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James Series 
 

Demonstrated Faith: Mercy Over Judgment 
James 2: 1-13 

 
   Delivered at DHBC on 17 July 2016 by Wesley Parker 
	
	
Introduction 
 

There’s a certain event that will likely take place in all of our lives at one time or 
another that is so unexpected; that just catches us so off-guard and which we wonder why 
no one ever tried to help prepare us for in advance. It tests your mettle and really reveals 
who you are as a person at the core of your being. I’m referring, of course, to handing out 
cake at a child’s birthday party. If you’ve already experienced this phenomenon, you 
already know what I’m talking about: those tiny, tear-filled faces looking up at your 
incredulously; weeping and gnashing of teeth; one kid even has out a measuring tape and 
a scale trying to help all the other kids see just how unfairly they have been treated. And 
you’re just standing there wondering what in the world just happened!  

 
But if you’ve been there before, you know that there’s also always one kid who’s 

totally fine and is just sitting there quietly eating their cake; you know who it is? The kid 
who feels like he got the biggest piece. Somehow, in this courtroom of chaos and 
contempt, you see that kids are actually totally willing to waive all rights to fairness, as 
long as they believe that the unfairness has worked out in their favour.  

 
We’re continuing this morning in our series we began two weeks ago through the 

book of James, that we’ve entitled Demonstrated Faith. And I know it’s the summer and 
people are in and out on a regular basis; so if this is your first Sunday with us, the reason 
we’ve called the series Demonstrated faith is b/c the central message of this entire letter 
James wrote is that faith that is truly genuine/saving will necessarily demonstrate itself in 
our actions. Or as I’ve tried to paraphrase it for us, it’s almost as if James is saying to us, 
“Don’t just tell me you have a faith in God that’s genuine, show me that you do and I’ll 
believe what you’re telling me.”  

 
So far, James has showed us that genuine faith will demonstrate itself in our 

persevering through trials, and then last Sunday we saw that it will also demonstrate itself 
in our response to God’s word. This Sunday, we’re going to be building off what we said 
last week about our response to God’s word demonstrating itself in our love for God and 
for others. James is going to zero in today on our love for others, and show us that one of 
the clearest evidences of genuine faith is demonstrated in the way that we show mercy to 
others without partiality or favouritism.  
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And that’s really important for us to get, because – as much as we might smile at 

what I said about cutting pieces of birthday cake for kids – all of us still have that very 
same “fairness meter” inside of us, and, we are also very willing to suspend the rules of 
fairness when we see that it’s going to benefit us. And James is going to say that when 
we do that: when we show mercy to certain people because it benefits us, but withhold it 
from others because it doesn’t or it’s too much work, that we have discriminated unfairly 
and we have become unjust judges with evil thoughts. And his point is that someone who 
has truly experienced the free, unmerited mercy of God in their own salvation, will 
demonstrate the reality of that by extending mercy to others around them regardless of 
whether it benefits us or not.  

 
So, in order to help us see what James is trying to say and to understand how to 

demonstrate our faith in such a way that extends the same mercy we have received to 
others without partiality or favouritism, I want to look at our passage in three ways this 
morning: I want to show you (1) the incomparable comparison, (2) the impartial judge, 
and then finally (3) the Royal law applied (x2). So, if you’ve closed your bibles, please 
open them again to James 2:1 and we’ll dig into this together. 

 
So, let’s begin by looking at: 
 

1. The incomparable comparison – vss. 1-4 
 

If you look at the way James begins in vs. 1 here, we see that he starts out with both a 
command as well as a rationale for that command. Look with me there. James writes 
(READ vs. 1). So, first of all, the command is to not show favouritism. Now, the term 
James uses here in the Greek is actually a combination of a group of terms that means “to 
accept or to judge something according to face.” So the idea is that, as Christians, we are 
not to make these kinds of judgments where we approve or deny people as deserving of 
mercy or favour based solely on external appearances. 
 

Now, in the following verses, James fleshes that out what by giving us an 
example of what he means: look at vss. 2-3. James says (READ vss. 2-3). Now, when 
James sets up this example, he’s framing it in the context of a local church; that’s what he 
means when he talks about these two guys coming into one of their “meetings.” And we 
see right away that one of the things that makes this situation even more difficult to 
navigate is that these two guys both come in at the exact same time.  
 

So it’s a little bit like getting ready for a big Christmas dinner and your mom 
calling you to help her in the kitchen at the exact same time that your wife calls you to 
come to the dining room to help her set up the table. Similarly here, both the men come 
into this church service at the same time looking for help finding a seat. But clearly, by 
highlighting their socio-economic status, James is telling us that this is not just about two 
people both looking for a seat at the same time; this situation is all about making 
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judgments based on external appearances and which we also feel will or will not benefit 
us in some way. 
 

I remember a while back, hearing about how the Gibbons lived a few houses 
down from one of the Sedin twins who play for the Vancouver Canucks, and encouraging 
them to invite him and his family to come out to church. Imagine if they were to show up 
one Sunday morning at the exact same time as another new person to the church who just 
didn't happen to be a famous hockey star; and when the Sedin family comes in I’m all 
gracious and helpful and telling people to move down so that this family can sit in a spot 
where they can see well, but then to the other new person I just kind of glance back and 
tell them to grab a bulletin and sit wherever they can find a seat? 
 

That’s exactly what James is describing here as a wealthy man comes into the 
service, finely dressed and clearly with financial means, being given a good seat (which if 
these were Baptists would mean a good, comfortable seat near the back of the church) 
and this poor man with shabby clothes being told to either sit at their feet like a family pet 
or go to the standing room only section! And look at how James describes that kind of 
favouritism in vs. 4 He says (READ vs. 4). 

 
Now, whenever we talk about making judgments, what’s the single bible verse 

almost everyone – Christian or not – loves to quote? “Judge not lest you be judged.” 
Matthew 7. Which people always immediately jump to meaning tat Christians are not 
supposed to make judgments about anything, to which I always want to ask people, “Do 
know what Jesus says after vs. 1?” He says, “For in the same way you judge others, you 
will be judged, and with the same measure you use, it will be measured to you.” So Jesus 
isn’t saying that we’re not supposed to make judgments at all, He’s simply telling us not 
to be hypocritical when we make judgments; having one standard for ourselves and 
another for others. 

 
And that is the exact same type of hypocritical judgment James is talking about 

here in our passage when he says discriminating like this makes us judges with evil 
thoughts. It’s that exact same type of suspending or ignoring of our own standards of 
fairness – just like the kid with the biggest piece of cake – solely because we see that 
extending mercy in one situation is going to be of greater advantage to us than another. 

 
But, do you remember I said James gives us a command here and the rationale for 

it? Look again at vs. 1 with me for a moment. What is the reason James says we are not 
to show favouritism? Is it because it makes us look bad or our church look bad? Is it 
because it’s not fair and we’re being hypocritical in our judgments? Is it because we are 
living in accordance with the truths of the gospel? Yes, it’s all of those things, and yet, 
not those things primarily. James tells us here that the primary reason we are not to show 
favouritism is because we are believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ. Now, implicit 
in that statement is an understanding of truths about what Jesus has done for us that need 
to influence the way we treat others. But remember, James’ whole argument here, based 
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on the example he gives, is all about making comparisons based on external appearances 
and what we feel will be of the most benefit to us. And so I think what James is getting at 
here, actually, is that the reason we are not to show favouritism is because there is 
nothing - no one – no matter how rich, famous or important – that could ever compare to 
the glory of Jesus Christ. 

 
Do you know what “glory” means? It means weight/gravity. And so what James 

is saying is, “How could you show favouritism to the guy in the Armani suit or the lady 
that pulls up in the Jaguar with the little dog in her purse in light of the immense 
weight/gravity of God’s beauty and presence in the Person of Jesus Christ?” There is no 
comparison possible which is the exact reason why James tells us not to make any such 
comparisons among ourselves at all. 

 
Application:  

 
So the first thing we see James showing us here, is not that we are to walk around 

just being unimpressed with everything we see; acting as though nothing touches our sky-
high standards. James is simply saying that one of the ways we demonstrate that the faith 
we have in Jesus is genuine, is that we have such a growing/deepening sense of Jesus’ 
glory and beauty in our lives, that we don't even think to make such 
comparisons/judgments between ourselves and others; we don't even think to show 
favouritism like this, because the favour and the benefit of knowing Jesus far outshines 
anything else we could compare Him to. Isn’t that just what the apostle Paul said in 
Phillipians 3:8 “I consider everything as loss compared to the surpassing greatness of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”? James is giving us that very same rationale here for 
why we are not to show favouritism. 
 
Ok, so that’s the incomparable comparison, next I want us to look at: 
 

2. The impartial judge – vss. 5-7 
 

  Look at what James says next here in vss. 5 – 6a. (READ vss. 5-6a). Now, James 
is not teaching some kind of poverty theology here; that if you want to be really spiritual 
and loved by God, you need to be poor. So just like I said in that sermon on the discipline 
of stewardship, you can all unclench your purses. What I think James is getting at here is 
two things:  
 

1. I think in one sense - spiritually speaking - James is using “poor” here the same 
way Jesus uses the word in His famous sermon on the mount. There Jesus begins 
His whole message talking about the blessing of God being on those who are 
“poor in spirit.” He also describes those same people as those who mourn, who 
are hungry, and who are persecuted. So, in that sense, Jesus and James are using 
physical realities to describe spiritual ones; describing the way that before a holy, 
sinless God we are all spiritually impoverished and in desperate need. 
 



 
Sermon Manuscript 

17 July 2016 
 

 5 

2. But James is also speaking of those who are financially impoverished in this 
world, and all through the bible actually, we see both the care and concern of God 
for the poor as well as the bible commanding us to have that very same care and 
concern for the poor as children of God. But then, in keeping with what James 
was just saying about not making unjust comparisons, I think what he means to 
show is the prodigality with which God lavishes His mercy and grace on all of us: 
rich and poor. He’s reminding us that the riches of God’s grace are not just for the 
wealthy or the worthy prize for the famous and the beautiful people. 
 
His point is that God’s mercy and grace are poured out on all without any 

favouritism or partiality. But that in showing favouritism to one part of God’s children 
over another part, we are insulting people who are co-heirs to the very same riches in 
Christ as we are.  
 

That’d be like saying we need to show a proper respect to the Queen of England, 
but it’s cool to totally ignore or disregard prince whats-his-face Harry because he’s not 
producing any royal offspring and he often doesn't shave.  
 

I guarantee the queen would not stand for anyone treating one of her royal sons 
with such disrespect. And what James is saying here is that the God of the universe, who 
pours out His mercy/grace freely on all, will not tolerate it either.  
 

And then beyond that even, James goes on here to also point out the logical 
inconsistency of showing this kind of favouritism. Look at vss. 6b-7 (READ vss. 6b- 7). 
So in a sense, what James is saying in these verses is, “Really? Seriously? If you’re going 
to pick teams at all, hasn’t your life experience shown you that these people your 
showing preferential treatment to aren't really on anyone’s team but their own? Aren’t 
these the same people who are exploiting you, and suing you, and slandering Jesus’ 
Name by which you are called? Aren't these the same “cool kids” who are shoving you 
into the lockers at school and posting your most embarrassing moments all over 
Facebook?  
 

I want to show you a very short video or commercial that illustrates the exact type 
of oppression of the poor I’m talking about in a modern setting; it shows homeless people 
reading some of the things people have said about them on Twitter; a social media 
application used by many. When I first watched this I almost threw my computer across 
the room - I was so sad and angry all at once. This is exactly what James is referring to 
about the treatment of the poor. (SHOW VIDEO) 
 
  James is asking, “Why in the world would you show favouritism to the same 
group that’s actually oppressing you? Beyond the spiritual hypocrisy, it doesn't even 
make logical sense!” 

 
Application 
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  The point James is making here at the end of the day is that, again, God’s mercy 
and grace are freely poured out to all who come to him in faith and repentance – the rich 
and the poor alike. And that when we show favouritism or preferential treatment to one 
group of people b/c we feel there is some kind of personal benefit to us, what we are 
really showing is that we don’t truly understand the mercy that’s been shown to us; or 
worse, we believe that somehow we are worthy of that grace and others are not.  
 

And I’ve said this way too many times here in the past, but I think it’s worth 
saying again here in light of this: when we want to decide for God who is deserving of 
His mercy and grace and who isn’t, who really hold the title of “God” in our lives? He’s 
saying that God alone is the impartial Judge of the universe; that role isn’t open to be 
filled by us. The apostle Paul sums it up so well in 1 Corinthians 4:7 when he writes, “For 
who makes you different from anyone else? What do you have that did not receive? And 
if you did receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?”. And if we have truly 
received the same mercy and grace ourselves, then it will demonstrate itself in the way 
we extend that same mercy and grace to others regardless of their perceived worthiness. 
  
So, we’ve looked at the incomparable comparison, and the impartial judge. The last thing 
I want to look at from our passage this morning is:  
 

3. The Royal law applied – vss. 8-13  
 

Look at what James says here finally in vs. 8. He writes (READ vs. 8). Isn’t it 
interesting that James also speaks of the commands of God for His people in Scripture, in 
terms of royalty? Beyond the connection of our adoption into the family of God, thus 
making us part of His truly “Royal family”, I think James is also referring to Jesus’ words 
in Matthew 22 where Jesus is asked what the greatest command in the Law is; “law” 
there referring to all of the Old Testament Scriptures. And, unsurprisingly if you were 
here last week, Jesus says all of the law and prophets can be summed up in two 
commands: love for God and love for others. And if you remember what we also said 
about Jesus’ words in Matthew 25, namely that in loving others by serving the least of 
these we were also serving Him, we can understand why the apostle Paul says in 
Galatians 5:14 that, “The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your 
neighbour as yourself.” So I think that’s what James is getting at in our passage when he 
refers to this command from Leviticus 19:18 as “the royal law” and why he can also say 
that if we are truly following it, we are “doing right.”  
 

But right after saying that, James immediately goes on to tell us that if we show 
favouritism like he’s been describing here, we are not following the royal law at all, but 
are actually “lawbreakers.” And James backs that up in the following verses by clearly 
showing us that, even if you follow the whole law perfectly but fail at even a single point, 
you are guilty of breaking the whole law. 
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Now, we understand that to a certain extent already in our own context. If you 
have been a law abiding citizen your entire life, and then in your 80’s you and a girlfriend 
decide to go all Thelma and Louise and start robbing banks, you’re going to be punished 
as a lawbreaker even if you’ve kept all the other laws your whole life. 

 
So we get that; the part that sounds strange is when we see James saying in vs. 10 

that we are guilty of breaking “all of the law” if we fail at a single point?! How can that 
be? Well, if Jesus and James are right here – and I’m just gonna push all my chips in on 
the bet that they are – and “loving our neighbour as ourselves” is the summary of God’s 
royal law laid out in the bible, then doesn’t it follow that in failing to love our neighbour 
as ourselves by showing favouritism, we have become guilty of breaking the whole law? 
I think that’s exactly what James is getting at here when he says that. 

 
The end of James’ words here in vs. 12 are striking as well. Look at what he says 

there. (READ vs. 12). Now if you were here last week, that speaking of God’s word as 
“the law that brings freedom” ought to sound very familiar to you. If you weren’t here, 
what we talked about was how contrary that was to how so many people often think 
about the bible; seeing it only as a list of rules and regulations meant to restrict our 
freedom, but how God knows that living our lives in accordance with how He designed 
us to work – rather than restricting freedom – actually increases it! 
 

Just in the same way that my toaster is much freer to make toast when I use it for 
what it was designed to be used for, as opposed to a bath toy!  
 

But even if we understand that, it can sound strange to our ears to be told that we 
need to live out our lives as those who know that we are going to be “judged” by that 
same law that brings freedom. Judged?! Why? Well, because of what James says in vs. 
13. Look with me there. He says we’ll be judged by that same law (READ vs. 13). So this 
is where we come back to that whole idea of the way that the mercy of God is freely 
poured out on all who come in repentance; that He does not show favouritism in the way 
He distributes His mercy. Now, He has to do that b/c – in the end – none of us are 
deserving of His mercy and grace!  
 

But if you think about it for a second, the connection is actually quite simple: this 
“royal law”, this “law that gives freedom” only gives freedom when we follow it/are 
obedient to what it commands. That’s why I’ve said this must be the royal law applied. 
 

I may know and believe that driving on the right hand side of the road in North 
America will make my driving experience exponentially more free, but if I choose to 
ignore that traffic law and drive on the left hand side anyways, I will be judged by that 
very same law that was intended to give me freedom, either by causing an accident or by 
being arrested.  
 



 
Sermon Manuscript 

17 July 2016 
 

 8 

In Matthew 18 Jesus tells a piercing parable about a man who is forgiven a debt 
that he could never have hoped to pay in 20 lifetimes by a benevolent king, only to leave 
that very proceeding and begin to throttle a man on the way home who owed him 20 
bucks! Now, isn’t that exactly the kind of favouritism James has been talking about? This 
man was happy to humbly plead and beg to receive mercy from someone who he knew 
could benefit him, but was then unwilling to offer even a fraction of that same mercy to 
someone else, thus demonstrating that he hadn’t truly understood or appreciated what had 
been done for him at all! 
 
Application 
 
  What does that mean for us today? It means that in the same way Jesus said in the 
sermon of the mount, “Blessed are the merciful for they shall receive mercy.” Or in 
teaching His disciples to pray, “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against 
us.” It means that faith that doesn’t demonstrate itself in action is not truly faith; which – 
as I’ve said – is the whole point of the book of James.  
 
Jesus isn’t saying that we earn His love and acceptance by our works, anymore than 
James is saying we can do that here by keeping “the royal law.” No, the consistent 
message of both of them is that someone who has a genuine faith in God, who has truly 
changed by God’s mercy and grace towards them will demonstrate the reality and 
genuineness of that faith over time by their obedience to the royal law. That’s what it 
means to live as those who know they will be judged by the law that gives freedom. It 
means we know that the mercy we give to all without distinction or favouritism is 
demonstrating and evidencing – to us and to others - that we truly have received God’s 
mercy ourselves. 
 
Conclusion  
 

Now, I don't know if you even heard me say it, but I want to make sure you get 
this b/c otherwise a message like this is gonna be crushing to us. I said that the 
reality/genuineness of our faith is something we demonstrate over time.   
 

And we need to get that so clearly b/c otherwise we all walk outta here thinking I 
said, “We’re you perfect today in your obedience to God? Did you do that perfectly? 
No?! Awwwww, I’m so sorry. Clearly you don’t have a genuine faith.”  
 

Like those carnival games at the PNE Playland or whenever you shoot that paper 
star with a bebe gun and if there’s even like an eyelash-width of black, the guy is like, 
“Awwww. Yeah, sorry. No prize for you.”  
 

And what you need to remember is that no one – Christian or not – has ever kept 
the law perfectly. No one has ever gone to bed at the end of any day going, “Nailed it! 
Perfectly obeyed God’s law today!” And the reason you haven’t – and the reason God 
already knows you can’t – is because the only person who ever did that was Jesus. In 
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fact, that’s the whole reason God had to send Jesus to save us in the first place, because – 
since all the way back in Genesis 3 when Adam and Eve sinned – no one was ever able to 
nail it; never happened before Jesus came and has not happened since either.  
 

That’s why James can end this part of our passage with those four amazing hope-
filled words: mercy triumphs over judgment! For the one who truly has faith in Jesus, the 
mercy of God given to you in the death of Jesus for your sins triumphed over the 
judgment you deserved for your sins, and it did that for all time; not just for the sins and 
failures to live according to God laws before you had faith, but for every failure to live 
according to His law since.  
 

And all that James is saying here is that one of the ways we know we’ve truly 
received that mercy is that – over time; stumblingly and imperfectly – we seek to extend 
that same mercy to others without favouritism; without “deciding” for God who is worthy 
of His mercy and who isn’t; but simply with the same freedom with which He lavished it 
on us. 
 

But we’re never going to stop needing His help to carry that out, so let’s pray and 
ask Him for that grace to demonstrate our love for Him in our love for others. 
 


