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FAITH ON TRIAL 
(James 2:8-13) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 8 

June 2008 

If ye fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, Thou shalt love thy 

neighbour as thyself, ye do well: but if ye have respect to persons, ye commit 

sin, and are convinced of the law as transgressors. For whosoever shall keep 

the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all. For he that said, 

Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill. Now if thou commit no 

adultery, yet if thou kill, thou art become a transgressor of the law. So speak 

ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty. For he shall 

have judgement without mercy, that hath showed no mercy; and mercy 

rejoiceth against judgement. 

(James 2:8-13) 

Introduction 

We saw previously that James was concerned about the very serious sin of favouritism as found 

amongst those to whom he was writing. Whatever the precise problem, it is very apparent that some 

of those who professed to love God (1:12), to have been born of God (1:18), to have the gospel 

planted in their hearts (1:21), to be hearers of the Word, were in fact living as though they were 

void of true religion. 

Their fault lay not in some unorthodox belief but rather in treating people differently based on mere 

externals. In the illustration given James highlights the issue of economic status. They were 

assigning value to people according to their apparent material wealth. James could have used any 

other example of favouritism such as physical disability, educational attainment (or lack thereof), 

doctrinal difference, ethnic diversity, or a number of other issues, but this common example serves 

well to highlight this all too prevalent problem. 

James’ point is simple, serious and searching: To show favouritism to people based on any external 

measurement is to essentially deny the faith. And thus these 13 verses are a means by which we can 

try our faith to see whether it is true or false; full or empty; real or spurious. 

In vv. 1-7 James clearly tells us that to exercise such favouritism is to be guilty of denying the Lord 

as well as defying logic (vv. 5-7). Now, in the closing verses of this section (vv. 8-13), he instructs 

us that to show favouritism is to disobey the law. 

I recently witnessed a wonderful illustration of the principle highlighted here. There is a man who 

works in the garden at our church a couple of times a week. His name is Samuel. As I was driving 

to the church recently I saw a six-year-old girl, daughter of church members, get out her mother’s 

car, run over to Samuel and give him a big hug. This little girl is from a completely different 

cultural and socioeconomic background, but her act of love brought such a smile to Samuel’s face 

that it might well have strained some lesser-used muscles! 
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As we study these six verses I trust that we will honestly assess our faith as it takes the witness 

stand. May we be reminded of the mercy of the Judge towards us and may such mercy be extended 

to others, without regard to any of the worldly standards that prevail today. 

May we so practice our profession of faith that a great deal more people in our communities will 

have something to smile about. 

The Affirmation for Which We Aspire 

“If ye fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, ye do 

well” (v. 8). 

One day, we will all stand before God to give an account of those things done in our body (2 

Corinthians 5:10). At that time, we will either hear, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant” 

(Matthew 25:21) or, “Depart from me, ye cursed” (Mathew 25:41). Obviously, we would all love to 

hear the former, but James tells us that hearing those words is dependent upon us fulfilling “the 

royal law.” 

Everyone who has been born again by the Spirit of God, who has the gospel planted in their heart, 

wants to do what is right. According to James, the royal law is the standard of what is right. James 

quotes from Leviticus 19:18: “Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of 

thy people, but thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself: I am the LORD.” Perhaps you might ask 

why this is the “royal” law? I would suggest three reasons. 

First, it is “royal” because it comes from the King. Second, it is “royal” because it is for those who 

are part of the kingdom. And third, because it is the supreme, governing principle of all law. It 

governs all interpretation and application of all laws. If you love your neighbour as yourself, you 

will not steal from them, commit adultery with them, or bear false witness against them. Love will 

protect you from sinning in any way against your neighbour. Therefore, if we keep the royal law we 

will do what is right. 

Jesus Himself picked up on the royal law, as recorded in Matthew 22. When a lawyer asked Him 

what is the supreme commandment in the law, He replied, 

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This 

is the first and great commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as 

thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets. 

(Matthew 22:37-40) 

Interestingly, whilst “thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” is the royal law, it is based upon and 

assumes the first command, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy 

soul, and with all thy mind.” The second cannot exist apart from the first. Those who do not love 

God will not fulfil the royal law. The United Nations often bear the royal law as their slogan, but 

this will never be a reality apart from love to God. 

We “do well” to fulfil the royal law, but who can honestly claim to consistently love their neighbour 

as themselves? Do we not all fall horribly short of this standard? 
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Let us be honest: If we show favour based on external considerations then we do not love our 

neighbour as ourselves. We do not like to be judged on externals, and thus to judge others in that 

way is not to love them as we love ourselves. And thus if we will overcome the sin of favouritism 

we must be committed to loving our neighbour as we love ourselves. 

“The Golden Rule” states that we must do to others as we would have them do to us. But again, we 

will only do this to the degree that we love the Lord our God with heart, soul, mind and strength. If 

we love God we will do to others as we would have them do to us and, conversely, will not do to 

them what we do not wish them to do to us. Sadly, the Golden Rule today has essentially become, 

“Do to others before they do to you,” but this is not the way in which a Christian behaves. God’s 

rule is, “Love thy neighbour as thyself.” Even if you know little other Scripture, the simple 

honouring of that law leaves you in good standing. A simple understanding of the royal law will 

enable us to overcome favouritism because we will avoid making judgements on people based on 

consideration for which we ourselves would not like to be judged (skin colour, economic standing, 

cultural background, doctrinal position, etc.). Indeed, if we will only love our neighbour as 

ourselves then favouritism will be dealt a death blow. 

The Accusation Which We Must Avoid 

James states the positive in v. 8: Love your neighbour as yourself. But now he shifts gears and 

warns us, in vv. 9-11, of a danger which we must avoid. 

But if ye have respect to persons, ye commit sin, and are convinced of the law as transgressors. For 

whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all. For he that said, 

Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill. Now if thou commit no adultery, yet if thou kill, thou 

art become a transgressor of the law. 

(James 2:9-11) 

If you fulfil the royal law then what James addresses in vv. 9-11 has no direct relevance to you. 

That is, if you obey v. 8 then you will not be guilty of vv. 9-11. The apostle pulls no punches in 

these verses. He calls favouritism for precisely what it is: sin. Let us hear closely what he has to say. 

James describes favouritism as “sin” and those who show favouritism as “transgressors.” He uses 

the two words here that are used consistently throughout the New Testament to describe sin. The 

word translated “sin” means “to miss the mark,” whilst the word translated “transgressors” means 

“to trespass (God’s) standard.” Let us be under no delusions: favouritism is evil! 

We observed in our previous study that the sin of favouritism is nothing less than a denial of the 

gospel. We are not saved based on any external considerations, and thus to judge someone’s worth 

based precisely on such considerations is to contradict the gospel. Let us note two things about the 

accusation that James brings forth here. 

An Accusation to Despise 

First, this is an accusation that we ought to despise. Simply stated, we need to realise just how 

serious a problem sin is. To sin is to miss the mark, to trespass God’s standard. And if we realise 

just how serious sin is then we will take whatever steps are necessary to deal radically with it. We 
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will, to use the analogy of Jesus, pluck out our right eye and cut off our right hand, and cast them 

from us, in order to avoid sin. 

Consider for a moment what sin has done to humanity. One of our deacons holds a Friday night 

Bible study in his home with several church members and other friends. I recently received a phone 

call from him with some terrible news. One of the families that attend the study had gone out for the 

day, and on their way home had stopped at a dam to walk around. While the mother and daughter 

waited in the car, the father and son walked around the dam. The son fell into the water, and the 

father immediately dived in to save him. Both father and son drowned. 

When I received the report I could only think to myself how much I hate sin. I am not suggesting 

that the drownings were the direct result of sin committed by the father and son, but death would 

not be a reality in our world were it not for sin. Sin has indeed brought sorrow and destruction to the 

human race, and as we reflect on this it should surely heighten our hatred of sin—all sin, including 

favouritism. 

When we sin we commit that which causes death and damnation. James takes a good deal of space 

to deal with the sin of favouritism because it is truly reprehensible. I have lived in South Africa (at 

the time of writing) for 18 years, and amazingly I have yet to meet a racist! I have met many who 

strongly object that they are not in fact racist, but this claim is usually followed by a “but.” “Now, 

I’m not racist, but ...” In fact, if we are honest we will admit that we all struggle with this sin. Call it 

racism, tribalism, ethnicism, nationalism, xenophobia—it all falls under the ungodly sin of 

favouritism or partiality. No matter how we try to mask it, it is there and it is ungodly. 

The signs of partiality are all around us. How often do South Africans speak with racial overtones 

such as, “I was speaking to a black man the other day ...” as if the man being black has anything to 

do with the story. Or perhaps we will qualify our discussion of the economy with an acquaintance 

by relating that the acquaintance was white, or coloured, or Indian, as if that has any relevance 

whatsoever to the discussion. Indeed, even subconsciously we are trained to think in terms of 

externals. But all forms of external considerations are irrelevant, for our value as human beings is 

based on the fact that we are made in God’s image. 

And so, indeed, whilst believers all want to “do well” (v. 8) we so often fail because we are guilty 

of favouritism. I admit my own battle here. How often it is that I watch the news and see reports of 

war and loss of life in other cultures, and I find myself less moved by the loss of hundreds or 

thousands of lives in another culture than by the loss of a handful of lives in my own. Somehow the 

loss of a child by a mother of my own race sometimes seems more significant than the loss of a 

child by a mother of another race. The Bible doesn’t excuse this attitude; it tells us that we commit 

sin. And sin is something that we ought to despise. 

Let us bear in mind at all times that Jesus Christ makes no value judgements based on externals. He 

receives those from all races, cultures, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Those who come to Him 

will by no means be cast out! 

So let us remember what sin has done to humanity. Let us remember what it has done to ourselves, 

and how it has destroyed relationships. Let us reflect on what our display of favouritism says to 

God: “We know that you don’t show partiality, but we’re going to do so anyway!” Look at the cost 

of sin: Sin cost the sinless Son of God His life! 



5 

In short, the exercise of favouritism convicts us of lawbreaking, and lawbreaking denies the gospel. 

Little children, let no man deceive you: he that doeth righteousness is righteous, even as he is 

righteous. He that committeth sin is of the devil; for the devil sinneth from the beginning. For this 

purpose the Son of God was manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil. Whosoever is 

born of God doth not commit sin; for his seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he is 

born of God. 

(1 John 3:7-9) 

An Accusation We Might Deny 

Though the favouritism of which James accuses us is a sin that we ought to despise, it is one that we 

sadly often deny. As noted, I have yet, in 18 years as a South African resident, to meet a racist. The 

apostle understood this tendency to deny our sin. 

For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all. For he that 

said, Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill. Now if thou commit no adultery, yet if thou kill, 

thou art become a transgressor of the law. 

(James 2:10-11) 

When we are accused of favouritism we might be tempted to object, “Well, maybe. But don’t go 

overboard. After all, it’s not like I broke one of the Ten Commandments!” We may admit to 

favouritism but immediately object, “At least I didn’t murder anyone.” Or, “At least I didn’t steal 

from anyone.” But James blows this thinking out of the water: He argues that those who commit the 

sin of favouritism are in fact guilty of breaching all the commandments! 

The royal law—love your neighbour as yourself—encompasses the entire law, and since 

favouritism is a clear breach of the royal law there is a sense in which favouritism is the same as 

committing adultery, stealing or bearing false witness. Whether you show favouritism or commit 

murder you have violated God’s law and stand guilty as charged. Therefore, let us never excuse the 

sin of favouritism, for God certainly does not. 

Someone recently commented to me after a Bible study at the church that being a member of our 

church has made them a bigger sinner. Not that they sin more than before, but they have come to 

see more of the holiness of God and have consequently come to view their sin in a more biblical 

manner. I must admit that studying the book of James has made me a bigger sinner. At the same 

time, I have been helped immensely in my practise of Christianity. 

We must realise that the royal law is not vague; it is, in fact, painfully specific. If our relationship 

with others is not right then any claim to being right with God is wrong! And by “others” I do not 

only mean church members. I am speaking about my gardener and the woman who cleans my 

house. I am speaking about the petrol attendant and the cashier and the local supermarket. Whoever 

they are, I cannot claim to be right with God if I am mistreating them. 

And so, indeed, this is an accusation from which we should want to be delivered. These verses 

ought to leave us self-condemned. But let us move on. 
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The Accounting for Which We Await 

Favouritism is a matter of judgement. When we show favouritism we have chosen to judge a 

person’s worth based on external considerations. But James warns those who set themselves up as 

judges in this way that they too will face judgement one day. 

So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty. For he shall have 

judgement without mercy, that hath showed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth against judgement. 

(James 2:12-13) 

The Activities for Which We Will Answer 

James has already spoken of “the royal law” in v. 8, but now he speaks of “the law of liberty” (v. 

12). This “law of liberty” has already been defined in 1:27, and it is nothing other than the gospel. 

Some might wonder if it is fair to refer to the gospel as a “law” of liberty. After all, are not law and 

grace mutually exclusive? In fact, they are not. Someone once stated that the opposite of law is not 

grace but chaos. The gospel is in fact rooted in the law. God’s standard is utter perfection, and thus 

in order for us to be saved someone must have perfectly fulfilled the law. Thankfully, we have a 

law-keeper in Jesus Christ. 

The gospel is a “law of liberty” because it is a law that liberates, that sets us free from the penalty 

and power of sin. First Corinthians 3:11-15 and 2 Corinthians 5:10-11 make it quite clear that we 

will all one day stand before the Judge of all the earth. We all await the day in which we will give 

an account to God. In truth, having journeyed through these verses, I feel less adequate than ever to 

stand before that judgement throne. 

But what does it mean that we will be judged by the gospel? Simply this: We have been saved 

exclusively by God’s grace, and we will be judged (in this context) by whether or not we have been 

gracious and merciful to others. How dare we sing “Amazing Grace” and then turn around and treat 

someone else as if they don’t deserve God’s grace? 

The gospel frees us from worldly value judgements. It frees us from selfish favouritism and flattery. 

It is called “the law of liberty” precisely because it frees (liberates) us from these things. We are not 

like the world. We do not have to live controlled by shallow, superficial partiality based on the 

externals. Instead, we are freed to ascribe worth to people simply because they are made in the 

image of God. Yes, we recognise that they deserve God’s wrath, but we also recognise that we 

deserve the same, and thus we refuse to stand as the final judge of others. This does not mean that 

we take no stand against sin—the Bible is quite clear that we must do so—but it means that we do 

not stand as the final judge of anyone’s soul. 

Of course, the ultimate example of this type of impartial love is the Lord Jesus Christ. Though He 

had every reason to stand in judgement of others He nevertheless condescended to die for those who 

deserved judgement. Those who have been saved by the gospel are empowered by the implanted 

Word and the indwelling Spirit, not to excuse sin in the lives of others, but to look beyond their sin 

and see them as those who are in need of God’s love and gospel. In short, the gospel frees us to be 

merciful to others. 
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James tells us that we will give an account both for what we “speak” (cf. 1:26) and what we “do” 

(cf. 1:27). The judgement will be both for our words and our actions. Thus, in speech and in deed 

we must by all means avoid partiality. 

The Attitude for Which We Will Answer 

But further to the activities for which we will answer James also addresses the attitude for which we 

will answer: “For he shall have judgement without mercy, that hath showed no mercy; and mercy 

rejoiceth against judgement” (v. 13). 

Pause for a moment to consider the import of what James is saying: The merciless will receive no 

mercy from God! What a frightening thought! How terrible it will be to stand before God and 

receive no mercy whatsoever from Him! How dreadful it will be to experience only His justice, and 

no mercy! Adamson notes that “justice forbids mercy to the merciless.” Or consider the principle 

from the teaching of Jesus Himself. 

Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? 

till seven times? Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times 

seven. Therefore is the kingdom of heaven likened unto a certain king, which would take account of 

his servants. And when he had begun to reckon, one was brought unto him, which owed him ten 

thousand talents. But forasmuch as he had not to pay, his lord commanded him to be sold, and his 

wife, and children, and all that he had, and payment to be made. The servant therefore fell down, and 

worshipped him, saying, Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay thee all. Then the lord of that 

servant was moved with compassion, and loosed him, and forgave him the debt. But the same 

servant went out, and found one of his fellowservants, which owed him an hundred pence: and he 

laid hands on him, and took him by the throat, saying, Pay me that thou owest. And his fellowservant 

fell down at his feet, and besought him, saying, Have patience with me, and I will pay thee all. And 

he would not: but went and cast him into prison, till he should pay the debt. So when his 

fellowservants saw what was done, they were very sorry, and came and told unto their lord all that 

was done. Then his lord, after that he had called him, said unto him, O thou wicked servant, I 

forgave thee all that debt, because thou desiredst me: shouldest not thou also have had compassion 

on thy fellowservant, even as I had pity on thee? And his lord was wroth, and delivered him to the 

tormentors, till he should pay all that was due unto him. So likewise shall my heavenly Father do 

also unto you, if ye from your hearts forgive not every one his brother their trespasses. 

(Matthew 18:21-35) 

The principle is not that we earn mercy by showing mercy. Instead, the principle is that those who 

have been shown mercy have a (super)natural tendency to show mercy. The proof that you have 

experienced the law of liberty is that you are merciful to others. But if we do not show mercy we 

will receive no mercy from God. And so favouritism is in every way a test of our faith. 

James closes with an interesting comment: “and mercy rejoiceth against judgement.” What James is 

essentially saying is that those who have the disposition to be merciful will be able to rejoice, 

knowing that when they stand before the judgement throne they will receive mercy. Thus, if you 

show no mercy you will receive no mercy; but if you show mercy you will most definitely receive 

mercy. And you should be grateful for that, for everyone will need mercy on that day! 

As much as we aspire to v. 8 we all fail. But true believers, though they fail, also find a disposition 

in their lives to show mercy to others. And when we show mercy, we can only explain it by God’s 
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work in our lives. And if we habitually (though imperfectly) show mercy to others we can rejoice 

that we are safe from the judgement. 

Someone recently made a comment to me after a Lord’s Day service, which I didn’t take negatively 

at all. That afternoon, however, the person phoned me at home, afraid that I had perhaps been 

offended. They explained what they had meant by the comment, and then added, “I am trying to 

learn to think before I talk.” All I could say was, “God bless you!” The fact that a person feels a 

sense of conviction and feels the need to make right with a brother is surely a sign of grace in their 

life. 

Conclusion 

Let us then aspire for v. 8. Let us aspire to show mercy to others, and ask God to help us in this. 

And let us remember at all times that the one thing that will drive mercy into our hearts and 

favouritism out of our lives is God’s amazing grace toward us in Christ. 

AMEN 
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