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FAITH AND FAVOURITISM 
(James 2:1-7) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 1 

June 2008 

My brethren, have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, 

with respect of persons. For if there come unto your assembly a man with a 

gold ring, in goodly apparel, and there come in also a poor man in vile 

raiment; and ye have respect to him that weareth the gay clothing, and say 

unto him, Sit thou here in a good place; and say to the poor, Stand thou 

there, or sit here under my footstool: are ye not then partial in yourselves, 

and are become judges of evil thoughts? Hearken, my beloved brethren, 

Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the 

kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him? But ye have 

despised the poor. Do not rich men oppress you, and draw you before the 

judgement seats? Do not they blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye 

are called? 

(James 2:1-7) 

Introduction 

One of my daughters recently came across an advertisement for Summer Classes for Men at the 

Adult Learning Center. Fourteen classes were offered to help men, including: 

• How to Fill Up the Ice Cube Trays—Step by step, with slide presentation 

• The Toilet Paper Roll: Does it Change Itself?—Round table discussion 

• Fundamental Differences between the Laundry Hamper and the Floor—Pictures and explanatory 

graphics. 

• Is it Genetically Impossible to Sit Quietly While She Parallel Parks?—Driving simulations 

Whilst these are clearly spoof courses, they do illustrate the need for some to perhaps receive and 

follow some basic imperatives. And that is essentially the approach that James takes to his epistle. 

James is never more painfully practical than when he opens fire in chapter 1. This is perhaps the 

most well known portion of his epistle. It is here where we read that “faith, if it hath not works, is 

dead, being alone” (v. 17). And that statement is the proven theme of the letter. 

But these words have a context, which is found at the end of chapter 1. That is, if we are truly 

hearers of the Word then we will be doing the Word in the world. We will be living out its dictates 

in our relationships towards others because we have a devoted relationship with God (1:12). James 

picks up on this theme in the opening verses of chapter 2, and again in vv. 14-17. 
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James was a practical theologian. He had a pastor’s heart. He was concerned that those who 

claimed to be believers truly were believers. He wanted to make sure that his flock was not a herd. 

He wanted no goats pretending to be sheep; he especially was on guard that no wolves were in 

sheep’s clothing. Thus he wrote his imperative-filled book in a most straightforward, no-nonsense, 

black-or-white manner. 

In this study we will continue our journey through this epistle with the aim of matching our 

conduct to our creed, with specific reference to the issue of flattery and favouritism. These twin 

evils are a denial of the gospel, and we see this in an illustration that James uses of the unwise 

usher. Yes, even how we greet people is an indication of whether or not we merely hearers or 

faithful doers of the Word. I trust that we will be challenged to put our faith into practise in the 

daily practical relational and social issues of life. May our faith have manifestly credible works. 

The Exhortation to Consider 

James begins in v. 1 by giving a straightforward exhortation to consider: “My brethren, have not the 

faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons.” 

A Strategic Implication 

The address that James uses here—“my brethren”—is used no fewer than 19 times in this short 

letter. In this specific context it is no doubt deliberate, for the apostle is about to exhort his readers 

to impartiality: They are to consider all believers as brothers, regardless of external appearances. 

Just as Paul would later exhort Philemon to treat his slave, Onesimus, as “a brother beloved” 

(Philemon 16), so James here charges his readers to treat all believers in the same way. A family 

identity was essential in helping these believers treat one another with equity, and if we will take 

seriously this exhortation to impartiality we must have the same family mindset. 

A Serious Imperative 

Now follows the imperative itself: “Have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, 

with respect of persons.” The word “have” (or, “hold”) means “to observe” or “to practise.” 

Christianity is intensely practical, and James here offers some insight into one area of Christian 

practicality. 

“The faith of our Lord Jesus Christ,” of course, speaks of our personal faith in Christ. Since James 

couples “the faith” with the word “have,” we understand that “the faith” speaks both of our 

profession and our practise of the Christian faith. 

Our Christianity must not be practised, says James, “with respect of persons.” The root of this 

phrase is the Greek word prosopon, which means “face.” The face, of course, exemplifies all things 

external. The apostle’s charge, then, is that we not put undue emphasis upon the externals.  He 

wants his readers to be guilty neither of favouritism nor of flattery. 

But in the midst of his exhortation, James speaks of the Lord Jesus Christ in a most interesting way: 

“the Lord of glory.” Why did he speak of Christ in these terms? There are a couple of possibilities. 

First, he might simply have been drawing attention to the fact that God is glorious. And if the God 
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of all glory does not show partiality—does not “respect the face”—what possible reason would we 

have to do so? Consider the following texts, which speak expressly to the issue of God not judging 

by externals, or of God commanding us not to do the same: 

• Leviticus 19:15—“Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgement: thou shalt not respect the person of 

the poor, nor honour the person of the mighty: but in righteousness shalt thou judge thy neighbour.” 

• Deuteronomy 1:17—“Ye shall not respect persons in judgement; but ye shall hear the small as well as 

the great; ye shall not be afraid of the face of man; for the judgement is God's: and the cause that is 

too hard for you, bring it unto me, and I will hear it.” 

• Deuteronomy 16:19—“Thou shalt not wrest judgement; thou shalt not respect persons, neither take a 

gift: for a gift doth blind the eyes of the wise, and pervert the words of the righteous.” 

• 2 Samuel 14:14—“For we must needs die, and are as water spilled on the ground, which cannot be 

gathered up again; neither doth God respect any person: yet doth he devise means, that his banished 

be not expelled from him.” 

• 2 Chronicles 19:7—“Wherefore now let the fear of the LORD be upon you; take heed and do it: for 

there is no iniquity with the LORD our God, nor respect of persons, nor taking of gifts.” 

• Acts 10:34—“Then Peter opened his mouth, and said, Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of 

persons.” 

The implication is clear throughout Scripture: Since God is no respecter of persons, how dare we 

think that we can respect persons? 

But perhaps there is more to James’ use of “the Lord of glory” than this. Perhaps he has in mind the 

incarnation. Consider: “Even the glory of Christ did not put him at a distance from man” (John 

Blanchard). That is, Jesus Christ, who was God Himself, did not hesitate to take upon Himself the 

form of a servant. Though sinful mankind was in no way like Him, yet He descended to the level of 

man in order to identify fully with those for whom He died. Again, consider the biblical texts 

dealing with this truth: 

• Philippians 2:5—“Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of 

God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but made himself of no reputation, and took upon 

him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men: and being found in fashion as a 

man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.” 

• 2 Corinthians 8:9—“For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was rich, yet for 

your sakes he became poor, that ye through his poverty might be rich.” 

And so, if Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, humbled Himself to become like man, what possible 

justification could we have to judge by externals. Jesus Himself was nothing to be desired 

externally, and thus why should we use the externals as the basis for our judgement? He was 

homeless, He was materially poor, He had questionable companions. There were even rumours that 

He was an illegitimate child. In every way He would have been excluded from society, yet beneath 

that veneer was the Lord of glory. Thus we ought to be cautious of showing favouritism based on 

external considerations. 

Ultimately, God’s choice to save people is not based on externals. It is not based on any merit that 

the person chosen has in themselves. It is based entirely on His grace and love. And since He does 
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not respect persons externally, we have no right to do so in our Christian walk. In fact, it is so 

serious a matter that we are in fact denying the faith if we do so. 

The Example to Clarify 

Having given his exhortation, James proceeds with an example to clarify his point. Guy King 

referred to vv. 2-3 as “the tale of the unwise usher.” Unlike most “tales,” however, this one has a 

ring of authenticity. It is a real life example, that we can all imagine happening in our own local 

churches. Indeed, it is a real life example that has been lived out in countless local churches 

throughout history. 

For if there come unto your assembly a man with a gold ring, in goodly apparel, and there come in 

also a poor man in vile raiment; and ye have respect to him that weareth the gay clothing, and say 

unto him, Sit thou here in a good place; and say to the poor, Stand thou there, or sit here under my 

footstool ... 

(James 2:3-4) 

Imagine for a moment two visitors come to your church service on Sunday. The first is obviously 

poor, as can clearly be seen by his clothes. The second, on the other hand, is clearly wealthy. The 

phrase “with a gold ring” literally speaks of being bedecked with gold.  Blanchard describes this 

man as having “a gem on every joint and a nugget on every knuckle.” Immediately, our Christianity 

is put to the test. Where will these visitors be seated? The temptation is to place the wealthy visitor, 

who (based on external appearances) can certainly benefit the church, in a place of prominence, 

and to leave the poor person seated in an inconspicuous corner of the building. 

The Evil to Condemn 

James’ example is given to drive home an important point: “Are ye not then partial in yourselves, 

and are become judges of evil thoughts?” (v. 4). The word “thoughts” here is the same word used in 

1:6 to speak of “wavering” faith. When we expounded 1:6 we noted that James was not describing 

the natural doubt that we often experience, but was instead speaking of a person settled in their 

divided loyalties. Thus the “evil thoughts” that James describes are an issue of divided loyalties. 

When we judge people based on external appearances we are guilty of divided loyalties, for our 

external judgement is clear evidence that we don’t understand the gospel. The gospel has 

absolutely nothing to do with externals! Therefore, those who judge externally understand nothing 

about the faith. 

Let us then pause and consider for a moment just how important an issue this is. We are not 

speaking here merely of a practical lesson for church ushers. This is instead a very real test of faith. 

There is an important principle implicit in this text: Our value system will be changed by the gospel. 

For the love of Christ constraineth us; because we thus judge, that if one died for all, then were all 

dead: and that he died for all, that they which live should not henceforth live unto themselves, but 

unto him which died for them, and rose again. Wherefore henceforth know we no man after the 

flesh: yea, though we have known Christ after the flesh, yet now henceforth know we him no more. 
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Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things 

are become new. 

(2 Corinthians 5:14-17) 

A friend once asked, in a message that he preached from the pulpit of our church, whether beggars 

on the side of the road even matter to us. I still remember those words to this day, and every time I 

see someone standing on a street corner begging I am reminded of his question. If we are honest, 

we will admit that we all have a tendency to value people based on externals. But this ought not to 

be so for Christians! 

Daniel Doriani tells the story of an experiment was conducted some years ago in New York City. A 

man was hired to go to the subway every day in tattered clothing and to beg for money. At the 

time when he was hired, the colour beige was in fashion. Though the man stood in tattered 

clothing each day, the colour of his clothes was periodically changed to see if it would have any 

effect. It was discovered that he received more money when he wore beige clothing than when he 

wore black clothing! Clearly, those giving to this man were impressed with externals, and that is the 

way we often are tempted to approach our Christianity. 

All too often we are tempted to judge others by their clothes, by the car they drive, by the house 

they live in, by the school they attended, by the career they have, or by a number of other external 

issues. But if these issues are the sole basis of our assessment of others, we do not understand the 

gospel and are divided in our loyalty. We cannot serve Christ and the world system at the same 

time. Let us remember the lesson that God taught to Samuel when he was sent to anoint David as 

king: “Look not on his countenance, or on the height of his stature; because I have refused him: for 

the LORD seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the LORD 

looketh on the heart” (2 Samuel 16:7). 

Of course, let us be quite frank in admitting that our external judgements have a selfish motive. We 

favour those who are wealthy because they have more to offer us than those who are poor. Sadly, 

churches throughout history have allowed precisely this consideration to cloud their judgement. 

And it is no different today. Money still talks far too loudly in Christian circles, but when it is 

allowed to do so the glory of Christ usually departs. 

Sadly, leaders are often chosen in churches based on their bank balance. They may not have the 

character required of biblical leadership, but they are put in a position of leadership because they 

can talk with their wallet. Unfortunately, this approach to leadership selection usually hamstrings a 

church, because they are afraid to go in any direction that might cause such a person to withdraw 

their contribution. In my own ministry, I have received veiled threats from wealthy church members 

that they will retract their tithes if the message or direction of the church does not change. Of 

course, we have not given into such threats, and even though such contributions have at times 

been withdrawn, the bills are still paid. 

Steven Curtis Chapman, perhaps my favourite contemporary Christian singer, has a song called 

What Now? It is based on the words of Jesus in Matthew 25: 
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When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels with him, then shall he sit upon 

the throne of his glory: and before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one 

from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats: and he shall set the sheep on his 

right hand, but the goats on the left. Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye 

blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: for I 

was an hungered, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye 

took me in: naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto 

me. Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungered, and fed thee? 

or thirsty, and gave thee drink? When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and 

clothed thee? Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee? And the King shall answer 

and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these 

my brethren, ye have done it unto me. Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart 

from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels: for I was an hungered, 

and ye gave me no meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me not 

in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not. Then shall they also 

answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungered, or athirst, or a stranger, or naked, or sick, 

or in prison, and did not minister unto thee? Then shall he answer them, saying, Verily I say unto you, 

Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to me. And these shall go away 

into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal. 

(Matthew 25:31-46) 

Here, Jesus identifies Himself with the needy brethren and states that when we minister to those in 

need we minister to Him. Curtis Chapman sings of finding the face of Jesus in an orphan girl, and in 

a homeless man sleeping in his car, and then asks, 

So, what now? 

What will you do now that you found me? 

What now? 

What will you do with this treasure you’ve found? 

I know I may not look like what you expected, 

But if you remember this is right where I said I would be; 

You’ve found me— 

What now? 

Many years ago, in a large Baptist Church in the United States, a hippy came into the service off the 

street. He sat in the front row, and attracted whispers and stares from all corners of the 

congregation. Suddenly, the chairman of the deacons stood up from his seat and began making his 

way slowly to the front of the auditorium. The congregation watched with bated breath to see what 

he would do when he reached the hippy. When he got to the front, he sat down next to the man, 

put his arm around him and began worshipping God with him. A gospel message was preached 

that day and that hippy came to faith in Christ. He testified later that it all started with the chairman 

of the deacons loving him in spite of the externals. 

External-based judgements are often evidence that our trust is not in Christ alone. Instead, our faith 

is in Christ plus wealth. If we claim to trust in Christ alone let us show it by not making superficial 
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judgements based on external considerations. Of course, this is not to suggest that we show no 

love to the wealthy, but our love must be equally displayed to the poor. 

Significantly, this passage does not even indicate that the two men in the example are believers. 

The necessity to treat them equally is based on the fact of their humanity, not their spirituality. All 

people are made in the image of God, and therefore all people have equal value. If we do not show 

equal love across the socioeconomic board then perhaps we need to question what is the state of 

our relationship with God. 

We should be encouraged that, even though we all (if we are honest) fail in this area, we can be 

changed by the power of the gospel. No doubt, one reason that James wrote these words was in 

order to bring his readers to conviction so that they would pray for God to change them. And since 

it is God’s will that we not be partial, and since we know that He answers prayers according to His 

will, we can be encouraged that if we pray for a change of heart in this area He will give us the 

power to change. Our minds need to be renewed, and understanding the gospel will help us in this 

area. 

The Evidence to Convict 

As James brings this section to a climax, he presents some biblical evidence that the worldly 

philosophy of favouritism is indeed evil. If we biblically consider the evidence presented we will be 

sufficiently convicted. 

Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of 

the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him? But ye have despised the poor. Do not 

rich men oppress you, and draw you before the judgement seats? Do not they blaspheme that 

worthy name by the which ye are called? 

(James 1:5-7) 

James presents two issues to drive home the point that partiality is foolishly ungodly. 

God’s Choice 

First, the apostle reminds us that God’s choice is not a matter of partiality. He chooses without 

regard to gifts, abilities or bank balances. “Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the 

poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love 

him? But ye have despised the poor” (vv. 5-6). No doubt, many immediately think at this point of 

Paul’s words to the Corinthian church. 

For ye see your calling, brethren, how that not many wise men after the flesh, not many mighty, not 

many noble, are called: but God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; 

and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; and 

base things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are 

not, to bring to nought things that are: that no flesh should glory in his presence. But of him are ye in 

Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and 

redemption: that, according as it is written, He that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord. 
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(1 Corinthians 1:26-31) 

The warning here seems to be twofold. First, we must pay attention to the basic truth that we 

cannot treat lightly those whom God has chosen. Zechariah encouraged God’s people of old that 

“he that toucheth you toucheth the apple of [God’s] eye” (Zechariah 2:8). This is a warning that we 

need to heed seriously. Jesus stated it this way: “But whoso shall offend one of these little ones 

which believe in me, it were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that 

he were drowned in the depth of the sea” (Matthew 18:6). The readers to whom James wrote had 

“despised the poor” (like we often do), but they needed to consider their attitude toward the poor 

in light of this most basic truth. 

Second, James reminds them of the general rule that most of the chosen are poor. “Hath not God 

chosen the poor of this world?” It does seem to be a general principle, though not a hard and fast 

rule, that God chooses more often than not those who are poor. Again, Jesus said, “Verily I say unto 

you, That a rich man shall hardly enter into the kingdom of heaven. And again I say unto you, It is 

easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom 

of God” (Matthew 19:23-24). In fact, it is probably true that most of the believers to whom James 

originally wrote were poor; it would thus have been highly hypocritical for them to despise the 

poor! 

We should perhaps pause to note that this text does nothing to nullify the claim that God is 

impartial. James is not suggesting that God chooses the poor based on the fact that they are poor. 

Their poverty has nothing to do with their election, but it does seem that most of those whom God 

has sovereignly chosen are not wealthy. As Ronald Sidler has written, 

Precisely for that reason he cares as much for the weak and disadvantaged as he does for the strong 

and fortunate. By contrast with the way you and I, as well as the comfortable and powerful of every 

age and society, always act toward the poor, God seems to have an overwhelming bias in favour of 

the poor. But he is biased only in contrast with our sinful unconcern. It is only when we take our 

perverse preference for the successful and wealthy as natural and normative that God appears 

biased. 

Godly Concerns 

Second, James reminds us that those who are rich (whom we naturally tend to favour) rarely have 

godly concerns. In fact, “Do not rich men oppress you, and draw you before the judgement seats? 

Do not they blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye are called?” (vv. 6-7). How foolish it is to 

favour those who largely hold God, His ways and His people in contempt. “Wake up and smell the 

sulphur of hell,” James seems to say. “Worship matters, not wealth!” 

Conclusion 

If we show favouritism we deny the gospel. It is as serious a matter as that! Both the rich and the 

poor stand condemned before God; and both the rich and the poor believer stand justified in 

Christ. Despite their outer clothing, both stand clothed in the righteousness of Christ. Both have 

been made rich through His poverty. How dare we favour the one over the other when God has 

treated them equally by grace! 
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Believers need to constantly be renewed in their thinking about wealth, about measures of 

significance. Let us be done with shallow, superficial value judgements—both inside and outside 

the four walls of the church—and let us see each person as made in the image of God. Let us view 

people as those who are perhaps chosen to love Him, chosen to be rich in Christ. Let us greet all 

with grace. 

AMEN 
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