
LET’S BE FAIR ABOUT IT 
James 2:1-13 

 
Objective: To recognize favoritism in our behavior so that we conduct our lives with 
impartiality. 
 
$ Why do you think a used car dealer has all his cars washed at least once a week?  
$ Why would a bakery who sells directly to the public direct the exhaust from their 

operation toward the main street? 
$ Why would a sales person spend more on clothing than an accountant spends? 
$ Why would you pay more attention to what Billy Graham says compared to a street- 

corner preacher? 
 
Many people today are impressed only with that which they can sense with the five physical 
senses.  They never get beyond the outward characteristics to the real meat of the matter.  There 
is even a saying that in advertising one must “sell the sizzle rather than the steak.”  We have 
become the “sizzle society.”  Many people are greatly influenced by appearances and do not look 
beyond the outward show to see if any substance is beneath the surface.  
 
This is not something new.  Jesus came into a world that put much stock into outward 
appearances.  Agents of governors and kings who might go into an area to prepare for a visit 
from the governor or king would be expected to reflect the dignity of the ruler they represented 
in the way they dressed and the way they behaved themselves. Yet John the Baptist who came to 
prepare the way for the coming Messiah dressed in camel hair clothing and was eating locust and 
wild honey.  We would do well to keep in mind what God told Samuel regarding the selection of 
a king for the nation of Israel: “for man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks 
on the heart.”  
 
I’m not sure that we can ever be objective in assessing such things.  We tend to think that the 
opinion of a person who speaks with a Midwestern accent and uses proper grammar is better than 
the opinion of a person who sounds as if he grew up as a tenant farmer in the deep south.  We 
tend to think that a handsome, well-groomed person is smarter or more reliable than a physically 
unattractive, poorly groomed person would be.   
 
God doesn’t have a problem with making assessments on the basis of outward appearance since 
He looks on the heart.  We do NOT have that ability just based on what we see or hear in an 
initial encounter.  It usually takes multiple encounters with a person to really get to know them 
and discover who they really are.  Just as you cannot judge a book by its cover (you need to read 
it) and you can’t judge a steak by the sizzle (you have to taste it), you cannot judge a person by 
the clothes they wear or how attractive they may (or may not) be.   
 
These things relate to what we do out in the world.  Do the same principles apply in the Church 
and its activities?  James addressed the question of prejudging in a church setting based on 
appearance in Chapter two of his general epistle.  Various translations have rendered the Greek 
word used in the original text as “respect of persons” or “partiality” or “favoritism.”  We will see 
that such behavior (or thinking) is judgmental, unreasonable, and even sinful.   



Partiality is Judgmental 
My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism.  Suppose a man comes into your 
meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in.  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," have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil 
thoughts?  James 2:1-4 NIV   
 
The general admonition is simply “Christian must not show favoritism or preferential treatment.”  
We are called to be as God is.  We are to follow His example.  There is ample evidence in the 
Scripture that God shows no partiality; therefore, for us to do so would be incompatible with His 
nature.  James then gave an example of what favoritism might look like in the church.  It is so 
easy to judge things by the outward appearance that most of us fall into that trap.  This kind of 
behavior can result in discrimination of people on the basis of some really shallow criteria.  In 
the church, it might be how well one dresses or how much money one is perceived to have.  I’m 
sure that we are guilty of such practice in our own church.  It may not show itself in deed or 
word, but I would hazard a guess that all of us are guilty of “partiality thinking.”   
 
In all the times I have read this passage in the past, I had just assumed that James was describing 
a worship service.  That may not be the case.  The word translated “assembly” in most 
translations is normally translated “synagogue.”  James may have been describing a dispute 
settlement in which the elders were meeting to hear the dispute between two believers.  In such 
cases, those whom he is addressing are expected to take on a role of being judges with regard to 
the dispute.  The caution, then is to be careful to judge based on the facts and not on appearances.  
 
In fact, in verse four James focused on the fact that they had taken on a role of being a judge.  If 
we assume that James’ admonition was with regard to what might have happened in a worship 
service, then the bad judgment is compounded by their assuming a role that has not been 
assigned to them.  Not only are they setting themselves up as judges, they are also doing a bad 
job in this role since they were operating with wrong thinking.  Another subtle issue that James 
touched on is that this practice of being judgmental was going on among Christians.  They were 
not just making judgments about the pagans and the heathen, but they were judging fellow 
believers.  If we slip into such behavior of judging other Christians, then we need to realize that 
God had already accepted them and we should ask ourselves the question “Who are we, to judge 
differently than the judgment already rendered by God?”   
 
Partiality Is Unreasonable 
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?  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?  Are they not the ones who are slandering 
the noble name of him to whom you belong?  James 2:5-7 NIV 
 
God has promised that those who love Him are heirs of His kingdom because they are rich in 
faith.  This promise included even those who are poor in worldly riches.  The criterion is simply 
this: We must have the kind of faith that produces love for God and this has nothing to do with 
how smart you are, how much material possession you have been given to be a steward of, how 
good-looking you are, or what your nationality happens to be.  The major effect these things can 
have is that the person who has wealth, good intelligence, and/or beauty might put their trust in 
these things rather than trust in God.     



 
James pointed out how illogical the practice of favoritism was in his day.  Those who were most 
critical of the church were likely to be those that were wealthy and yet the leaders and other 
members were showing them partiality and preferential treatment over those who really loved 
and supported the church.  James was not advocating that we treat the wealthy without proper 
respect, but that we should not let wealth (beauty, fame, intelligence) be a criterion for deciding 
how we treat people.   
 
It was not very likely in a society in which the common person had little or no power for the rich 
and powerful to be abused by the judicial system.  However, let’s put this situation into the 
context of today in which there are laws that should provide “equal protection under the law” for 
all regardless of their socioeconomic status.  Is it possible that we might encounter reverse 
discrimination or partiality that would unfairly favor the poor over the rich?   Have you ever 
heard of McDonalds and the $7 million dollar lawsuit judgment over a cup of hot coffee?  
 
There are people who put themselves in harm’s way in order to bring about lawsuits against 
those who are rich.  After all, who would want to sue a poor person?  This is the same logic that 
Willie Sutton used in answering the question of why did he rob banks?  Willie said, “That’s 
where they keep the money.”  We have romanticized the story of Robin Hood (who stole from 
the rich to give to the poor) to the point that we have turned justice on its head.  Today we need 
to caution people to not show partiality period! 
 
We may argue that showing partiality is just a little sin.  However, when we consider the 
consequences of such action on other people, then we can see that this “little” sin can have 
serious consequences.  If we show partiality to a “rich” person, then we will cause him to 
conclude that the fact he is rich is important.  This can lead that person to trust in his riches and 
to become prideful.  Such attitudes (which are quite natural reactions) hinder people in their 
spiritual growth and make it difficult for them to really put their trust in God.  If we show 
prejudice against a “poor” person, then we add to his sense of worthlessness that the rest of the 
world has been reinforcing for years.  Such feelings can lead to despair and hopelessness that 
makes faith ineffective.  When faith becomes ineffective, then the person may conclude that even 
God could not care for someone so worthless.   
 
The alternative is to let the Holy Spirit have control of our lives in such a way to free us from 
prejudice and partiality.  Paul tells us (2 Cor 3:17) “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the 
Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty.”  This liberty sets us free from the old ways of judging 
others and we are at liberty to be as God is in showing mercy and grace based on “who we are in 
Christ” and not based on the other person’s status.  Our salvation should (will) matter or make a 
difference in the way we live our lives. 
 
Partiality is Sinful 
If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself," you are doing right.  But if 
you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as law-breakers.  For whoever keeps the whole law and 
yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.  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 law-breaker.  Speak and 
act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be 
shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment!  James 2:8-13 NIV 



 
I guess that this sums it up pretty well.  If we love our neighbor as ourselves - regardless if that 
neighbor is rich or poor, then we will not have to worry about the specifics of what we do.  If the 
love of God - the God kind of love - is in our hearts then we will be motivated to action and our 
religion will not be vain.  Let just remember that it is not so much in knowing the right things to 
do as in doing the right things that we are pleasing to God.   
 
Many of us understand that “God is love,” we have seen numerous examples of His love in 
action, and yet we still do not get involved in expressing our love in concrete terms.  Why?  
Usually, it is because we had rather do something else (typically for ourselves). 
 
Jesus calls on each person who would follow Him to deny himself, take up his cross daily and 
then follow Him.  Unless we get self out of the way, then we will be motivated by what pleases 
us and even if we help others, we will do so with the consideration of “what’s in this for me?”  
James saw such considerations as leading to partiality.  If we show favoritism to one person over 
another, it is likely that it is because we think that there may be some advantage for us by 
showing such partiality.  Once we start thinking that way, then we have abandoned the spirit of 
the law that would have us to “love our neighbor as we love ourselves.”    
 
It is important to remember that loving our neighbor as we love ourselves is a two-edged sword.  
We know that showing mercy is preferable to demanding judgment.  The problem comes when 
we want mercy for ourselves and judgment for everyone else.  Based on what the scriptures tell 
us God will deal with us in a similar way to how we deal with others.  Jesus’ comment on the 
Lord’s Prayer was specifically about forgiveness and that God will forgive us in the same way 
we forgive others.  The same thing could be said about showing partiality or favoritism.  If you 
want to be treated impartially and fairly, then we must practice that ourselves.   
 
It is really quite straight forward.  We can treat people impartially when we don’t get distracted 
by external appearances.  We must see people in the same way God sees them and relate to them 
in love and mercy.   


