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2:1 My brothers, have faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ without 
showing favoritism. 2 For example, suppose a man enters your worship 
assembly wearing gold rings and fine clothing, and a poor man also 
enters wearing filthy clothing. 3 If you look with favor on the man 
wearing fine clothing and say, “Sit here in this good place,” but you tell 
the poor man, “Stand over there” or “Sit down here at my feet,” 4 have 
you not made a distinction among yourselves and become judges with 
evil opinions? 5 Listen, my dear brothers, has not God chosen those who 
are poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom, 
which he promised to those who love him? 6 But you dishonored the poor 
man. Don’t the rich oppress you, and don’t they drag you into court? 
7 Aren’t they the ones who blaspheme the noble name that was 
pronounced over you? 8 However, if you really fulfill the royal law 
according to the Scripture: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” 
you are doing well. 9 But if you show favoritism, you are committing a 
sin, since you are convicted by this law as transgressors. 

10 In fact, whoever keeps the whole law but stumbles in one point has 
become guilty of breaking all of it. 11 For the one who said, “Do not 
commit adultery,” also said, “Do not commit murder.” Now if you do not 
commit adultery, but you do commit murder, you have become a 
transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and act as those who are going to be 
judged by the law of freedom. 13 For there will be judgment without 
mercy on the one who has not shown mercy. Mercy triumphs over 
judgment. 

This week, God’s Word directs us to take a good look at our church, to 
consider our identity as a congregation and the way we go about worship 
and fellowship and outreach and ministry in general.  So if you are a 
member of Holton Evangelical Lutheran Church, this ought to be 
something that you take very seriously.  Every member of this church has a 
responsibility as a shareholder in everything that goes on here. If you are 
not a member, please understand that you are not dismissed at this time; 



there are two ways that you can actively listen to our message today: first 
of all, if you not a member here, I’d ask that you don’t hesitate to give some 
feedback—your honest impressions of this congregation.  We always 
appreciate that perspective on our church and ministry that you can give as 
a visitor.   Second of all, if you are a member of a different church, you can 
certainly take the instruction we have from God’s Word today, and apply it 
to your own congregation as soon as you have the chance to return there.  

With that brief introduction, let’s look at James chapter 2.  The main theme 
of the book of James is how in the life of a mature Christian, faith in Jesus 
Christ shows itself in the way that we think, speak, and act.  We see that 
theme coming through in our opening verses:  2:1 My brothers, have faith 
in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ without showing favoritism. 2 For 
example, suppose a man enters your worship assembly wearing gold 
rings and fine clothing, and a poor man also enters wearing filthy 
clothing. 3 If you look with favor on the man wearing fine clothing and 
say, “Sit here in this good place,” but you tell the poor man, “Stand over 
there” or “Sit down here at my feet,” 4 have you not made a distinction 
among yourselves and become judges with evil opinions?  

What is our church like?  When James spoke up against favoritism in the 
first century Christian church, did he solve the problem, or is favoritism 
still an attitude to watch out for today?  If our congregation is run like a 
business, then favoritism will be a natural result, as we start looking for 
members who can help us meet a budget and pay the bills, rather than 
those who might require financial support from us.  If our congregation is 
run like a country club, then we are always hoping for the right kind of 
people to walk in the door: the ones who fit in, the ones who like what we 
like, and know what we know, and talk like we talk, and those who won’t 
require much of our time and effort.  

Now, don’t get me wrong.  We are to be wise stewards and good 
planners.  It takes money to maintain facilities and pay the bills.  And there 
is a social component to the church; God wants unity and fellowship 
among worshipers.  But when our desire for the inclusion of some comes 



with the desire for exclusion of others, then that is the favoritism that God’s 
Word warns against.  

What is our church most like?  Is it like a business most concerned with the 
bottom line, or is it more like a hospital for sinners where Jesus Christ is the 
Great Physician for all, healing us from the inside out with his love and 
mercy and forgiveness?  Is it a country club where status is the driving 
factor, or is it a homeless shelter for sinful beggars with Jesus Christ as our 
welcoming host, the one who prepares a table before us and anoints us 
with oil, pouring out his blessings that make our cups overflow?  By God’s 
grace, we all say let it be the latter, because don’t forget, that’s what we 
need, too.  And as long as our church, or any church, keeps Christ and his 
Word as the church’s one foundation, God will sustain us and those we 
welcome in with his healing and provision.  

Now, we aren’t quite sure what James was talking about with his 
accusations against certain rich people of his day.  But we did hear in our 
Gospel reading how Jesus stresses that God’s job isn’t to improve the 
standing of those who think they are great.  God loves to lift up the humble 
and exalt those who turn to him in repentance and trust, fully relying on 
him.  So the point again is that the Christian church does not exist for 
Christians to exalt themselves in judgment over one another.  Instead, let 
our church be one where we come together in humility and repentance, 
and God exalts us through Jesus Christ and his saving work.  

Let’s move on to the second half: 8 However, if you really fulfill the royal 
law according to the Scripture: “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself,” you are doing well. 9 But if you show favoritism, you are 
committing a sin, since you are convicted by this law as transgressors. 
10 In fact, whoever keeps the whole law but stumbles in one point has 
become guilty of breaking all of it. 11 For the one who said, “Do not 
commit adultery,” also said, “Do not commit murder.” Now if you do not 
commit adultery, but you do commit murder, you have become a 
transgressor of the law.   



Here’s where the real responsibility comes in.  There is a shift here from a 
plural focus to a singular focus.  So now, instead of asking us what our 
church is like, James urges me to ask what my heart is like.  This word of 
God convicts every one of us, because as much as we like to point out all 
the sins that others commit but we don’t, James writes that if we stumble at 
just one point in keeping God’s laws, we break all of them.  

As we saw in the children’s sermon this morning with the balloon and the 
pin, it doesn’t matter what part of the balloon the pin pokes; the end result 
is the same.  So it is with God’s law.  Even though some sins have greater 
consequences in our world, it only takes one to condemn us for all eternity 
as a lawbreaker, a guilty sinner convicted and sentenced.  

What does that mean for us?  God isn’t forbidding us from recognizing the 
sins of others, but he is cautioning us not to ignore our own.  In other 
words, be consciously aware of what every one of us rightly deserves: 
God’s righteous anger and judgment for our sin.  If that is a humbling 
thought, even a frightening thought, then God’s law is doing exactly what 
it is meant to do.  God’s law curbs us from showing favoritism, it convicts 
us of proudly judging others, and it tells us that one of the worst things we 
can say about our church is this: “Our church is just like us.”   

What would be the ultimate compliment, on the other hand?  Our church is 
like Jesus and his kingdom.  Our church is one that welcomes the poor, the 
crippled, the lame and the blind.  Our church is one that welcomes sinners 
whether they are young or old, working or unemployed, married, 
unmarried, widowed or divorced, educated or uneducated, lifelong 
Christians or those who have never heard the gospel before.  Our church is 
one where everyone recognizes that everyone needs Jesus, and by God’s 
grace, here everyone finds Jesus in our teaching and preaching, where sin 
is still called sin according to God’s standards—not  ours—and Jesus is still 
the Savior of all, by God’s grace through the working of the Holy Spirit.  

Here’s how James puts it.  12 So speak and act as those who are going to be 
judged by the law of freedom. 13 For there will be judgment without 



mercy on the one who has not shown mercy. Mercy triumphs over 
judgment.  Lest James be misunderstood, remember the theme of his 
letter.  In the life of a mature Christian, faith in Jesus Christ shows itself in 
the way that we think, speak, and act.  When we exalt ourselves and 
humble others, we betray a heart that naturally works like the world 
does.  But the church is meant to operate on a different principle—the 
principle of mercy, not judgment.  In other words, treat others the way you 
want to be treated.  In other words, love your neighbor as yourself.  

One day, every one of us will stand before God.  How do you want him to 
look at you?  According to how well you impress him?  According to your 
observance of his laws, or according to the way you naturally judge 
others?  That’s a scary thought, isn’t it?  

Look back at the first verse once more, and see how James addresses us: as 
brothers in faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.  By God’s infinite love 
and abounding grace, that’s what gives us confidence for the day of 
Judgment—that God has brought us to faith through Word and Sacrament, 
and we are sinners who have been fully forgiven in the blood of our 
glorious Lord Jesus Christ.  That’s how God looks at us, in mercy that 
triumphs over judgment.  Now he wants us to speak and act to others the 
same way, with mercy that triumphs over judgment.  He want us to speak 
and act as ambassadors for Christ, as the body of Christ, as believers in 
Christ, as a church that bears the name of Jesus Christ, for the glory of Jesus 
Christ.  

If that is God’s standard, how are we doing as a church?  Is our church 
more like a business or country club, or is it functioning as a hospital and 
shelter for sinners?  Is our church more like us, or more like Jesus?  Until he 
comes again, let’s keep asking those questions, praying for God’s guidance 
and blessing, and glorifying the name of Jesus, our Savior and 
Lord.  Amen. 

 


