is not team-building, much less
building the Body.

In team-building, we share our best people, best time slots, or best
facilities with one another. We celebrate the growth and success of one
another.

In team-building, we are not only interested in achieving our own
success according to our own passion. Rather we view what we do as
only a part of the bigger whole. We view the growth and success of
others as important as that of our own. We view all ministries as
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equally important though for a church at a particular time, certain
ministry or ministries may assume a higher priority because of the
season of change that the church is in.

So beware of a kind of favouritism that’s directed at advancing oneself
rather than building up the Body. It is a kind that lifts up the importance
of one’s passion higher than that of others.

The royal law to love others as we love ourselves is given because
man is created in the image of God, not the image of a machine. A
machine is only useful as long as it can produce what you want to get
out of it. Once it is not able to fulfil that, it is not worth having and is to
be discarded as useless.

We as members of God’s church are not machines. We are all
important to this body because of who we are in Jesus Christ, not what
the church can get out of us (though we are to give of our best to God
as we serve in church).

e Second, recognise that favouritism is no small matter before God (vv.
9-11). James says that as far as God is concerned, you break the entire
law when you break one aspect of it.

It is wrong to say that showing favouritism is not serious because no
one gets killed. Anything that undermines the law of love is displeasing
to God. And showing favouritism is one of them. We are to take steps
to avoid it.

e Third, learn to show mercy (vv. 12-13). James says, “Mercy triumphs
over judgement” (v. 13). It does not mean works of mercy can save us.
It does not mean we should be soft toward sin and never judge it in the
lives of others.

Rather, it means that since we are saved by the mercy of God (not our
own works of mercy), we should in turn show mercy to others.

James equates the royal law to love in v. 8 to the law that gives freedom in v.
12. Indeed, love for God, for oneself, and for others gives a person freedom to
live a life pleasing before God.

One way such love can free us to live pleasing before Go is it helps us show
our love for God in our love for people.

ILLUSTRATION: During the dark days of apartheid in South Africa, a
young black boy was standing on the street with his mother one day. A
white man in priest’s clothing walked past. On seeing the black boy and
his mother, the priest took off his hat to greet the black woman.
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The boy could not believe his eyes that a white man could lower
himself to show such respect to his mother. He asked her, “Who is this
man? Why doesn’'t he hate black people like us?”

The woman replied, “He’s a priest of the Anglican Church. He loves
God and that's why he loves us.”

This white priest later became the boy’s spiritual mentor and inspired
his devotion to Christ.

Some years later, this boy grew up to be an intelligent young man.
Though he wanted to be a doctor, he was too poor to go to medical
school. Instead, he became a school teacher. He later resigned as a
teacher and began training for the Anglican priesthood.

His name is Desmond Tutu. He became one of the most effective
figures against apartheid in South Africa. In 1984, Desmond Tutu was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of all who opposed apartheid
and supported the peacemaking between blacks and whites in South
Africa.

In 1986, he was made Archbishop of Cape Town, leader of South
Africa’s 1.6 million Anglicans of all races.

In 1995, just after the fall of apartheid in South Africa, President
Mandela appointed Archbishop Tutu as chairman of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission. It investigated human right abuses and
political crimes committed by both supporters and opponents of
apartheid between 1960 and 1994.

In 2002, the University of Pretoria conferred on Desmond Tutu an
honorary doctorate for his work of reconciliation between blacks and
whites in South Africa. It was also the occasion on which | would
receive my doctorate. Regrettably, | was not able to meet him in person
as | could not attend the event because of my commitment back in
Singapore.

In Desmond Tutu, we see a man who shows his love for God in his
love for people, regardless of skin colour. He forgives and shows
mercy, even to those who were once hostile towards him and his race.

Why? Because he himself has been forgiven and shown mercy by God.
He exemplifies authentic Christian living ... because his profession of
faith matches his conduct of life.

(https:/lwww.biography.com/political-figure/desmond-tutu)
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Conclusion

The church is made up of people so different in so many ways. But James is
teaching us today this—we need to join hands and remind ourselves that we
are one in the bond of God’s love.

But if we choose not to uphold the royal law to love one another as God has
loved us in Jesus Christ, we will not experience the bonding of unity, and the
bondage of disunity remains with us,

But unity is not to be desired just for its own sake. If the church is united in its
own state of spiritual complacency, this unity is not pleasing to God. If the
church is united in its unwillingness to deal with a gross sin within, this unity is
not pleasing to God. A unity that's pleasing to God is the oneness of intention
and action to grow in Christ so that we can go for Christ.

Let's seek the Lord to help us replace any favouritism among us with mutual
honour, esteem, and respect or one another. This is authentic love for God
reflected in our relationships with others, both inside and outside the church.
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