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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Being Quick to Hear, Part 2
A Study of James 2:1-13
Characteristic of Completeness:  Biblical Community
Big Idea:  Get past face value.
Related Scriptures:  Leviticus 19:15; Romans 2:11; 1 Samuel 16:7; Acts 10:34;

Deuteronomy 10:17-18; Acts 15:8-9; 1 Corinthians 4:6-7; Luke 8:14;


Mark 10:23; James 5:1-6; John 8:41, 48-49; Matthew 22:36-40;


Leviticus 19:18; Luke 10:30-37; 2 Corinthians 5:10

Introduction:

A.
We have been studying our way through the letter of James in the Bible.  We have learned that James teaches us how to deal with tough times.  James helps us handle trials, tests, temptations, and hardships.

After an important introduction in the first 18 verses of his letter, James provides us with a handy three-point outline for the rest of his letter.  The three-point outline comes in  James 1:19.  In dealing with tough times, James says,
NAU James 1:19 . . . everyone must be [first] quick to hear, [second] slow to speak and [third] slow to anger;

For most of the rest of the letter, James expands on what he means by these three things, in order.  Our study this morning finds us in the midst of James’ expansion on what it means to be quick to hear.

Recently,  we have learned that being quick to hear means more than just listening to God’s Word; it also means doing it.  And the doing of God’s Word does not involve superficial religious rituals; it involves the hard work of truly helping people in need and, according to James 1:27, keeping ourselves “unstained by the world.”
B.
Our text today is  James 2:1-13.  It teaches us about one specific way that we can keep ourselves unstained by the world.  We can keep ourselves unstained by avoiding  favoritism.  James issues the central command and summary statement of our text in  James 2:1.  He says,
NAU James 2:1 My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of personal favoritism.

What exactly is personal favoritism?  The original Greek word behind the English translation is pros-o-poe-lem-PSEE-a.  It’s a compound of two Greek words, and literally means “receiving the face” (Moo, The Letter of James, 102; Vine, Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, 861).  It is believed that the Jewish New Testament writers coined the term as a literal Greek translation of a well-known Hebrew expression found in the Old Testament that also means receiving the face (Moo, 102).  It’s a figure of speech tied to the ancient custom of bowing before another person as a form of humble greeting.  If, in response, the other person lifted or received the face of the bowed person, it was a sign of honor or respect (Lohse, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, VI, 779).
Our word, however, has a negative connotation.  Favoritism means to show honor and respect to some but not others based on outward appearances.  It’s making judgments about people based on face value.  You could say it’s receiving the face but ignoring the heart of people.  It’s making shallow evaluations of people based on external distinctions.  That’s favoritism.  We could also call it prejudice or partiality or discrimination or bigotry.
C.
My wife, Cathy enjoys collecting certain memorabilia.  This last Christmas, she got an old vintage game called  Mystery Date.  My father-in-law found in on eBay.  Some of you may remember it.  It came out in the 60s.  As part of the game, you get to go on an imaginary date with a guy who comes knocking at your door.  You don’t know who is at the door; it could be any one of a number of guys.  That’s why it’s called Mystery Date.  You could open the door and be thrilled to find  the Dreamboat.  Or you could open the door and be devastated to find  the Dud.  The Dreamboat and the Dud are distinguished solely on the basis of face value or appearance.  This is how we learn favoritism.  Our culture teaches it to us!  That’s how we learn to “receive the face.”

We  giggle at Mystery Date, but we still play a similar game of favoritism in our culture.  It’s a more subtle and sophisticated version of prejudice.  Maybe we could call it, Mystery Face, because it operates on the basis of face value.  And there are many faces at the door.  In addition to the Dreamboat and the Dud, we’ve got the white one and the black one.  We’ve got the Republican and the Democrat.  We’ve got the male and the female.  We’ve got the slender one and the fat one.  We’ve got the rich one and the poor one.  We’ve got the attractive and the ugly.  We’ve got the straight one and the gay one.  We’ve got the educated and the uneducated.  We’ve got the youthful and the aged.  We’ve got the fashionable and the dowdy.  We’ve got the white collar and the blue collar.  We’ve got the powerful and the pipsqueak.  We’ve got the smart one and the dumb one.  We’ve got the athlete and the nerd.  We’ve got the popular one and the misfit.  We’ve got the one who likes to sing hymns reverently and the one who likes to sing praises exuberantly.  We’ve got the super spiritual one and the one with sin issues.
We live in a world soaked in favoritism.  James is telling us not to be stained by it.
D.
The first car Cathy and I owned as newlyweds was a Toyota station wagon we bought for fifty bucks—or maybe it was twenty-five; I’m not sure.  The paint was lime green and badly oxidized.  It had been run into the back of a truck, so the front was smashed up and the hood was held down with a chain wrapped around the front bumper.  It had been used to haul food for a restaurant, so when we got it, there was some old food down in the cracks and crevices of the way back, and there were actually maggots down in there with the food.  The ignition—the place where the key goes in to start the thing—it was broken.  So we rigged up a push button under the dash to start it.  At 44 miles per hour the car would begin to shake badly, so you had to go a little faster or a little slower.  We drove that car for a couple of years.  It reliably got us where we need to go.
Now how would you feel if you were me, driving that Toyota and taking it to Danny’s Carwash just down the street on 3rd Avenue and Bell on a busy weekend?  I’d be waiting there for the car to be finished, along with about fifty other people.  The vehicle in front of mine is a brand new SUV.  The carwash guy finishes up the SUV and raises his rag to signal that it’s done.  He yells, “White Escalade!”  The owner proudly steps forward and struts around his ride pointing out spots that haven’t been done properly.
My Toyota is next.  The carwash guy finishes it and raises the rag, yelling, “Lime green, smashed up Toyota with maggots!”  How do I feel?  Do I want to proudly step forward and strut around my ride pointing out spots missed?  No way.  I just want to slink out of there as quickly as possible.  Why?  Because I know people operate on favoritism.  I know people are judging me at face value.  Only a loser would drive a car like that.  The guy with the Escalade is the Dreamboat; I’m the Dud.  And part of the reason I am so acutely aware of this is because I get involved in favoritism myself.  Favoritism is all around us.  James condemns it.
D.
James is not breaking new ground in condemning favoritism.  Back in the Old Testament, we find this command in  Leviticus 19:15:
NAU Leviticus 19:15 You shall do no injustice in judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor nor defer to the great, but you are to judge your neighbor fairly.

The clause, “you shall not be partial to the poor” could literally be translated, “you shall not receive the face of the poor.”  That is to say you should not judge them at face value; you should not discriminate against someone because he happens to be poor.  Nor should you “defer to the great” or give preferential treatment to someone more rich and powerful.
E.
Favoritism  is something that happens in community; it’s a way people treat other people.  So, our key characteristic of completeness in Christ today is  Biblical Community.  We’re talking about how we relate to one another.  Genuine biblical community is to be free of favoritism.

Also, I might as well tell you right now what the big idea of my message is this morning.  Here it is:   Get past face value.  Look beyond the face and into the hearts of people.  Don’t judge people on face value.  Fight the favoritism.  Put out the prejudice.  Ditch the discrimination.
As we go through our text, I want to show you that James gives us some very good reasons to get past face value when dealing with people.

I.
First, James says we need to get past favoritism because it is simply  unchristian.  Favoritism is incompatible with Christ.  Favoritism is not what God is all about.  In  Verse 1, James says,
NAU James 2:1 My brethren, do not hold your faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of personal favoritism.

James is saying, you who claim to be Christians, don’t play favorites because favoritism is fundamentally incompatible with who you are.  Why?  Because through faith in Jesus, you’ve been adopted into God’s forever family, you are His child, and God the Father is not into favoritism.  He hates it.  It is ungodly.  It is unChristlike.  It has no place in God’s family.  Romans  2:11 says,
NAU Romans 2:11 . . . there is no partiality with God.

In the Old Testament, when God commissioned Samuel to find a king for Israel, God says in  1 Samuel 16:7,

NAU 1 Samuel 16:7 . . . “Do not look at his appearance or at the height of his stature . . . for God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.”
In the New Testament,  the first Christians were Jewish, and one of their first problems was favoritism.  They got to thinking that maybe Gentiles weren’t good enough to be Christians and that God somehow loved Gentiles less than Jews.  After all Jesus is a Jew.  But God told Peter to go to a Gentile—a Gentile named Cornelius to share the good news of Jesus.  Afterward, Peter says in  Acts 10:34-35,
NAU Acts 10:34 . . . “I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality, 35 but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcome to Him.”
Why is God “not one to show partiality” or favoritism?  Because He is absolutely fair and He Himself created every human being.  Every person God made by hand.  Every person is precious in His sight.  Every person bears His image, regardless of face value.  Every human life is sacred and equally valuable in His sight, including Terry Schiavo.
Favoritism is unchristian.   We need to get past face value.
II.
Favoritism is also  discriminatory.  It is prejudiced and bigoted.  James gives us a very clear illustration of this.
A.
He sets up a hypothetical situation in  Verse 2, saying,
NAU James 2:2 For if a man comes into your assembly with a gold ring and dressed in fine clothes, and there also comes in a poor man in dirty clothes,

The hypothetical assembly probably describes believers gathered together for worship.  The modern situation would be our worship gatherings on Sunday morning, or our Life Groups gathered in homes later in the week.
In walk two guests.  They’re not together.  The one is dressed to the nines; the other looks homeless.  The one has some bling; the other has some string . . . to keep his pants up.  The one is surrounded by the smell of cologne; the other is surrounded by an invisible cloud of acrid body odor.
B.
James then poses a hypothetical response in  Verse 3, saying,
NAU James 2:3 and you pay special attention to the one who is wearing the fine clothes, and say, “You sit here in a good place,” and you say to the poor man, “You stand over there, or sit down by my footstool,”

The Greek word behind the translation, “pay special attention to” is e-pi-BLEP-o.  It means to pay more respect to, or to show greater honor toward the rich-looking guy.  You welcome him warmly and give him the best seat in the house.

The other guy who doesn’t look so good—you make him stand, or have him sit in a subservient position at your feet.  Maybe you ask him to polish your shoes while he’s down there.
I suspect James is exaggerating to make his point:  We often treat people differently based on face value.  In fact, I suspect that virtually every person in this room—I’m included—has an unpublished, unspoken list of certain kinds of people we gravitate toward and certain kinds of people we could do without.  It’s the desireables and the undesireables.  The Dreamboats and the Duds.  And it can affect how we treat them.
Are there certain kinds of people that you would find very difficult to greet warmly?  Are there certain kinds of people that you would be reluctant to invite to your Life Group, or your home?  Two guests walk into our assembly on Sunday morning.

One is a white, slender, rich, attractive, straight, educated, youthful, fashionable, white collar, powerful, athletic, intelligent, popular, super-spiritual person.
The other is a black, overweight, poor, ugly, gay, uneducated, aged, dowdy, blue collar, weak, nerdy, unintelligent, unpopular person with obvious sin issues.
Would we treat them differently?  Would we give greater respect to one than the other?  Would we be more likely to invite one to dinner over the other?  Would we consider one a better candidate for our Life Group than another?

C.
If we were, in fact, to display favoritism, James says to us in  Verse 4,
NAU James 2:4 have you not made distinctions among yourselves . . . ?

The Greek term used for making distinctions—dee-a-KRIN-o—is used here to clearly convey a judgment of superiority.  Favoritism judges another person to be superior or inferior on face value.  In our example, the rich-looking guy is judged to be superior to the poor-looking guy, who is deemed inferior.  And they are treated accordingly.  That’s discriminatory.
But God is not discriminatory.  I mentioned earlier that there was a problem with favoritism in the early church between believing Jews and believing Gentiles.  To be honest, some of the Jews didn’t really like the Gentiles, and the feeling was probably mutual.  Some Jewish believers were saying, in effect, “We need to make these Gentile Christians more like us because we’re better.  The Gentiles need to be circumcised like us.  They need to sing the old Hebrew hymns just like us.  They need to understand that we Jews have had the scriptures from the beginning.  We were raised according to God’s laws.  God chose us first, not them.  The Gentiles are just pagans who got lucky.  They need to become like us.  And they need to stop eating those ham sandwiches.”
An assembly of Jewish leaders in the church was convened to discuss just how Jewish the Gentiles ought to be.  The Apostle Peter, himself a Jew, addresses his fellow Jews in  Acts 15, beginning in Verse 8.  He says,

NAU Acts 15:8 “And God, who knows the heart, testified to them [the Gentiles] giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He also did to us [the Jews]; 9 and He made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith.”

God makes no distinction.  He does not discriminate.  Everybody matters to Him.  No one is superior or inferior in His eyes.  And they shouldn’t be in ours.  We need to get past face value.
III.
James also says that favoritism is  two-faced.  It’s deceitful and hypocritical.  Following through with the example of favoritism, James says in  Verse 4,
NAU James 2:4 have you not . . . become judges with evil motives?

What are the evil motives behind favoritism?  We’re not told, but it’s not too hard to imagine.  Generally, we play favorites because we want something.  We’ve got hidden agendas.  Maybe we favor rich folks because we want some of their money.  Maybe we favor the popular folks because we want to be popular.  Maybe we favor folks like us because it’s just easier to relate to them.  Favoritism approaches relationships like a tick; it’s looking to get something.  And favoritism often comes to the fore in the midst of trials, when we’re feeling needy.

In the midst of our trials, God tests us.  He invites us to look to Him to get our needs met, to see other people the way He does, to forsake favoritism, and treat people with even-handed compassion.  At the same time, Satan tempts us.  He invites us to forsake God, to get our own needs met by operating on face value, to use people, to ignore their hearts and ours.  Favoritism is two-faced.  We need to get past face value.
IV.
James also says favoritism is  distorted.  It twists God’s perspective of well-being.  It’s backwards thinking.  Our American culture generally believes that there is a strongly positive correlation between material wealth and a person’s well-being.  The thinking is, the richer you are the better off you are.  The American pursuit of happiness and well-being generally involves the pursuit of more money, more stuff.  More is better.  And the people with more are thought of as better, or at least better off.
James tells us this is distorted thinking.  God operates in an entirely different economy in which the currency is faith, not money.  In  Verse 5, he says that many poor people are well-off spiritually.  He says,
NAU James 2:5 Listen, my beloved brethren: did not God choose the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who love Him?
This is not to suggest that we ought to promote poverty.  Nor is he saying that only poor folks get to heaven.  He’s just saying that the world’s perspective is distorted; many poor folks are better off that rich folks.  He bolsters the point in  Verse 6 by showing how bad off rich people can be.  He says,
NAU James 2:6 . . . Is it not the rich who oppress you and personally drag you into court? 7 Do they not blaspheme the fair name by which you have been called?

Back then, Roman laws explicitly favored the rich.  The rich could freely bring lawsuits against the poor, but the poor were restricted in bringing lawsuits against the rich.  Unbelieving Jews apparently oppressed poor believers by dragging them into court (Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary:  New Testament, 694).  Clearly, the unbelieving rich are not better off than the believing poor.
In fact, riches can make it harder to be well-off spiritually.  In  Mark 10:23, Jesus says the possession of riches can make it difficult to enter the kingdom of heaven because people who are rich tend to think they are self-sufficient and see no need of a savior.  In  Luke 8:14, Jesus says preoccupation with riches can choke the fruitfulness of believers.  Later in  James 5:1-6, James says that those who are trusting in riches will be ruined.
Favoritism is distorted.  We need to get past face value.
V.
Favoritism is also  dishonoring.  It devalues and degrades people.  James says in  Verse 6,
NAU James 2:6 But you have dishonored the poor man. . . .
To dishonor is to “deprive someone of honor or respect” (BDAG).  To dishonor someone is to treat them beneath their true stature before God.  Scripture provides us with a good example of how some religious people called Pharisees dishonored Jesus Himself.  Religious people are very good at dishonoring others.  Let’s listen in on the exchange between the Pharisees and Jesus in  John 8, beginning in Verse 41.
NAU John 8:41 . . . They [the Pharisees] said to Him [Jesus], “We were not born of fornication; we have one Father: God.”
Apparently, the Pharisees know that Mary became pregnant with Jesus before she got married to Joseph.  They conclude, therefore, that Jesus was born of fornication.  They are self-righteously looking down their noses at Jesus, saying, “at least we’re not shameful bastards like you.”

Then, down in  John 8:48, the Pharisees say to Jesus,
NAU John 8:48 . . . “Do we not say rightly that You are a Samaritan and have a demon?”
To call Jesus a Samaritan is to level a kind of racial slur at Him.  Samaritans were considered by many Jews to be heretical half-breeds.  And to say Jesus has a demon is to degrade His person and His teaching.  The Pharisees think they’re better than Jesus.  They think they’re more righteous, more moral, more loved by God.
Jesus responds in  Verse 49, saying simply,

NAU John 8:49 “. . . you dishonor Me.”
Ironically, many unbelievers in our culture are saying of Christians, “Your dishonor me.”  Many nonChristians have concluded that we think we’re better than they are—that we’re self-righteous and moralistic, like the Pharisees.  Maybe they think that way to rationalize their own unbelief.  Or maybe they think that way because sometimes we do come off like that.
Say a homosexual couple comes to visit us on Sunday morning.  They’ve got tattoos all over.  They’ve got piercing all over.  They put out their cigarettes and give each other a kiss before coming into the auditorium, hand in hand.  What are you going to do?  Are you going to treat them respectfully?  Or are you going to dishonor them?  I’m not suggesting that we ought to condone sin; I’m simply saying what James is saying:  We should respect and honor people.
Favoritism is dishonoring.  We need to get past face value.

VI.
Favoritism is also  unloving.  In fact, favoritism is the opposite of love.  It is indeed hateful.  James says in  Verse 8,
NAU James 2:8 If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scripture, “YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF,” you are doing well.

The “if, however” sets up a contrast.  Loving one another is the contrasting opposite of favoritism.  Love has regard for people; favoritism disregards them.  Favoritism is a failure to love.  And that’s a big deal because James is quoting a famous command: You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  The command appears way back in  Leviticus 19:18 as part of the Mosaic Law.  And it is reiterated by Jesus in  Matthew 22:36-40 as the law of love.
James continues in  Verse 9:

NAU James 2:9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors.

Why is James talking so much about the law?  Because his audience is primary believing Jews, and they have a very high regard for God’s law.  His readers do not want to break God’s law.  James is telling them that if they show favoritism, they’re breaking the law.  James goes on to say in  Verses 10 and 11 that breaking just one of the laws makes you a lawbreaker.  He says,
NAU James 2:10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all. 11 For He who said, “DO NOT COMMIT ADULTERY,” also said, “DO NOT COMMIT MURDER.” Now if you do not commit adultery, but do commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the law.
Here’s the logic.  It is unlawful to be unloving.  Favoritism is unloving.  Therefore favoritism is unlawful.  So stop it.  We need to get past face value.
VII.
Finally, favoritism is  merciless.  It is without compassion.  It is heartless.  And such favoritism will be judged by God.  James says in  Verses 12 and 13,
NAU James 2:12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty. 13 For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.

To show mercy is to show compassion, to show sympathy, to show lovingkindness (Friberg, BDAG), to look past face value to the heart.  Favoritism is a failure to show mercy.  Favoritism looks only at the face, not the heart.  Favoritism is merciless.

And according to James, if we show no mercy, we will be shown no mercy in God’s judgment.  We will be judged by “the law of liberty,” which I take to mean the law of love, and we will be found wanting.  Does this mean we’re going to go to hell?  No.  If we have believed in Jesus Christ for eternal life, we have that life eternally.  We cannot lose it.  But all believers will one day appear before the Judgment Seat of Christ.  The Apostle Paul explains it in  2 Corinthians 5:10:
NAU 2 Corinthians 5:10 For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.

At this Judgment Seat of Christ, believers will experience the gain or loss of reward.  Let me use an illustration that is not perfect, but it’s useful.  If heaven is a concert, then everyone who believes in Jesus for eternal life gets into the concert.  The ticket is awarded upon belief in Jesus and it’s irrevocable and you can’t lose it.  And the concert is going to be great for everyone inside.  Just to get in is wonderful.
But not everyone is awarded the same seats.  Entrance is granted by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  But seat assignments are awarded according to the law of liberty or the law of love.  To those believers who have shown favoritism, to those believers who have effectively said to the “undesireables,” “You sit in the back,”  Jesus will likewise say, “Welcome, you sit in the back.”  In contrast, to those believers who have shown love and mercy to their neighbor as Jesus did, to those who were able to get past face value, Jesus will say, “Welcome, my good and faithful servant, let me show you to the best seats in My house.”
We need to get past face value.

Jesus Christ died for citizens of every nation, members of every class, skins of every color, adherents to every creed, and sinners of every stripe, without distinction, without prejudice, without favoritism.
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