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Review:     Last week our lesson was on the origin of temptations, tests and trials.  We learned that to 

be a mature believer we need to be patient and faithful during those times because each of us will go 
thru them.  We are all susceptible to the trials and testings on the outside and subject to temptation 
on the inside. 

    We also learned that when we give in to those tempestuous times we will sin… we will say hurtful 
things, do appalling things, crave forbidden things – the list goes on.  It is amazing how many ways we 
can give in to the lure of sin – from the world, the evil one, and from our own lusts and desires.  

    Then we saw James give us preparations necessary to withstand trials and temptations. 

1. Be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger 
2. Prove ourselves doers of the Word, not hears only 
3. Control our tongue 
4. Practice pure and undefiled religion in the sight of God – keeping ourselves unstained by the 

world. 
 

   Chapter 1 ended with preparations necessary – and necessary – means we are to be doing them.   
The mature believer in Christ is patient in testing.  The mature believer practices the truth.  The mature 
person lives his faith.  We will see that hearing God’s Word and talking about God’s word can never 
substitute for doing God’s Word.  

~~  

 

Temptations & Trials 
Common to all believers – James 2:1-13 

Showing Partiality and Favoritism 

2  1  My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of personal 
favoritism. 2 For  if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring and dressed in  fine clothes, and 
there also comes in a poor man in dirty clothes, 3 and you pay special attention to the one who is 
wearing the fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in a good place,” and you say to the poor man, “You 
stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,” 4 have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and 
become judges with evil motives? 5 Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of this 
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him? 6 But you 
have dishonored the poor man. Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you into court? 7 
 Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been called?    8 If, however, you are fulfilling 
the royal law according to the Scripture, “YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF,” you are 
doing well. 9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as 
transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty 
of all. 11 For He who said, “DO NOT COMMIT ADULTERY,” also said, “DO NOT COMMIT MURDER.” Now 
if you do not commit adultery, but do commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 12 So 
speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty. 13 For judgment will be merciless 
to one who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment. 
~~  
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The Sin of Partiality and favoritism 2:1-13 

   James begins chapter two by calling to ‘My brethren’ as he did in chapter 1, when he told them not 
to be deceived.  James is concerned about his brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ – whether 
they be close by or far away.  And James will again give them an admonition that will help them to 
mature.  

 

A.  The charge 

2  1  My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of personal 
favoritism. 

Partiality or favoritism  [g4382 prosōpolēmpsiar]  meaning lifting up one’s face.  The idea of judging 
by appearance and giving some special favor or respect.  Exalting someone based on the superficial 
and the external without consideration of true merit, ability, or character, and so prefers, as the more 
worthy, one who is rich, high born, or powerful, to another who does not have these qualities 

     It is interesting to note that this word was also used in Acts 10:34  34  Opening his mouth, Peter said: 

“I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality”   This word was used in this manner 
in both James and Acts; but the word ‘partiality’, it seems, was only found in Christian writings, not in 
the secular world of the time or before.   Was partiality such an accepted part of ancient societies that 
it was assumed and not even acknowledged?   Is it now?  

     Acts 10.34 says that God is not one to show partiality – an attribute of God is impartiality.   He is 
absolutely impartial in dealing with people – nor is He a respecter of persons.    Yet, all people are 
inclined to ‘rank’ people by their power, their looks, clothes, social status, personality, wealth, 
intelligence, the ‘toys’ that they have.  We may have been taught that as little children, or learned it in 
school, or on social media/television/movies, or later on in the working world.    

     But all those earthly things meaning nothing to God.  He looks only at the heart and loves all people 
equally.  He does not have an attitude of personal favoritism nor should the mature believer.  We must 
remember that we are to be, as the writer later said in Hebrews 12:2  2  fixing our eyes on Jesus, the  author 
and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross. 

 

     J Vernon McGee   “What James is telling us here is not to profess faith in Christ and at the same time be a 
spiritual snob. Don’t join some little clique in the church. All believers are brethren in the body of Christ, 
whatever their denomination. There is a fellowship of believers; friendship should be over them as a banner. 
James is addressing the total community of believers—the rich, the poor, the common people, the high, the low, 
the bond and free, the Jew and the Gentile, the Greek and the barbarian, male and female. They are all one 
when they are in the body of Christ. There is a brotherhood within the body of believers, and the Lord Jesus 
Christ is the common denominator. Friendship and fellowship are the legal tender among believers….      

     James says, “Don’t hold your faith with respect of persons.” If you belong to the Lord Jesus Christ and another 
person belongs to the Lord Jesus Christ, he is your brother. Furthermore, if a sinner comes into your assembly or 
you otherwise come into contact with him, remember that he is a human being for whom Christ died. He stands 
at the foot of the cross, just as you stand at the foot of the cross.”                  Thru the Bible Commentary 
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     Note that this command does not contradict other portions of scriptures where believers are taught 
to pay proper respect to rulers, masters, elders, and parents.  There are certain divinely ordained 
relationships that are to be recognized as Paul would later explain in his letter to the Romans.     
Romans 13:6-7  6 ….  for rulers are servants of God …. 7  Render to all what is due them: tax to whom tax is due; 

custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honor to whom honor.   This is not the favoritism or partiality 
that James was referring to as happening in the church of his day.    

 

B. A picture of partiality 

2 2 For  if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring and dressed in  fine clothes, and there also 
comes in a poor man in dirty clothes,  

Assembly  [g4531 synagōgē]  congregation, assembly.   James is particularly talking about those things 
that were going on during his time and oversight.  He was the leader of the church in Jerusalem, so he 
was particularly able to expose the inconsistencies that he observed, not just within the Jewish 
synagogues but also by those calling themselves Christians. 

   The picture or example that he chose was of two men coming into their assembly.  One gave all the 
appearances of being wealthy – finely dressed, gold jewelry.     At that time, the rich could afford 
multiple changes of clothing and jewelry (even if it was rented).  The other man was in ‘dirty’ clothes 
since the poor usually only had one garment and with constant wearing, it would indeed become dirty. 
But James may just mean that the man was dressed poorly, and in keeping with his humble 
circumstances he was wearing the best he could. 

 

   3 and you pay special attention to the one who is wearing the fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in 
a good place,” and you say to the poor man, “You stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,”  

In the early assemblies, there were few places to actually sit – so here preference was being made to 
allow the rich to sit or to stand in a place of prominence, while the poor were told to stay in the rear of 
the assembly to not draw special attention to themselves.    

  Partiality shown to rich, but prejudice shown to poor.  While it may have been a common practice in 
the world and cultures around them, James is showing this within the church itself. 

    By discriminating against the poor, we are discriminating against those loved by God    Job 34:19  19 
Who shows no partiality to princes   Nor regards the rich above the poor, For they all are the work of His hands? 

 

C. The wrong of partiality 

2 4 have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil motives?   

Distinctions  [g1252 diakrinō]  discriminate, prefer, separate one’s self.    

     James is saying that once the door is opened to make distinctions, it is a short journey to setting 
oneself up as a judge with earthly motives, evil thoughts and reasoning – like recognition, notoriety, 
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power.   As Christians the early church and we must be true to divine principles, our obligation is to 
give practical expression (boots to the ground) to the truth that all believers are on in Christ Jesus.   

  

5 Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs 
of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him?  

     Dishonoring another shows an insulting, disgraceful attitude, especially in looking down on the poor, 
the weak, those who are homeless, those fleeing across borders to look for a better life – we are 
actually dishonoring the man that God honors.   God chose the poor to be rich in faith.  

     Jesus was very clear in what we are to be doing as we live and work for Him, as God choose the poor 
of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom…       

John 7:24  24 Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with righteous judgment.”      

Matthew 5:3 3 “ Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven       

Matthew 25:34 34 “Then the King will say to those on His right, ‘Come, you who are blessed of My Father, inherit 
the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world 

 

6 But you have dishonored the poor man. Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you 
into court? 7  Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been called? 

     Rich people were often poor in faith, because they trusted in their riches, power, might instead of in 
the Lord.  Also, the rich (as a class) were those who characteristically oppressed the people of God as 
we see in later on in   Acts 8:3  3 But Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and dragging 
off men and women, he would put them in prison.   

     It is interesting that once Saul was converted,  Paul was also dragged before the authorities as we 
see in  Acts 16:19  19 But when her masters saw that their hope of profit was gone, they seized Paul and Silas 
and dragged them into the market place before the authorities.      

     The opposition Christians faced in Jerusalem came especially from the Sadducean aristocracy as we 
find in Acts 4:1 and Acts 23:6-10.    Were the rich/powerful of James’ day much different than today?  I 
think not.  Rich or poor, those who are not believers were and are capable of foolish ungodly behavior 
– including blaspheming (speaking evil or reviling) God’s name or the name of Christ.   

 

Jon Courson  This is what James is getting at. We’re all vulnerable; we’re all guilty of treating people differently, 
depending on how we view them outwardly. But almost without exception, the irony is that the people we try to 
impress the most are those who care about us the least—while the people who really would be open to 
receiving from us are those for whom we think we don’t have time.  

    We tend to get all excited about the people we highly esteem financially or professionally, economically or 
intellectually. But it’s the poor people who will be most responsive to the gospel and most welcoming of us. 
Because we so often waste our time trying to impress people who are impressed with themselves, we need to 
change our perspective.      Courson's Application Commentary 
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D. The warning against partiality 

2 8 If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scripture, “YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR 
NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF,” you are doing well.  

     The ‘royal law’ is the law of our king.  It is stated in scripture  Leviticus 19:18  18  You shall not take 
vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I 
am the LORD.   

     The ‘royal law’ applies to the king as well as his subjects. It applied in Moses time, in Jesus time, and 
now in our time… it is a timeless law of love as Jesus states in Matthew 7:12  12 “In everything, therefore, 
treat people the same way you want them to treat you, for this is the Law and the Prophets.   

 

9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 
For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all. 

     Partiality is having a love-less heart – not truly loving others, thinking better of some and less of 
others, it violates the Royal law of our King and if one law is broken, the ‘stumbler’ becomes guilty of 
breaking the whole law.   

     Jesus said  Matthew 5:19  19 Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teaches 
others to do the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he 
shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  

Jude 1:24-25  24  Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of 
His glory blameless with great joy, 25 to the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, 
dominion and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen. 

Acts 10:34-35  34  Opening his mouth, Peter said:  “I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show 
partiality, 35 but in every nation the man who  fears Him and does what is right is welcome to Him.  

     So, who can keep the whole law? And why does James go into the matter of the law with believers 
in the Age of Grace that they & we are currently living in?   We know that Christians are not under the 
law as a rule of life – Christ, not the law, is the pattern we are to follow.    But where there is law, there 
must also be penalty.  And the penalty for breaking the law is death.  Christ died to pay the penalty of 
the broken law.  Christians in Christ are delivered from the law & its penalty. 

     Certain principles of the law are of abiding and absolute validity.  These apply to all people of all 
ages.  Idolatry, adultery, murder, theft are basically and inherently wrong, for the believers as well as 
the non-believers.  Nine of the original ten commandments are repeated in the Epistles as instruction 
in righteousness for the people of God.  The Lord Jesus taught them, and He actually called for a higher 
standard of conduct that the law required. 

  

11 For He who said, “DO NOT COMMIT ADULTERY,” also said, “DO NOT COMMIT MURDER.” Now if 
you do not commit adultery, but do commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 

Adultery  [g3431 moicheuō]  to indulge in any kind of illegitimate sexual intercourse.  Unlicensed 
intercourse, infidelity, fornication.   
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     Jesus equates lustful intentions with the actual deed of adultery in Matthew 5.28.  Jesus’ teaching 
on divorce indicates adultery in Luke 16.18, and He indicated that divorce is only permissible in the 
case of sexual immorality. 

Murder  [g5407 phoneuō]  to kill, slay, commit murder.  In both the OT and the NT, God is against the 
willful destruction of human life.   

     Jesus criticized the Pharisees for being like those ancient Israelites who murdered the prophets 
(Matthew 23:31,35)  

Exodus 20:13-14  13 “You shall not murder.  14 “You shall not commit adultery.  

Deuteronomy 5:17-18  17 ‘You shall not murder.  18 ‘You shall not commit adultery. 

    

E. Motivations against partiality 

2 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty.  

     Partiality is as serious as adultery or murder because all of them makes one a transgressor of God’s 
law.  Yes, as believers we are no longer under the law of bondage, but we will be judged by the law of 
liberty – this means we have liberty to do what is right.  In our private life, public life, work life, and yes 
in our lives as we are doing the Lord’s work – we are to do what is right. 

 

Jon Courson   In other words, if you are merciful to others, if you are forgiving toward others, if you are kind and 
compassionate with others, then when you need mercy and grace and kindness—and you will—it will be given 
to you. But if you have been harsh and judgmental, if you have been fault-finding and sin-sniffing, when you 
need mercy from others, there will be none for you.      Courson's Application Commentary  

 

13 For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment. 

     James is speaking to believers and this verse must be understood in the context of which James was 
writing.  There is no question of eternal punishment here because for the believer, that penalty was 
paid once for all at the Cross.   

     The Holy Spirit is dealing with us in this world as children of God.  If we don’t show mercy, we are 
not walking as God’s children, in fellowship with the Lord of the Universe.  Therefore, we will receive 
the consequences of our sin, we will get back exactly what we have done – reciprocal judgment.  If you 
do not give mercy, you will not get mercy.  God is always fair in His judgments.   

Proverbs 21:13 13 He who shuts his ear to the cry of the poor Will also cry himself and not be answered. 

Matthew 5:7 7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

Matthew 18:32-35 32 Then summoning him, his lord *said to him, ‘You wicked slave, I forgave you all that debt 
because you pleaded with me. 33 Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow slave, in the same way that 
I had mercy on you?’ 34 And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay 
all that was owed him. 35 My heavenly Father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his 
brother from your heart.” 
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Luke 6:37-38 37 “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; and do not condemn, and you will not be condemned; 
 pardon, and you will be pardoned. 38 Give, and it will be given to you. They will pour into your lap a good 
measure—pressed down, shaken together, and running over. For by your standard of measure it will be 
measured to you in return.” 

 

    We definite will reap what we sow 

James’s point here is that if his readers are not impartial judges, they will answer to the God who is an impartial 
judge; his impartiality in judgment is rehearsed throughout the Old Testament and Jewish tradition. Jewish 
teachers defined God’s character especially by two attributes, mercy and justice, and suggested that mercy 
normally won out over justice. They would have agreed with James that the merciless forfeited a right to mercy, 
and they had their own sayings similar to this one.             IVP Bible Background Commentary 

 

     As we reflect on these verses and then on the world of James’ day and ours, we see the pattern.  
The insidiousness of personal favoritism leads to prejudicial behavior which will eventually lead to 
persecution.    Remember that God never shows favoritism, He cannot be prejudiced, and He will not 
tolerate such behavior in His Children.    

    Remember that the way we treat even the least lovable believer is the way we treat the Savior.  
Matthew 25:40  40 The King will answer and say to them, ‘Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to one 
of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me.’ 

 


