
 

Sermon:  Mercy Triumphs over Judgement                                 Brian D Lima 

JAMES 2:1-13 

I. Introduction 

My father moved our family out to the mountains of Colorado when I was a teenager. We were used to city life 
near Boston and were moved to a small town in the country. I can remember feeling very awkward. I wanted to 
fit in, but there was no one in my school from the east coast of America, from my own culture. 

I remember trying to fit in with the athletes because our school was good in several sports. The problem was 
that I wasn’t very athletic. But the athletes formed a very strong and influential click, so I thought I would try 
to be a part of it. Rather than being myself, I tried to fit in even when I wasn’t being invited to join! This desire 
to fit in and not be myself made my years in high school frustrating. 

Looking at James’ letter to the new followers of Jesus, I’m reminded how easy it is for us to ignore what is best 
for us in order to follow those we think are popular and influential. We even try to fit it to these groups even 
when these groups attack things we value, or even when they attack us. 

II. Context 

In today’s passage from James, we will see how James is trying to remind the new followers of Jesus not to 
show favouritism to the rich and influential. It seems that these new followers who are fearful of persecution 
and trials, are clinging to those whom they think will protect them. James is going to say two important things 
regarding their freedom with Christ: 1.) Don’t show favouritism because God does not show favouritism, and 2.) 
the new followers are favouring the very ones persecuting them! 

III. Unpack 

1 My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show favouritism. 

In the first verse of the second chapter James tells the new followers of Jesus, he calls them brother and 
sisters, that they MUST NOT show favouritism. He says “as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” you 
MUST NOT show favouritism. Why does he say this? Because the new followers of Jesus should remember that 
in God’s eyes, there is no distinction between people. Paul stated this clearly in his letter to the churches in 
Rome. “For we have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under the power of sin. As it 
is written: ‘There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands; there is not one who 
seeks God. All have turned away, they have become worthless, there is no one who does good, not even one” 
(Romans 3). 

The new followers must never show favouritism to others, because no one deserves it! James then illustrates 
his point. 

2 Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in filthy 
old clothes also comes in. 3 If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, 



“Here’s a good seat for you,” but say to the poor man, “You stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my 
feet,” 4 have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? 

In verses two to four, James cautions the new followers about their attitude towards the rich. Fearing trials and 
persecution, forgetting the word planted within them, they may be searching for rescue from those with 
money and social power. If the rich and powerful come to their family gathering, they are getting preferential 
treatment! How can this be? All were guilty of sin and God’s righteous judgement. All are freely given gifts 
from heaven to share freely with each other. All are to treat each other as brothers and sisters, equal in the 
sight of God. God’s word within them and the guidance of the Holy Spirit is not leading them to prefer the rich. 
They are allowing their fear of trials to cause them to follow their own fleshly and evil thoughts! 

5 Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the 
world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him?  

In verse five, James is reminding the new followers that God has given gifts to everyone in such a way SO 
THAT they would treat each other as brothers and sisters and not wicked judges. God led Paul to write in his 
letter to the churches in Corinth, “Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common 
good…All these are the work of the one same Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he 
determines…so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for 
each other” (1 Cor. 12). 

6 But you have dishonoured the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones 
who are dragging you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who are blaspheming the noble name of him 
to whom you belong? 

But the new followers spread out in fear of persecution may not be obeying the truth of the word planted 
within them. They may not be filled and guided by God’s Spirit. Walking in the flesh, they may be wickedly 
judging those they feel are less worthy of their service and love. They may be dishonouring the poor. James is 
shocked at this and he tries to hold a mirror up to their actions so they might change. 

James reminds the fearful new followers that it is the rich and powerful that are persecuting them. It is the rich 
and powerful that are blaspheming the name of the Saviour of the world: God’s own Son! The new followers 
may be submitting themselves to those who are persecuting them!  

They are like the Israelites whom God led out of slavery in Egypt. The tribes were being so badly persecuted by 
the Egyptians that they cried out continually to God for rescue. And He did! He sent Moses to call Israel to 
follow God’s lead into freedom and an inheritance. When they were in the wilderness, when the path of 
freedom with God required obedience, their fears overwhelmed them. They cried out for the foods and 
comforts of Egypt! They cried out to become slaves again! 

James holds up a mirror to the new followers’ behaviour. Overwhelmed by their fear of persecution, they are 
asking to become the slaves of their persecutors. Maybe they are hoping their submission to their persecutors 
will mean peace for them. But they are placing their trust on the wicked and unrepentant. James knows they 
will never be at peace, but will become again objects of righteous judgment. This is what James points to in 
verses eight though eleven. 

8 If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbour as yourself,” you are doing 
right.  

Here, James pleads with those under his care. These new followers of Jesus who are afraid of trials and are 
forgetting their freedom and unity with the God of Creation. James gently leads them back to the one law, the 



one word that summarizes them all. “Love your neighbour as yourself.” A vivid example of this principle in 
action is one the new followers should easily recall. When the Holy Spirit filled Jesus’ followers at Pentecost, 
they were all guided by love. The author of the book of Acts says, “All the believers were together and had 
everything in common. They sold property and possessions to give anyone who had need. They broke bread in 
their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favour of all the 
people” (Acts 2). These very words were used of Jesus as a youth. When we was filled and guided by God’s 
Spirit it was said of him that he “grew is wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man” (Luke 2). 

9 But if you show favouritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 10 For whoever keeps 
the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. 11 For he who said, “You 
shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not murder.” If you do not commit adultery but do 
commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker. 

In verses nine through eleven, James gives the new followers a stark warning. If they allow their fears to forget 
their union and obedience to God, if they disobey and continue to show favouritism, they can no longer call 
themselves followers of Jesus. They can’t say that they are a gathering of followers of Jesus who prefer the rich 
and powerful over the poor. If they disobey in one part, they are disobedient in all. They cannot follow two 
leaders. They cannot follow Jesus and the wicked who are persecuting God’s redeemed children! 

12 Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 13 because 
judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over 
judgment. 

Finally, James attempts to guide the new followers back to their freedom in Christ. He calls them to do 
everything, everything they say or do as those who are free restored children of God. James calls them back to 
the mercy of God. God was merciful to each one. Each one was a sinner and judged by God. God desired to 
glorify his mercy and so He gave them all His precious and perfect Son. Jesus paid for their sin so that they all 
might be forgiven, so that they all might be restored as children of the Almighty. James is telling these young 
followers that now is a time to glorify God’s mercy not His judgement. His judgment will come, but now is a 
time to glorify His magnificent mercy to everyone. The word planted within them was calling them to rescue 
others by giving glory to God’s mercy for the world through His Son and his coming kingdom. 

IV. Application 

What is our application for today? 

1.) Walk in Freedom! 

We will not walk in freedom if we are showing favouritism. Are we serving others, all others as we are called? 
As a missionary, it can be easier to serve everyone. I remember teaching Bible lessons in Japan to children and 
adults. I taught a wide range of students during my time in Japan. But most if not all of those that I taught 
were wealthy enough to take English lessons. I may not have been paid very much because it was a church 
outreach, but I wasn’t serving the poor. 

When I was helping a small international church called, Lighthouse Church, I did go out with that church 
family to serve the homeless in Osaka. The church went out twice or three times a week to bring clothes, rice, 
miso soup and Gospel tracts and materials. Many of the leaders of the church went out to meet and get to 
know the homeless so they could support them. I found it much more difficult to serve the poor than the rich. 
Some of those that I served were open to Jesus and his gospel, but by looking at James’ letter today, I realize 
that my service as an English teacher wasn’t as glorious an example of God’s mercy as it could have been. 



Now that I’m in New Zealand, I have to ask if I’m serving everyone God calls me to or am I showing favouritism 
to a select few? I can justify my actions by saying that I feel better suited to serve a specific set of people, but 
am I judging others when I think or say that? Freedom in Christ means showing His life within us by his word 
and the power of the Spirit he has given us. When we walk with him, we will serve any that would receive our 
help. 

2.) Don’t Submit to Evil! 

I was in Bible College in the States during the re-election of George W. Bush in 2004. I would wager by the 
discussions over meals on campus and even by a few professors there that many were supporters of the 
Republican Party. By looking again at the book of James, what was troubling about that time had little to do 
with who people voted for, but on how much hope and trust others put on their rich and powerful political 
leaders. We have to see how easy it was for the new followers of Jesus spread out into the neighbouring 
regions to cling to the rich as we often cling to political leaders and parties. 

We become fearful of our future, our well-being, and we cling to those who we think have the money and 
power to change our circumstances for the better. We may even imagine that our vote for one political leader 
would be more important that our choice to obey the word that Jesus has planted within us. By that I mean, we 
may not prioritize the word of Jesus within us over the words of others, the words of our political leaders. It 
isn’t right to think that our following of the rich and powerful is the following of Jesus himself. We need no 
advocate to walk with God by His Spirit other than Jesus and the word he has given us. 

What use is our hope in political leaders when they themselves don’t call others to discipleship with Jesus. 
Don’t our political leaders still allow abortion, still allow for very little punishment for evil? The word of Jesus 
does call us to pray for our leaders. The word of Jesus does say that God installs leaders in government to 
promote good. But the word of Jesus says that he brooks no rival! There is only one leader and Lord. We serve 
everyone else without favouritism. 

3.) Be Merciful! 

Finally, we are called to be merciful and not judgmental. Now is a time in God’s Kingdom for His mercy to be 
glorified. Judgment will come, but now is a time of godly patience so that all may enter in God’s rest and mercy 
through His Son. We are, for this time, children of mercy. We freely forgive others when they ask because we 
know God has freely forgiven us. And we go on forgiving and serving without favouritism because that is what 
God is doing today. 

When I told my family that I was going to move to Japan, my grandmother was shocked. I was surprised at how 
nervous she became. She was normally very outgoing and extraverted. She loved laughing and talking with her 
friends. But when I talked about Japan, it hit a nerve! The last time she had heard about the Japanese was 
during the 1940s. America was at war with the Japanese and her husband was serving in the Army in Italy. 
Feeling of fear and distrust rose within her and she shared her feelings and concerns with me. 

I tried my best to explain what I was doing and that Japan was a different place, but she still looked frightened 
that I was going there. I was living in Hawaii and before I left for Japan, my mother and grandmother came to 
visit me for my graduation from university. While they were there, I took them to Waikiki Beach. At the time, 
there were many Japanese tourists in Hawaii and many on the beach that day. 

I remember noticing my grandmother looking at young Japanese family that were on the beach. This young 
couple had a two or three year old with them. My grandmother loves babies! I could see in her an internal 
struggle, an apprehension. She wanted to approach them, but she still was afraid of the Japanese. Slowly and 



steadily, she worked up the courage to approach the young couple with her famous broad smile. She nervously 
pointed to the baby and said how beautiful the child was.  

The young couple didn’t speak English, but they smiled back and pointed to their child, and it seemed like they 
were expressing hospitality to my grandmother’s attempt to bless them. My grandmother walked away a 
changed person. She had taken her first steps from distrust to mercy and love. Let us follow the example God 
put in my grandmother. Mercy over judgment. Forgiveness over Hostility. 

V. Conclusion 

 

1.) Walk in Freedom! 

2.) Don’t Submit to Evil! 

3.) Be Merciful! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


