James 2:1-9
“Sinful Distinctions”

Introduction:
     In this passage James begins to address specific concerns that he has about how encroaching worldliness was impacting the faith and practice of these Jewish Christians.  The first subject he addresses was the practical ways in which they related to other people; particularly people of different social classes.

I. The Exhortation: (vs.1)
   For the fourth time in this letter, James addresses his readers as “my brethren”.  The reason for this was that James was keeping before the minds of his readers the important reality of the relationship they all had with one another and with God Himself through Jesus Christ.  This was not simply an abstract theological truth; it was the foundational idea upon which were built many important practical exhortations regarding how believers were to treat one another in light of the fact that they were all part of God’s family.
     To his brothers in Christ, James gave the following exhortation, “do not hold the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with partiality”.  The key word in this exhortation is “partiality”.  The Greek word that is translated as “partiality” refers to the fault of one who when called on to evaluate or to render judgment on another person, does so in regard to the outward circumstances of the person and not on the basis of their intrinsic merits.  This is specifically the tendency to show preference to those who are among the higher classes of society, while showing prejudice against those of the lower classes.  James is not saying that it is wrong to make judgments about others.  Elsewhere in Scripture we are told to be discerning (Heb.5:14), and to be aware that certain individuals will be a bad influence on us (I Cor.15:33).  Instead, James was objecting to the flawed criterion that they were using to make such judgments.  Others should be evaluated on their character and actions; not on their social standing, sex, race, ethnicity, or family background.  Also, since James phrases this in the present tense he was forbidding a practice already in progress (as we see by the hypothetical example that follows).  James then writes that his readers were not to “hold the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory” with partiality.  The verb translated as “hold” means to possess or have something, and the phrase “the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ” refers to having Christ as the object or focus of the believer’s faith.  Therefore, James was writing that demonstrating partiality was not compatible with their faith in Christ.  Belief in the Gospel of Christ means belief in the propositions that all people are spiritual failures, and that the only way one is saved is by God’s grace who provides a means of obtaining righteousness to those who can never produce their own.  Inherent in these beliefs is the idea that all are equal before God as failures, and as individuals in need of grace rather than recognition for their meritorious lives.  Thus, no one is more or less significant in themselves before God.  Therefore, to treat some people as if they were more significant than others is a denial of these basic Christian truths.  James adds to the title of Christ the designation of being “the Lord of glory” (which simply means the glorious lord).  James adds this to put partiality even more squarely in the Christian perspective.  Jesus is truly glorious beyond human comprehension.  He is the one we should bow before and regard as one to reverence.  Compared to Him even the wealthiest and most powerful person on earth is nothing.  In light of this comparison to Christ, the believer should realize that it is absurd to be overly impressed with other people.

II. The Example: (vs.2-4)
     Having given his readers the admonition that they are not to practice partiality, James now gives them an example of the sort of practice he wants them to avoid, and then posses a rhetorical question to them meant to draw out from them the recognition of how wrong partiality really is.
     James is not citing a specific example of something that actually took place among these believers.  Instead, he is using a hypothetical situation to illustrate the point he is making about the unchristian nature of partiality.  However, as with hypothetical references, this is certainly one that is understood to be indicative of what was going on among these believers.  It would have to be both possible to occur and relevant to their situation, otherwise it would not really help these saints to see the error of their ways.
     James writes, “For if there should come into your assembly a man with gold rings, in fine apparel, and there should also come in a poor man in filthy clothes, and you pay attention to the one wearing the fine clothes and say to him, ‘You sit here in a good place’, and say to the poor man, ‘You stand there’, or, ‘Sit here at my footstool’” (vs.2-3).  It is interesting to note that the word James uses here for “assembly” is “synagogue”.  This has led some to suggest that though the Jews to whom James writes were believers, they were meeting with non-believing Jews in a regular Jewish synagogue.  However, that does not fit the evidence of this passage.  First, James refers to it as “your” assembly; implying it belongs to them in some sense, which would not be true of a synagogue comprised mostly of non-Christians.  Second, James sets up the hypothetical situation as one for which these Christians are responsible; that would also not be true if this were a standard synagogue.  It is helpful to understand that the word “synagogue” basically means to gather together.  It is not strictly a name for a building, but for the gathering of people.  Therefore, since James is writing to believing Jews who were still separated from Gentile Christians and the influence that came with that; it is quite natural that so early in the faith they would continue to use traditional Jewish terminology for their gatherings.
     The hypothetical situation that James describes centers on two visitors to the assembly who are very distinct from one another in a very particular way.  The first man comes into the meeting “with gold rings, in fine apparel”.  In the first century in the Roman Empire, wearing a gold ring was an emblem of being part of the upper-level Equestrian class.  In that age it was generally the reality that wealth was in commodities, rather than cash.  So, it was common for the rich to have significant amount of Jewelry.  In addition, it was common for the wealthy to make ostentatious displays of their wealth.  In Roman society gold rings were so much in fashion that is was common for a wealthy man to have numerous rings on his hands.  An evidence of how fashionable this was, is the fact that there were even stores that specialized in renting gold rings for special occasions.  Evidence indicates also that the wearing of rings was a manifestation of wealth that had invaded the churches.
     In addition to the jewelry, the man was wearing “fine apparel” which literally means “shiny clothing”, which implies resplendent, luxurious clothing made of expensive fabrics.  We are not told that the man is rich, but a person in the first century would not need to be told this; it would be obvious from what he was wearing.  The other visitor is described as being poor.  To be poor in that time and place was not simply a financial description; it was also a class designation.  Such a person had less rights than a rich person, was thought of less than a rich person, and had far less opportunities than a rich person.  Beyond this it is said that he was wearing “filthy clothes”.  In the first century, the poor made most of their own clothing, and often could only afford to buy the material to make one set of clothing per person.  It must also be remembered that cleaning one’s clothing took time and sometimes the working poor would not be able to stop and do this because they were so busy doing labor for each day’s sustenance.  Therefore, it might have been a while before they could clean their clothing.  Now, their general appearance, and by implication their status in society are all we are told about these two men.  Since this is a hypothetical situation it means that what follows can only be understood as a response to these external observations about these two men.  
     James writes that the people of the fellowship “pay attention” to the rich man.  The Greek word translated as “pay attention” means to look at, to gaze upon, to consider or care about.  From the context, this word gains the sense of looking upon another person favorably; it pictures the eyes of the congregation fixed admiringly on the visitor.  The repeated reference to the rich man’s clothing underlines that their favorable response was prompted solely by his external appearance.  From a Christian perspective this means that these believers were only observing the external things of these two individuals, and those things that Jesus taught are transitory and have no eternal meaning.  So even at this point the discerning listener should conclude that something very wrong is represented here.
     Next, the two men are directed to two very different seating accommodations.  The rich man is told to “sit here in a good place’”.  The place is good in the sense that it is where an honored person sits (not simply a good place in the audience), and it was just as much about others being able to notice the prominent man as it was for him to witness what took place up front in the meeting.  In contrast to the choice seat for the rich man, the poor man is given two options, “You stand there, or, Sit here at my footstool”.  To go to the back meant to get as far out of the way as possible.  The other option is literally phrased in such a way as to indicate that the man is instructed to sit down on the floor with the footstools.  In those days, the floors were filthy places because of all the dirt that people tracked in with their sandaled feet.  The footstools were employed to keep people’s feet off the floor (because of the filth), so the poor man is basically told to sit in the dirt.
     James then asks his readers a rhetorical question that is designed to draw from them an evaluation of the sort of behavior that he has just described in this hypothetical example.  James writes, “have you not shown partiality among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts” (vs.4)?  One would think from the English translation that James is using the same word that he used in verse one when he refers to showing partiality.  However, this is a far different word, and the translation is both overly interpretive and misleading.  The Greek word James used here is the same one he used in chapter one, verse six that is translated as “doubting”.  When we looked at that verse in an earlier study it was observed that the word refers to a division that exists within a person.  In chapter one the division was due to the conflicting desires to both follow Christ and yet continue to embrace the world.  James referred to that divided condition as being double-souled.  Here the division is between what these Christians say they believe, and the things they choose to do.  So, James’ rhetorical question could be rephrased as “isn’t discrimination between rich and poor people evidence that you are not living consistently with your faith”.  This disconnect between the ideas that one espouses and the values that one lives by is said to be within themselves (i.e. a contradiction in their lives).  The Gospel teaches that all are equal before God, and yet they are treating other people as if some human beings were more important than others.  The fact that they were setting themselves up as judges of one another is not something that James confronts as wrong.  Their failure instead lay in the criterion they were using to make their judgments.  The Greek words translated as “evil thoughts” refer to the content or result of one’s reasoning.  These were “evil” in the sense that the rationale and conclusions they came to were based on values that are contrary to those of God and His Word.  While they maintained a certain set of correct beliefs, James points out that their practice of giving preferential treatment to rich people over poor people proved that their true values were in profound conflict with what they said they believed.  They were guilty of being wicked judges whose thinking was contrary to the nature of their faith.

III. The Reasoning: (vs.5-7)
      At this point James reasons with his readers, seeking to demonstrate to them just how flawed their thinking had become in choosing to show preference for the rich over the poor.  First, James starts off by demonstrating their thinking was wrong from a theological perspective, “Listen, my beloved brethren: Has God not chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him” (vs.5)?  James argument is based upon the same observation that Paul makes in one of his letters:

“For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called.  But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in His presence.” 
                                                                             I Corinthians 1:26-29

Both James and Paul cite the evident reality that God was primarily choosing to save poor people, and those who were not significant in society, and only a very few of those who are so highly valued in the world were coming to Christ.  Therefore, James’ point is that these believers in having such a preference for the rich, were demonstrating that they were radically out of step with the priorities God demonstrates in His redemptive work.  What James writes here could be easily misunderstood.  James is not saying that the elect were chosen specifically because they were poor.  God’s choice of the elect pre-dates the creation of the world long before the elect were either rich or poor.  In fact, God predestines the lives of the elect after their choosing and predestines them to be rich, poor or in between.  Also, James is not saying that being poor makes one godly, or that being rich makes a person evil.  Instead, James is making an observation based on a general spiritual truism.  That truism is that poverty and hardship in life tend to be the seedbed for the cultivation of true and passionate faith; while affluence and ease are not.  In fact, being rich is a terrible disadvantage spiritually.  Jesus made it clear that it is humanly impossible for a rich person to be saved (Matt.19:23-26).  Of course, it needs to be observed that Jesus also goes on to say that what is impossible with men it still possible for God.  But, the reason that wealth is a disadvantage is because it means that one has more reasons to be spiritually distracted and to find satisfaction in the world rather than being motivated to seek to find satisfaction in God through Christ.  But again, James’ point is that if God favors the poor, then their choice to favor the rich demonstrates they do not understand God’s redemptive work, and they are not pursuing ministry in a way that would please Him.
     Next, James makes an ethical argument against the reasoning of his readers, “But you have dishonored the poor man” (vs.6a).  The Greek word “dishonored” means to treat someone with contempt as if they were worthless.  In other words, James is saying it would be sinful to treat anyone the way the poor man is treated in the illustration.  Human beings have worth because they are created in the image of God.  A person’s status in society means less than nothing to God in terms of the value He places on a human being.  So, to denigrate a person because he is poor is moral evil.
     The third argument James makes is that the strategy of his readers is seriously flawed.  James writes, “Do not the rich oppress you and drag you into the courts?  Do they not blaspheme that noble name by which you are called” (vs.6b-7)?  There was and has always been a reason that these Christians and those throughout history have sought to win over the rich.  It is felt for various reasons that if rich people come to the faith it will somehow make the church more successful; either through their money, their influence, or their connections.  And the root failure is always the same; the reliance on resources other than to make us successful in God’s purposes.  So, here James confronts this thinking by reminded his readers of some sober facts.  The people they were so focused on deferring to were in fact the very ones who were their enemies both in the society and spiritually.  The rich used their positions in the ancient world to get even richer at the expense of the poor.  The rich oppressed them and stole from them.  So, the idea that a little fawning over them would make the difference was absurd, because their whole culture fawned over them.  But the rich and influential were also the ones who were the most antagonistic to the faith.  Did it make sense for a Christian called by the gloriously wonderful name of Jesus to be enamored with people who blasphemed that noble name?  James was not suggesting that Christians should not seek the salvation of the rich; he was simply making the point that strategically it made more sense to invest the majority of their energy and time in the effort to reach the poor rather than the rich, since the poor tended to be receptive to the Gospel and were less likely to be openly hostile to it.  These arguments are given to make one point; there was no good reason based on the Scriptures or experience for them to show favoritism for the rich over the poor.  Instead, this tendency was a result of the influence or worldly thinking.  This thinking needed to be resisted, because it was contrary to the truth of God’s Word.

IV. The Alternatives: (vs.8-9)
      James concludes by observing there were only two alternatives for his readers to choose from, and James wanted them to see those alternatives in their truest forms.  First, they had the option of being obedient to God.  James writes, “If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’, you do well” (vs.8).  To “really fulfill” a law means to do it completely and thoroughly in every area it applies to.  The expression “royal” law means a law given by a monarch; in this case, our king the Lord Jesus Christ.  And the law He gave (among others) was to love one’s neighbor as oneself.  Though this law originally appeared in the OT (Lev.19:18), Jesus coupled this and the commandment to love God (Deut.6:5) and said that these two laws were the greatest commandments and in fact these two laws were in a sense a summary of every other commandment that God had given (Matt.22:37-40).  If his readers chose this alternative, they would be doing “well”.  Basically, doing well means doing what pleases God.
     The other alternative is to disobey God; and James writes “but if you show partiality, you commit sin, and are convicted by the law as transgressors” (vs.9).  Now in this verse, James returns to the word he used in verse one and says that if they choose to show favoritism to others on the basis of superficial things like how wealthy a person is or someone’s place in society, then they would be guilty of committing sin.  The Greek word translated as “commit” means to produce or craft something and the idea is it results from one’s work or effort.  Therefore, the stress here is that the choice to show partiality will result in living a life marked by sin.  James says this status as a sinner will be because they will have been “convicted” by the Law.  The Greek word translated as “convicted” means that someone gives adequate proof that one has done the wrong thing and thus rebukes or confronts that wrong.  The fact that showing partiality is wrong is an objective fact, because the law of God specifically forbids showing partiality (Lev.19:15).  And with the law having proven that one has sinned and thus is wrong before God, it designates one as a transgressor of God’s law.  The Greek word translated as “transgressor” someone who has consciously sinned by disobeying the Law and has no excuse for doing what they are doing.  
    The black and white reality is that one is either in obedience and submission to God, or one is not.  James frames the matter so bluntly lest his readers miss the seriousness of the sin they have been committing or lose sight of how significantly the world had infected their thinking.  The choice now was to repent and change, or if they did not they needed to understand their lives would not be pleasing to God.

Conclusion:
     The application of this passage is very straight-forward.  God has conveyed to His people very specific instructions regarding how we are to relate to other people.  To think less of a person because of the circumstances of their birth, or how God’s providence has directed their lives is not simply inappropriate; it is sin.  So, as believers we need to be diligent to make sure we are not guilty of racial, ethnic, sexual, or economic prejudice.
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