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SERMON – 30 OCTOBER 
 

WHEN THE CHURCH IS EVIL 
 
When the church shows favouritism… 
 
Think of a regular morning at church. The band is playing in the background. People are 
making their way into the building before church starts. Now you’re not the person on 
the welcome desk today. But as you chat to a church member, you’re on the lookout for 
newcomers. Then you hear sniggering. You slowly turn your head and see a guy with 
tatty clothes, shaved head and a nose ring has come into the building. Now you look 
around to see if any of the wardens are going to ask this guy to leave. Then you think, 
‘no wait, Christians should be welcoming’. But you breathe a sigh of relief when Pat 
arrives. You think, ‘he’s a minster, that guy will be welcomed now’. Then you slowly 
shuffle away. 
 
Can you see how easy it is to be selective in putting God’s word into practice? We 
logically understand the truth of God’s word. That we’re meant to love people. Last 
week’s passage concluded with this: 
 
“Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans 
and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” 
 
But sometimes we need a strong reminder about being consistent in living God’s word 
out. James lays out this kind of reminder in chapter 2. 
 
Now I appreciate how James slows the pace here. I hope you do. He gives us a specific 
example of what it looks like to live pure and faultless lives before God. He shows us 
what favouritism is, why we must avoid it, and how we can avoid it. We will work through 
this issue together with these three points: 
 

1) What is favouritism? 
2) Why should we avoid favouritism? 
3) How should we avoid favouritism? 

 
PRAY 
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Heavenly Father, every good and perfect gift comes from you. Help us know, trust, and live 
out the truth of your word, so that we do what is worthwhile and shy away from what is 
worthless. We ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 
1. What is favouritism? (vv. 1-4) 
 
James is crystal clear the issue that he wants to address. In verse 1 we hear: 
 
“My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not show 
favouritism.”  
 
Favouritism is clearly a ‘no, no’ for Christians! But what is favouritism? James shows us 
what it looks like in verses 2-4: 
 
“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. 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,” have you not discriminated among yourselves and 
become judges with evil thoughts?” 
 
Now there might be some social or cultural references in this story. But even with our 
twenty-first century eyes, we get what this story is saying. 
 
We see a man with a gold ring and fine clothes walk into a Christian gathering. So what? 
I wear a ring and smart clothing! But this man is wearing two expensive commodities: 
gold and fine clothing. We’re meant to picture him as materially rich. This is confirmed 
when he’s contrasted with another walk-in who’s describe as poor. 
 
Now God doesn’t look at you differently whether you’re rich or poor. After all, every 
good and perfect gift is from him! But God cares about how we live. We see this being 
the case with the action in verse 3 and the punchline in verse 4. We, the onlookers, 
appear to have been suddenly thrust into the story, deciding to give special attention to 
the rich man because he’s rich! But we’re told that we’re being selective: setting worldly 
lines of association, and, as such, it’s an example of when the church is evil. 
 
The striking thing about this story is that it’s provocative. But we’re meant to be shocked 
by it! Because it’s here to show us how at times we walk into church and are selective 
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with who we give attention to. When it comes to favouritism, it’s one of those things that 
we’re probably not that focused on cutting out because we don’t have the eyes to see it 
happening, even when it’s right before our very eyes, and being selective is such a 
pervasive thing in the world today. 
 
Perhaps there are times you’ve shown favouritism and not even realised it? Have you 
been selective in who you’ve spoken to because you’ve had preconceptions of people? 
Now I’m not saying you can’t have friends at church. But the lines can blur. And if we’re 
not careful, you might talk to friends at church and who else? 
 
Have you had the opportunity to speak to someone, whether they’re a regular or new, 
but have held yourself back? If so, why? The trigger in James’ story is preferring the 
materially rich rather than one who is poor. And this might be a challenge for you or us 
as a church. But it can relate to other ways that we show favouritism. What are some 
preconceptions you struggle to resist? Have you shied away from someone because of 
their age? The way they look? Was it their gender? I’m thinking we do this 
subconsciously without even realising. But this is something that James cares about 
because God cares if favouritism is an issue for us and his church. 
 
Now I think this story has a focus on newcomers. But this can be applied to fellow 
brothers and sisters in Christ. Familiarity of our surroundings and those who we go to 
church with can equally breed contempt. That’s because we’re sinners who have 
preconceived ideas about anyone and sadly everyone given enough time. 
 
James says this is not what God’s people should be doing.  We’re not meant to judge 
each other in this way. Which brings us to what James says next. 
 
2. Why should we avoid favouritism? (vv. 5-11) 
 
James showed what favouritism looks like in verses 1-4. Now he digs deeper and 
explains why we should avoid it altogether in verses 5-11. There are two reasons to avoid 
it, and the first is mentioned in verse 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?” 
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The first reason goes to the heart of the gospel message. James points out that those 
who are materially poor can be rich in faith, love God, and be called his children. When 
his people discriminate, are selective or make a distinction between rich and poor, they 
forget that the kingdom of God is about God’s mercy. 
 
If these Christians really understand the saving word of God, which they themselves are 
saved by, then they would seek the lost by sharing God’s great mercy held out for all and 
show God’s great mercy to all fellow brothers and sisters in Christ.  
 
The gospel is for sinners, of which they once were. If they fail to reflect God’s mercy, 
they’re reverting to their old self and worldly ways that are simply evil. This is the work of 
the devil, who deceived us into thinking that favouritism is not a big deal, and, in doing 
so, undermines the mercy that unites us, and that God brings about for those who love 
him.  
 
This seems like such a basic gospel principle to do when the opportunity arises to 
welcome the newcomer or fellow brothers and sisters in Christ. But by not showing love, 
we dishonour people before God. Now this worldly distinction that’s made here is over 
wealth. This could be a problem for you or us together. But this distinction is not limited 
to wealth alone as mentioned. This applies to anything that creates a worldly distinction 
in people that God has made.  
 
When you see people, what do you see? You make distinctions at least sometimes! What 
stand out to you? Do they have the same interests or none? Is it the style of clothes they 
wear or not wear? What about the way they smell? If we’re not careful, these things can 
sadly take our imagination by storm and hold prime position in our life. But take the 
focus away from what binds us together, and that is the mercy of God through his Son, 
Jesus Christ! 
We’re all different. But God, in his kindness, sees us differently to the way we see each 
other. Do you see worldly lines of association? Or that there are two kinds of people in 
this world: the saved and the not yet saved? 
 
God doesn’t take his eye of the ball when it comes to what we really need. God sees a 
world that needs him and his mercy. He sees that: everyone needs compassion. Love 
that’s never failing. Mercy falling on them. He sees that: everyone needs forgiveness. The 
kindness of God’s saviour. He’s the hope of us all! God desires all to come to a saving 
knowledge of the truth, and to live as his people who reflect his mercy to others. 
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Is this you? Do you shine the light of God’s mercy for the whole world to see? It’s for the 
glory of God that we share his mercy. When someone’s in front of you, what do you see?  
 
God’s kingdom is all about mercy. 
 
This brings us to the second reason why we should avoid favouritism. That we don’t end 
up breaking the whole word of God. James says in verses 8-10: 
 
“If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbour as yourself,” you 
are doing right. But if you show favouritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as 
lawbreakers. For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty 
of breaking all of it.” 
 
James wants to be clear to his hearers. If you show mercy and kindness without 
distinction, then you’re doing what God desires and requires. You understand there is no 
room for favouritism. But if you show favouritism, then you’re breaking God’s word. 
More than that. You’re breaking all of God’s word! How does that work? James goes on 
to provide an example of keeping one command and discarding another. He shows that 
all of God’s word counts as doing what is loving, mercy and kind. So even if you fall short 
with one thing, you’re counted as not showing love. It’s like having a blemish on your 
skin. Even if you have one, your body is imperfect. 
 
What does this mean for us? It means that favouritism like anything else in God’s word 
isn’t something to be downplayed as optional. Can this sometimes describe you and 
your relationship with God’s word? James says here that if you shy away from doing 
even one thing that God desires and requires, then you’re guilty of breaking God’s word. 
This brings us to my last point. 
 
3. How should we avoid favouritism? (vv. 12-13) 
 
James has shown his hearers what favouritism is, and why we must avoid it. In the last 
two verses he tells us how to avoid favouritism: 
“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.” 
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In these verses, James corrects the blind spot his hearers have by helping them return to 
their right place. God doesn’t see being selective as a tiny blemish that can be ignored. 
What it really shows is that you’re taking his place of authority and replacing him as the 
Judge. As such, James goes on to rightfully point out that if someone doesn’t seek to 
show mercy to all like God does, then God will rightfully judge them without mercy on 
the day he returns to judge with his pure justice.   
 
Our passage ends with: “Mercy triumphs over judgment”. This might sound strange as 
James has just spoken of God as the Judge, who at some point will not show mercy! 
What’s going on? We’re meant to read “Mercy triumphs over judgment” as a summary 
statement of how God lives and how he wants us to live too. Mercy triumphs over 
judgment because it displays undeserved loving grace and compassion, which reflects 
God’s gracious gift of salvation. James wants his hearers to know they’re called to show 
this same mercy and grace to others. 
 
I hope you can see that mercy is the lifeblood of how God lives, and it should be for us 
too. 
 
How can we show the mercy and kindness that God desires? If mercy triumphs over 
judgment, then we should stop making distinctions that are worldly and show mercy the 
way God does. We might need to change the way we think about church and/or what we 
do at church?  
 
We could get to church earlier to chat to people. To chat to people who you don’t know 
well, and even newcomers. We could think of ways to encourage each other after the 
service, not just head home or think of that time as social time. If you think you’d benefit 
from knowing how to make the most of church then see Simon or one of the staff, I’m 
sure we can encourage you in a good direction. 
 
If you have close friends at this church, that’s fantastic, but reserve time in your week to 
chat with them socially, so you and they can focus your time encouraging others in 
Christian fellowship while at church. 
 
What about praying for someone you don’t usually pray for? Pray with those who can 
pray for you directly after the service. Pray for someone in the hall, especially if 
something has come up for someone. Go to prayer meetings. They’re great 
opportunities for meeting the greater St Mark’s family and showing the loving kindness 
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of God by praying for them. I’m mentioned to Simon earlier in the week that I’m greatly 
encouraged that there are so many opportunities for everyone to be praying together at 
St Mark’s. 
 
You can share the gospel when opportunities come up such as…Halloween. Come to 
church tomorrow night or show the mercy of God in your own neighbourhood by 
handing out a Halloween mercy pack from Pat, I’m sure he would love to give you some. 
 
You could be part of lunches for 8. You could host and invite people over you don’t get 
to hang around at church with and encourage each other in Christ. Or say yes to an 
invitation and come as a guest. You could plan this kind of thing yourselves any week of 
the year. 
 
I hope you can see that the staff care deeply about you? So much so that they’re on the 
front foot thinking of these things that express Christian fellowship and outreach 
between us. All these things and more are ways of showing the kindness of the saviour. 
 
I know of churches who have someone specifically organising ‘mercy ministry’. My point 
is: showing kindness is what the kingdom of God is all about. 
 
We’re not meant to be judges over each other. Why? This is what is brought out of 
verses 12 and 13. It’s because we’re all judged by the word. How can we condemn 
anyone, when we know that we deserve to be condemned too? If we judge that 
someone is inferior because some worldly standard, then we have broken God’s word, 
and stand before him as breaking all of it because we have sought to condemn instead 
of love.  
All of this follows on from what James was saying in the previous passage. We must not 
merely hear the word; we mut do what it says. To show favouritism is an example of 
hearing what God says and then acting in clear contradiction of it. 
It means we have not humbly trusted the word; we’re not obeying it, but we’re setting 
ourselves above it, judging what God says and deciding what we like and what we don’t. 
But if we trust the word humbly, it means doing what it says – whatever it says. The rest 
of chapter 2 continues to teach the importance of hearing AND doing, and how that 
shows we have a true and living faith in God. 
 
When the church shows mercy… 
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Dear friends, let’s be a church whose nature is always to show mercy. Not creating 
worldly lines between us or anyone. When we do this, we’re reflecting who God is. We’re 
loving our neighbour. A place where mercy triumphs over judgment.  
 
“Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom…” 
 
PRAY 
 
We do not presume to come before you, merciful Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, 
but in your many and great mercies. We’re not worthy so much as to be shown a scrap of 
kindness. But you’re the same Lord, whose nature is always to have mercy. Grant us, 
therefore, gracious Lord, so to taste your mercy and be sustained by it, that we may 
forevermore be followers of Christ. We ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen.   
 


