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Introduction

We have learned how real Christianity handles trials and temptations (1:2-18). We also saw how real faith responds to the Scriptures by hearing them, obeying them, and doing so from the heart (1:19-27). We now turn to a more particular problem among James’ readers, namely that of partiality or discrimination.

Partiality is defined as an inclination to favor one thing/view/person over another. Discrimination is “to distinguish between” things/people along with the negative connotation of unfair treatment based on prejudice.

Partiality is giving someone something they do not merit, or not giving someone something they do deserve. On the negative side, the idea is to deny place or privilege or opportunity or fairness to someone based on race, color, sex, age, wealth, or culture.
Note that sometimes there are necessary “discriminations” that must be made, in order to separate ourselves from sin and bad doctrine and so on. We are obviously not talking about that kind of thing here. Furthermore, there is a difference between being partial in a bad way and respecting someone like an elder in a good way. Older folks are due respect because God says they are due it (Lev. 19:32). Actually everyone as a human being in God’s image has this basic right.

So, the reality of our faith is put under the microscope as far as our general obedience, specifics such as helping those in need (orphans and widows, 1:27), and now how we treat others.

1. Exhortation Against Partiality, v. 1

Here we have a present imperative with a “do not” in front of it. This could refer to a general prohibition (don’t do) or a more specific call to cease an action that is ongoing (stop doing). We have to refer to context to determine which is the case. In 2:6, we see that at least some of the readers in James’ audience had despised the poor and apparently treated the rich with special attention. So, they needed to stop this.

The phrase “holding the faith” refers to one’s faith in Christ. It is personal, but based on the objective faith—the body of gospel truth. Discriminatory behavior is inconsistent with this body of truth. Holding it along with partiality is very inconsistent given that all are sinners and all (of those who are saved) are saved by grace and are equal in spiritual worth and relationship with God (Gal. 3:28). Neither wealth nor position gives anyone a leg up with God. These are worldly things. How could they be of help since God does not like the sinful world system? Note how these Biblical facts are key underlying concepts that help us avoid partiality.
The words “of glory” refer to the “Lord of glory” (NKJV) or “glorious Lord” (NAS, NET, NIV). It could be translated as “our Lord Jesus Christ, the Glory” like a title. Which translation is used does not make much difference because the phrase refers to the deity of Christ in any case. Glory in Jewish thought would be related to God, as in the Shekinah glory of the OT (Num. 20:6, Jude 24). For other references to God’s glory, see 2 Peter 1:17, Heb. 1:3, and perhaps Psalm 85:9.

The OT and NT have a lot to say about partiality, “receiving of face.” The Scriptures give three basic truths about partiality:

1. The wicked demonstrate partiality: Jude 16.
2. Prohibition against partiality is based on the character of God: Deut. 10:17, 2 Chron. 19:7, Matt. 22:16, Acts 10:34, Rom. 2:11, Eph. 6:9, Col. 3:25, 1 Peter 1:17.
3. Prohibition against partiality is commanded for us: James 2:1, 3, 9, 3:17; Exodus 23:3, Lev. 19:15, Deut. 1:17, 16:19, Job 13:10; Psalm 82:2-4, Prov. 18:5, 24:23, 28:21, Mal. 2:8-9, 1 Tim. 5:21.
2. Illustration and Application About Partiality, v. 2-4

This illustration brings things right into a church setting. The word synagogue is used for “assembly.” There was not an immediate purging of the old Jewish terminology and early believers called their meeting places synagogues. There was witnessing that went on in the Jewish synagogues (Acts 13:14). The term “church” was also used (James 5:14). 
The illustration is this. Think about two people coming into the church. One is a well dressed man with a gold ring (like Luke 15:22). Actually the ring may be multiple rings on one or more fingers, showing great wealth and status. We might think it gaudy, but try not to think of this person in that sense. They are someone very “respectable.” The other person is a poor man with shabby clothing. The latter was a beggar or a common laborer. 

Then think about the two different responses that these men receive. The first one gets careful attention and respect leading to offering a prominent or comfortable seat. The second is disrespected, leading to offering a place to stand “over there” or on the floor!
There is no other way to address this as other than partiality. The two responses came from the heart of the offenders and were exposed in outward action. Such behavior involves making a judgment based on evil kind of thinking. A judge in the OT was not supposed to show partiality. “He deserves lenient treatment because…” is not much different than “he deserves a better seat because…” 

There is something selfish built into partiality in that it places the center of judgment and determination of good and bad in one’s own mind. Perhaps their evil thoughts had to do with what they or the assembly might get out of the rich person (money?). They were not going to get that from the poor person to be sure.
Application: Do we promote people in the church because of their position in society? NO! Businessmen are not necessarily good deacons or pastors or Sunday school teachers just because they are leaders in their fields. They may have some qualities that well harmonize with church leadership requirements, but we are not looking for that. We are looking for those who meet the qualifications of 1 Tim. 3 and Titus 1 (holy in deportment, able to teach the Scriptures and administrate, cares about others, a mature believer, good reputation with those outside, controlled speech, faithful in responsibilities, one wife, etc.). It should be that business looks in the church for good integrity people who are leaders there, not the other way around. We have a higher standard—why are we looking outside?
3. Explanation of Why Partiality is a Problem, v. 5-13

A. Partiality is a Violation of God’s Way, v. 5-7

James’ readers were looking down on the poor, but God does not do that. In fact, many poor were chosen by God to be saved! See 1 Cor. 1:26-29. This does not mean God chose only poor people, or that being poor has some inherent merit with God. However, compared to the worldly view of the poor as lowest on the totem pole, God is quite the opposite. He exalts the humble (Mat. 23:12, 1 Peter 5:6).

These poor believers are rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom (note that their poverty will be reversed). God has promised the kingdom to such (Matt. 5:3). Perhaps because they are poor and have less recourse to this world’s goods, they more readily recognize their need for salvation.

But James’ readers apparently do not understand this, even though many of them are probably poor themselves! Rather, they dishonored the poor.
Verse 6b starts a new sub-topic about the action of the rich against the poor. The rich do a number of things that make partiality toward them seem very inconsistent. The rich oppress them, drag them into courts, and blaspheme God’s name. That is the name that is associated with their calling into the faith. How could they overlook these glaring problems in their special treatment of someone just because they are rich? Perhaps the rich visitor was not even one of those who blasphemed God—that is good, but to treat him well on the basis of such class distinctions is foolishness. If he is truly a believer, he will not mind whatever seat he gets! And we should treat both rich and poor well.
I do not take this verse in a class warfare kind of way, as if Christianity pits rich against poor or that our faith is a means of deliverance from poverty or oppression or that the poor can “sock it to” the rich in the faith. No way—those views are current in the liberation theology movement but not in Biblical Christianity. Sometimes the poor stay poor, or become even more impoverished as a result of their faith. In fact, to follow this rich-vs.-poor idea would be to fall into the very trap that James is urging us against. It is unrighteous to be partial for or against the rich, for or against the poor.
B. Partiality is a Violation of God’s Law, v. 8-11

In light of God’s law in OT and NT, partiality is sin. It is not just a little mistake—it is a SIN. The royal law refers to the “kingdom” that believers will inherit (2:5) from the king of kings. It is a summary of the second “table” of the 10 commandments (Lev. 19:18, Matt. 22:37-40, Mark 12:28-34, Luke 10:27). So much is it a representation of what is good and right that it is repeated other times in the NT as a summary of God’s desire for us (Rom. 13:9-10, Gal. 5:14).
In verses 10-11, we learn that God’s moral code is a unity and breaking one of the precepts in it makes a person a breaker of the whole law. In other words, breaking one thing makes you guilty, and puts you outside of the boundaries of righteousness, just like the breaking of any other precept in the law.

There is an important theological and interpretive question at this point as to what precisely the law is. How can we be held to the Mosaic Law’s standards if we are not under the Law (Rom. 6:14, Gal. 5:18)? I will defer answering this until a later time.

C. Partiality will Incur God’s Judgment, v. 12-13

In conclusion, James argues that not only is partiality inconsistent with God’s view of the poor, with the ill behavior of the rich, and with God’s law, but partiality will bring God’s judgment. This is something that God dislikes very much.

We will be judged by the “law of liberty” (see 1:25—the gospel, the Word or message of the truth, also mentioned in 1:18, 21). That gospel sets up a standard against which we are measured. Partiality does not measure up. Since we soon will stand before the judgment seat of Christ, it behooves us to behave properly in this area of partiality.

There is a connection between showing partiality and mercy in v. 13. Showing partiality is equated to not having mercy; being impartial toward the poor is a mercy to them. Matt. 5:7 in the Sermon on the Mount teaches us that the merciful will receive mercy. Not that you earn mercy by showing it, but that if you have truly received it, you will in turn show it to others as proof of your living faith. In this way, you will have no fear of judgment because you know your faith is real.
Conclusion
Understanding certain doctrine and then practicing accordingly will help us avoid partiality. The inherent spiritual declension of everyone and the grace God bestows without any partiality whatsoever shows us how to behave ourselves. God’s law concurs. God hates partiality and so should we. We must take care to root out various forms of it in our thoughts and motivations and actions. Racism, for instance, has no place in the Christian’s thinking, whether you are white or black or whatever. Giving special treatment to a prominent person that you would not afford to a poor person has no place in our practice. Treat all the same excellent way.

MAP

Verses on Partiality

These are all the uses of the term and related terms in the NT and OT that I could find:

1. Partiality is Characteristic of the Wicked: Jude 16

1. Jude 16 These are grumblers, complainers, walking according to their own lusts; and they mouth great swelling words, flattering people to gain advantage.

2. Prohibition against partiality is based on the character of God: Deut. 10:17, 2 Chron. 19:7, Matt. 22:16, Acts 10:34, Rom. 2:11, Eph. 6:9, Col. 3:25, 1 Peter 1:17.

1. Deut 10:17 "For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality nor takes a bribe.

2. 2 Chronicles 19:7 "Now therefore, let the fear of the LORD be upon you; take care and do it, for there is no iniquity with the LORD our God, no partiality, nor taking of bribes."

3. Matt 22:16 And they sent to Him their disciples with the Herodians, saying, "Teacher, we know that You are true, and teach the way of God in truth; nor do You care about anyone, for You do not regard the person of men.

4. Acts 10:34 Then Peter opened his mouth and said: "In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality.

5. Romans 2:11 For there is no partiality with God.

6. Ephesians 6:9 And you, masters, do the same things to them, giving up threatening, knowing that your own Master also is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.

7. Colossians 3:25 But he who does wrong will be repaid for what he has done, and there is no partiality.

8. 1 Peter 1:17 And if you call on the Father, who without partiality judges according to each one's work, conduct yourselves throughout the time of your stay here in fear;

3. Prohibition against partiality: James 2:1, 3, 9, 3:17; Exodus 23:3, Lev. 19:15, Deut. 1:17, 16:19, Job 13:10; Psalm 82:2-4, Prov. 18:5, 24:23, 28:21, Mal. 2:8-9, 1 Tim. 5:21

1. Exodus 23:3 "You shall not show partiality to a poor man in his dispute.

2. Leviticus 19:15 'You shall do no injustice in judgment. You shall not be partial to the poor, nor honor the person of the mighty. In righteousness you shall judge your neighbor.

3. Deuteronomy 1:17 'You shall not show partiality in judgment; you shall hear the small as well as the great; you shall not be afraid in any man's presence, for the judgment is God's. The case that is too hard for you, bring to me, and I will hear it.'

4. Deuteronomy 16:19 "You shall not pervert justice; you shall not show partiality, nor take a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists the words of the righteous.

5. Job 13:10 He will surely rebuke you If you secretly show partiality.

6. Job 37:24 Therefore men fear Him; He shows no partiality to any who are wise of heart." (although be careful about Elihu’s “wisdom.”)

7. Psalm 82:2-4 How long will you judge unjustly, And show partiality to the wicked? Selah Defend the poor and fatherless; Do justice to the afflicted and needy. Deliver the poor and needy; Free them from the hand of the wicked.

8. Proverbs 18:5 It is not good to show partiality to the wicked, Or to overthrow the righteous in judgment.

9. Proverbs 24:23 These things also belong to the wise: It is not good to show partiality in judgment.

10. Proverbs 28:21 To show partiality is not good, Because for a piece of bread a man will transgress.

11. 1 Tim. 5:21 I charge you before God and the Lord Jesus Christ and the elect angels that you observe these things without prejudice, doing nothing with partiality. [The Greek words are prokri,matoj only use in NT, meaning prejudgment or discrimination; pro,sklisin is also used only here in the NT, meaning partiality.]

12. Mal 2:8-9 But you have departed from the way; You have caused many to stumble at the law. You have corrupted the covenant of Levi," Says the LORD of hosts. Therefore I also have made you contemptible and base Before all the people, Because you have not kept My ways But have shown partiality in the law.

Other texts: Deut. 28:50 regarding the nation that God uses to punish Israel; they will not regard young or old; Job 22:8 the “mighty/powerful man” is translated from Hebrew to Greek with the phrase “accepted by his face”; Job 32:22 “flattery” is translated from that idea; Isa 9:14 “prominent men” or “honorable men” is translated from this phrase. Job. 32:21-22 Elihu saying he would not be partial to Job

Not sure where Job 34:19 fits.

(BW TSK entry for James 2:1 has Rom. 1:11, should be 2:11).

Share Deut. 10:12-13 with Naomi re: ladies song from last week

Respect because of outer appearance; it could be that they look beautiful or handsome, or outer appearance that indicates that someone is poor or rich, so financial status. It could be station in life, such as professor or professional athlete…prominence or power of some sort or another. It could be age (old or young). Externals vs. internals? It could be personal habits or tics or personality. What about a wheelchair bound person? What about someone who has trouble speaking or is otherwise handicapped? What about someone who is not as mentally “with it” as we are (or think we are)? How do we look at them? The initial look and the after-awhile-situation.

Respect could be in a personal evaluation; or in a court setting; or whatever; bribes; 

How do you maintain respect for elders and not show respect of persons toward them? Certainly respect for the elders, gray head, but not in this negative sense.


