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January 20, 2003
James 2: 1-26

Lesson 3

Summary Sentence: A Mature Christian relates to others with fairness, mercy, and acts of love

Central Idea: Others see Christ in our Actions

Introduction  One of the greatest things Christians can do to convince the world that our Savior lives, and has the power to Save and transform lives, is to love one another. In John 13:35, Jesus said “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another." (NIV) To love someone, in the Biblical sense, is to want the best for them, to favor their needs over our own, even (if needed) to lay down our lives for them. To witness in that fashion is very difficult – in fact; without the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit – it is impossible! Thus, when those who do not know God, see the way Christians love others, they immediately recognize a supernatural dimension to what is going on, and they may be drawn to know more about the Savior.  Do you think your life doesn’t have impact? That no one cares what you do? Don’t kid yourself! ( Francis Example) Just a tiny commonplace event, you say? Yes, it is. But life is rarely dramatic. Most of our lives are spent giving small testimonies. The little stuff counts! And in our Lesson tonight, James discusses at least three ways in which our interactions with others can influence others for – or against -  Christ. 

2:1-7  

Don’t show Favoritism

2:8-13 
Choose mercy over Judgment

2:14-26 
Demonstrate your Faith

Don’t Show Favoritism (James 2:1-7) 

As we read the passage, it seem clear that the believers in James’ church had begun to fall into the same error that we experience today - favoritism based on financial status, language, skin color, gender, clothing styles, etc. People then, as people now, had a whole host of ways to separate themselves into cliques, and to make judgments about the  worth and value of others. 

Mahatma Gandhi was the leader of the Indian Nationalist movement, and is considered to be the father of his country. He is internationally esteemed for his doctrine of non-violence to achieve political and social progress. He has said, in his autobiography, that he was deeply interested in the Bible. He was so touched by reading the Gospels, that he actually considered becoming a convert. Christianity seemed to offer the real solution to the caste system that was dividing the people of India. One Sunday, he went to a nearby church to attend services. He decided to see the pastor, and ask for instruction in the way of salvation, and enlightenment about other doctrines. But when he entered the sanctuary, the ushers refused to give him a seat, and suggested he go and worship with his own people. He left and never came back, deciding that if Christians had caste differences, too, he might as well remain a Hindu. 

Do you play favorites? My question is not about making choices. We all have to make informed, intelligent choices about where we go, what we do, even about who we associate with. The issue is, rather, a heart issue – what is the basis for your choices? Do you make your choices in life based on God’s criteria for fellowship, or on the world’s standards of fellowship? This coming week, while the teaching of James is fresh in our minds and hearts, might be a great time to ask God to guide us in taking a serious look at favoritism in our lives. Remember, others see Christ in our actions.

Choose mercy over Judgment   (James 2:8-13) 


I want to highlight verses 12-13 here. Lets look at them again:

“Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment!” (NIV) James is reminding us that the Law of Moses was given, not to condemn, but to point us to the need for a savior. No one ever fulfilled the law – with the exception of Jesus Christ, who fulfilled it perfectly.  And it is through Him that God expressed his grace. 

When we find ourselves condemning others because they don’t measure up to our standards, we need to change our attitudes, and be kind and merciful to them – just as God has been to us. 

I am reminded of the parable Jesus told in Matthew (18:23-35). If you remember, in this story a servant owed his master, the king, a huge debt . It was 10,000 talents, which in today’s terms is slightly more than 7 Billion dollars. It was more than one could hope to earn in 10 lifetimes. But the King felt compassion, released the servant from prison, and forgave him his entire debt. (Can you imagine being so rich that you can afford to just forget 7 billion dollars? God is that rich!)  But  when the servant was released, he sought out another servant – one who owed him 100 denarii. (That’s about $300 in todays exchange) , and because he couldn’t pay it, had him thrown in prison. When the King heard, his wrath was great, and the unmerciful servant was then punished without mercy. 

We consider this story, and we think the unmerciful servant to be unbelievably hard-hearted, not to mention foolish! But when we recognize that the King of the universe has forgiven us a lifetime of transgressions and sins, how is it that we can harbor unforgiving or judgmental attitudes toward our fellow servants for the small offenses they may have committed? Whom do you and I need to forgive? Will we choose to do so? When the King of the Universe hears about us, what will he hear? Remember, others see Christ in our actions. 

Demonstrate your Faith   (James 2:14-26)

Now this passage deserves some close attention, because it is one of the more difficult and even controversial passages in the Bible. Martin Luther wanted the entire Book of James deleted from the Bible because of this passage, because it seems to contradict the New Testament doctrine that we are saved by Grace alone, through Faith alone, and that salvation cannot be obtained by good works. Yet a careful reading of the passage shows us that James is saying only that the two are inseparably joined.  The order is important, but you do not, in fact, find one without the other.  God’s grace first leads us to confession, repentance, and belief. Then comes that commitment of heart and will called faith – the decision not only to believe, but to trust Jesus for forgiveness, and to follow Him, accepting that He is Lord of All Life and of my life.  Once that is done, the indwelling presence of the holy Spirit means that it is inevitable that we will begin demonstrating our faith.  That demonstration James calls “works” or “good works”.  As John Calvin once said “ It is faith alone that justifies, but faith that justifies can never be alone. 

Look at this Branch and the attached piece of fruit. The Branch isn’t alive because it produces fruit – it produces fruit because it is alive, and healthy and part of an Orange tree.  The branch derives its life from the tree, which nourishes and strengthens it. If it is a true and living branch, it produces fruit. It cannot help it. That is its true nature.  (Jesus made the same analogy over in John 15:5)  James is saying that if we belong to Jesus, it has to show. It is inescapable. It’s who we are. And if it never shows, then maybe we aren’t who we say we are.

This week, coming up, will you and I choose to put our faith in Jesus into action by showing His love to those around us in need? Will others see Christ in your actions? 

Conclusion Is it hard to be honest and fair in your judgments? Is it difficult not to have favorites? Do you want to be merciful, but find that anger and hurt keep getting in your way? Do you want to show your faith in acts of love and service, but it just isn’t happening? The solution is NOT to work harder! Instead, humble yourself before God and ask Him to increase both our faith and its fruit. Both our Faith, and our works, are a gift from Him.  (Ephesians 2:8-10) Let us not measure ourselves by others, but simply be sure we live in love, treating all people as equals before God, showing mercy and kindness in whatever ways the Lord Jesus Christ directs. 

Mother Teresa was the founder of an order of Nuns called the “sisters of Charity” which ministers only to the poorest of the poor.  She once said that “Its not how much we give, its how much love that goes with it.” When she described how she first began to put her faith into action, she stressed the importance of small beginnings. She said “if I hadn’t lifted up that first man, I wouldn’t have helped the 42,000 others that came after him.”

Closing: God desires our growth in Him.  Are we experiencing growing pains? We need to be patient with ourselves, remembering that true growth is gradual. But we need to remember, too, that true growth always bears good fruit. 

Prayer: Lord help us to become mature in our relationships to the point that others will see you in our actions and giv You the Glory. In Jesus name, Amen

