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James chapter 2 – be consistent in everything
We must not have favourites.  I am sure that every family member knows that this is a known fact.  And we likewise say that we are church family.  So no favourites.
This is not in relation to the people we get on with better than others, James continues to reveal that it is with regard to the outward appearance of people.  If we had someone visit us in a suit and nicely polished shoes, we would likely consider them to be respectably dressed.  Of course, they are very welcome to come and sit in any seat here.  Perhaps when we reach the day when the only seat left is this lovely tapestry one – not a problem.
But what if someone comes, someone not wearing a suit, but actually rather dishevelled, perhaps their clothes and shoes are threadbare and dirty.  Where might we direct them to sit?  Would we welcome them onto this tapestry chair – perhaps, if we just get a cushion first.
Within our minds there may be many reasons why we may treat people differently, and some may be practicality.  But judging people according to how they look, giving preferential treatment, that is not God’s way.  Jesus is making a way for every person to come to Him, all are equal to receive His love and respond.
Or do we, subconsciously even, think that the well-dressed person is able to offer us more.  More commitment, more financial giving, more respectability, more attractive for other worshipers.  In the first century, in many places, people’s status depended upon those whom they socialised with.  If they were seen with grubby people, then they were no longer invited to the higher society.
When James declares that it is the poor that God has chosen, I think we need to be careful.  There are instances in the Bible when financially wealthy people have been accepted and honoured by God, but they have used their wealth for justice and reparation.  They have not put their trust in their possessions, they have not relied upon their status, but remained faithful to God’s desired way of living, even with money.
So the message is not to turn everything on its head – but that respect is given to every person.  We do not look and judge which people can benefit us the most – but who could receive the salvation of Christ – which is open to everyone.


James emphasises this with facts of what is happening to the Christians.  He states that it is the rich that are oppressing the followers of Jesus.  This can be expanded by looking at some passages in Acts:  Acts 13:50 But the Jewish leaders incited the God-fearing women of high standing and the leading men of the city. They stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and expelled them from their region; Acts 16:19 When her owners realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities; Acts 19:23-26 About that time there arose a great disturbance about the Way. 24 A silversmith named Demetrius, who made silver shrines of Artemis, brought in a lot of business for the craftsmen there. 25 He called them together, along with the workers in related trades, and said: “You know, my friends, that we receive a good income from this business. 26 And you see and hear how this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia. He says that gods made by human hands are no gods at all.
It reflects that the people who place their security in wealth have the most to lose.  Their livelihood is threatened, their status and way of life.  I believe that James is referring to those who place their reliance on their wealth, as opposed to trusting in the Lord and placing more importance on their Spiritual well-being.
All Christians knew oppression and judgement by others, so why would it be alright for them to inflict that upon others?
James stresses the importance in adhering to the whole law.  There may be some who believe that they have not murdered someone, so that is OK, but if I choose to ignore the beggar on the street because they are unworthy of receiving even a basic greeting – then the divine law has been broken.  We cannot pick and choose.
“Love your neighbour as yourself”.  This is the law that combines the essence and spirit of every law that God spoke.  There is no sliding scale of law breaking in God’s eyes – every command is as important as any other in attaining the community of love, care and respect for everyone, the community that God desires.
We are then reminded to show mercy with a sombre thought.  We are going to be judged in accordance with how we instigate the law.  If we believe that the law gives freedom to act respectfully to all people, including ourselves, we will accept people more willingly and show mercy when required, rather than judging people as being unworthy of any restoration.
Do we each have our own measuring scale?  Where are you on the scale of worthiness?  Where is St Francis?  Where is the school bully?  And where exactly is God on the worthiness scale?
How do I measure up when compared to the ultimate Judge?  When I am confronted by Jesus Himself, how unworthy am I?  Yet His mercy will accept me into His presence if I truly believe and have shown the same willingness to forgive to the school bully.
Mercy will triumph over judgement.  A phrase that slips off the tongue, but there is a lot of hard work behind it.
James then turns to faith and deeds.  Always tricky to get the balance right I think.  But let us remain in the context that James is writing.  For those who were following Jesus at the time of writing, where the problem appears grounded in the rich/poor split, perhaps this could be seen more clearly.
Those who were circulating in high society, saying that they followed Jesus but avoiding helping the poor – the widows and the orphans that James referred to in chapter 1, then they were not acting in accordance with what their faith demanded.
I am a great believer that faith can be nurtured and should be reflected in our being.  But if I have a faith that tells me to be merciful and to act justly and respect others, then surely if I have enough money in my bank account I should provide help for those who are unable to clothe themselves or have food.
I also recognise that it is difficult to always do this in today’s society.  With alcohol and drugs being a prevalent problem contributing to poverty, we are advised not to give directly to beggars, not even by buying food or drink.  But we are able to contribute to food and clothe banks.  And even more so if it is a known neighbour who falls on hard times.
Our salvation is not earned by what we contribute, but a true faith should be moved to show mercy to others in whatever way we are able to.
James cites the righteousness of Abraham and Rahab.  Again, we need to be careful about reading Scripture.  Abraham and Rahab followed and obeyed what God had clearly requested of them.  Deeds for the sake of doing something good, to keep up appearances, or as some insurance of being in Jesus’ good books, is not the fruit of faith.  Seeking and following the prompting of the Holy Spirit is required – faith and deeds go hand in hand.
James tells us to speak and act in accordance with mercy and grace.  So may our words, thoughts and actions reflect a close relationship with God, through His Son Jesus, and empowered by the Holy Spirit to follow Him, in complete trust and obedience.
