February 9 Lesson 11 

Treat Everyone Equally

Devotional Reading: Romans 13:8-14
Background Scripture: James 2:1-13
James 2:1-13
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1 My brethren, have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons.

2 For if there come unto your assembly a man with a gold ring, in goodly apparel, and there come in also a poor man in vile raiment;

3 And ye have respect to him that weareth the gay clothing, and say unto him, Sit thou here in a good place; and say to the poor, Stand thou there, or sit here under my footstool:

4 Are ye not then partial in yourselves, and are become judges of evil thoughts?

5 Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him?

6 But ye have despised the poor. Do not rich men oppress you, and draw you before the judgment seats?

7 Do not they blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye are called?

8 If ye fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, ye do well:

9 But if ye have respect to persons, ye commit sin, and are convinced of the law as transgressors.

10 For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.

11 For he that said, Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill. Now if thou commit no adultery, yet if thou kill, thou art become a transgressor of the law.

12 So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty.

13 For he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth against judgment.

Key Verse

Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him?
 —James 2:5
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Summarize James's argument that showing favoritism is incompatible with the Christian life.

2. Compare and contrast the biblical concept of "respect of persons" with modern definitions of "discrimination."

3. Propose one way that his or her church can improve in treating people equally, regardless of race, socioeconomic position, membership status, etc.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Favorite Child?

B. Lesson Background

I. Problem Identified (James 2:1-4)
A. Partiality Forbidden (v. 1)

B. Partiality Illustrated (vv. 2, 3)

C. Partiality's Implication (v. 4)

Partiality's End
II. Problem Evaluated (James 2:5-7)
A. God's Right Action (v. 5)

B. Readers' Wrong Actions (vv. 6, 7)

III. Problem's Solution (James 2:8-13)
A. Fulfilling the Law (v. 8)

Transformational Valuation
B. Breaking the Law (vv. 9-11)

C. Liberation by Law (vv. 12, 13)

Conclusion

A. God's Big Family

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Favorite Child?

Was there a favorite child in your family? Probably you would rather not answer that question. We realize that when a parent chooses a favorite, children are damaged. Talking about this subject may remind us of some painful experiences.

Some of the world's most famous stories are about the troubles of families with favorites. We think of fairy tales like "Cinderella." We think of biblical accounts like Jacob and Esau, or of Joseph and his brothers. The stories may have happy endings, but only because the problems were overcome.

There are no favorites in God's family. He is "no respecter of persons" (Acts 10:34). But do members of God's family act as if some were God's favorites? Are there some we ignore, exclude, or disrespect by showing favor to others? This may be another question that we would prefer not to answer! James addresses this problem in today's lesson.

B. Lesson Background

Most of us are used to a culture that has a large middle class. Such was not the case in Bible times. Most people earned a meager living by farming or herding, perhaps supplemented with a trade. Earning enough to live day-to-day was the burden for most people. By contrast, a few people had impressive wealth. They were free of worry about food. They had surplus wealth to be spent on fine houses, lavish clothing, and many servants.

Out of their surplus wealth, many people also bought prestige, influence, and power. They distributed favors, and in return they demanded loyalty, honor, and service. A poor family may turn to a rich person for help in a crisis, and the rich person might well rescue the poverty-stricken family by purchasing the family's farmland. Then the poor could only work as laborers on the land of the rich, not as the independent landowners that they had been. Powerful landowners could impose low wages and difficult working conditions.

The Bible speaks of God's regard for the poor while issuing severe warnings for the rich (Luke 6:20-26; lesson 7). This is in part a commentary on the brutal conditions often imposed on the poor by the rich. But as we look closely at the Bible's teaching on this subject, we realize that it is more complex than God's simply taking one side in economic conflict. With no means of self-improvement and no human advocate, the poor person can turn only to God for help (Psalm 35:10; 72:4). By contrast, wealth gives rich people the illusion that they have no need (Luke 12:16-21). Their lives are their own, they think, with no reason to turn to God.

Obviously, either outlook can be taken up by people in any economic circumstance. The poor can seek a human deliverer, ignoring God. The rich can realize their spiritual poverty and turn to God. Even so, the Bible still warns that wealth is deceptive, making it desperately hard to hear God. The Christians whom James addressed lived in this world and faced these problems.

I. Problem Identified

(James 2:1-4)

A. Partiality Forbidden (v. 1)

1. My brethren, have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons.

James begins his discussion with a direct command that flows from the very nature of the gospel. The Christian's faith is in the Lord Jesus Christ. He alone is the Lord of glory. The divine Christ possesses glory far beyond that of any human being. Yet the Lord of glory gave himself in death for all humans, the great and the small.

Therefore, it is impossible to have proper faith in Christ while engaging in respect of persons. Though the term respect may suggest to our ears a positive regard for others, it translates a word that indicates partiality or favoritism: showing attention and honor to some people and not to others. Such an outlook cannot exist alongside faith in Jesus, the one who died for all.

How to Say It

Deuteronomy Due-ter-ahn-uh-me.

Leviticus Leh-vit-ih-kus.

Moses Mo-zes or Mo-zez.

Samaritan Suh-mare-uh-tun.

By the convention of the time, the term brethren includes both men and women. This emphasizes that all Christians are part of a family that is drawn together by a tie stronger than earthly blood relationships: the blood of Christ. In this family there can be no favorites.

B. Partiality Illustrated (vv. 2, 3)

2. For if there come unto your assembly a man with a gold ring, in goodly apparel, and there come in also a poor man in vile raiment.

James offers a hypothetical scenario, but one very realistic for people of his time. The assembly depicted is the gathering of God's people for prayer and Scripture reading.

A rich person enters. He has more gold than he needs, so he has had some of it fashioned into a decorative ring. His clothing is described with a word that suggests it shines. That can mean that it is exceptionally white, bleached, and laundered to perfection. Or it can indicate that expensive metallic threads have been woven into the fabric. We would say that this man "has money to burn."

Then a second man comes in. He is poor, described simply as being clothed in vile raiment, meaning dirty clothing. Ordinary folk have access to water for cleaning their clothes, so this man seems to be especially destitute. Perhaps he has only one set of clothing that he cannot take off for laundering, lest he be naked in the process.

3. And ye have respect to him that weareth the gay clothing, and say unto him, Sit thou here in a good place; and say to the poor, Stand thou there, or sit here under my footstool.

The hypothetical story continues. The church notices the rich man immediately, since his attire displays his wealth (gay clothing here is still bright, shining fabric: the same original-language word is used as appears in verse 2). The church ends up welcoming the rich man not because all are welcome, but because he is rich. Chairs are probably few in the homes where the church gathers, so the rich man gets one of the best.

The poor man receives a different kind of welcome. He is told to stand; the chairs are for those better than he. Or worse, he is told to sit on the floor. How can the church do such a thing? The answer could come, "It's just natural. We didn't even think about it." Special honor for the rich is part of the culture. Meanwhile, the poor man is overlooked. There are so many like him, why pay him any attention? From the ordinary, selfish perspective, he is of no benefit or consequence.

What Do You Think?
What dangers do today's churches face regarding the showing of favoritism? How do we guard ourselves against these?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Programming disproportionately tilted toward a small demographic within the church

Policies regarding use of church facilities

Inconsistent application of church discipline

Other

C. Partiality's Implication (v. 4)

4. Are ye not then partial in yourselves, and are become judges of evil thoughts?

In following customary patterns of responding to rich and poor, the early Christians are unwittingly denying the God whom they claim to serve. Today we would express the idea of being partial in yourselves as "discrimination" or "showing prejudice."

The second phrase in the verse makes an equally pointed statement. Judges of evil thoughts means "judges who have evil thoughts." If judging is to be objective, based on law and not personal preference, then rich and poor are to be treated equally. Only an evil judge, perhaps one hoping for a bribe or favor from a rich person, shows partiality.

This summary is severe. The person who discriminates in favor of the rich and against the poor is acting in a way opposite to God's story of salvation. God takes the side of the weak against the strong. God responds to the call of the weak who turn to Him in their need. God demands that the strong revise their self-evaluation, realize their weakness, and so submit to Him. Christians who favor those who can do them favors in return are denying what they confess to believe.

What Do You Think?
What evil thoughts are typically found alongside various types of favoritism? How do we guard ourselves against these?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Economic

Racial

Cultural

Other

Partiality's End
I have worked with a homeless ministry and have grown in sensitivity to the issues that the poor face, both here and abroad. Therefore, I was not feeling particularly convicted while reading James's teaching about mistreating the poor. Similarly, I grew up in a time and place where racial tension was extreme, and then watched it melt away as a community issue. Therefore, I don't feel that I have a problem with racial prejudice today.

Yes, I found myself reading James and feeling pretty good about the state of my heart ... until the Holy Spirit reminded me that there are some people whom I still value less than others—those who seem foolish, those who struggle with obesity, and those who don't strike me as attractive. I am stating this as a confession, a twisted mind-set of which I am repenting.

In a culture where there aren't huge class distinctions in most churches, we may feel inclined to skim over this section of God's Word. I would suggest, however, that we ask God to show us which of His children we struggle to value appropriately. To align ourselves with God's heart, we must see every human with the eyes of the heavenly Father, who loves them deeply.—V. E.

II. Problem Evaluated

(James 2:5-7)

A. God's Right Action (v. 5)

5. Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him?

James now reminds the readers of the way that God's welcoming of the poor is depicted in Scripture. God has chosen the poor not by way of preferring one group of people over another, but by the fact that faith grows in a context of need. Only those who realize that they need God will turn to Him, looking to Him to deliver them. The result can be that those who are poor in a material sense are more likely to be the ones who are rich in faith. They are the ones likely to respond to God's offer with a desperate, vigorous yes.

What Do You Think?
What was a situation where you saw worldly poverty result in richness of faith?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
In a job-loss and/or home-foreclosure situation

In a situation involving lack of health insurance

On the mission field

Other

The phrase heirs of the kingdom reminds us immediately of Jesus' words: "Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 5:3), and "Blessed be ye poor: for yours is the kingdom of God" (Luke 6:20, see lesson 7). God's kingdom, or the kingdom of Heaven, is the promised, end-time reign or rule of God; it is established with the arrival of the Messiah, God's promised king. Those who receive the kingdom's blessing are those ready to receive what God gives, those who realize that they have deep need.

Note well that James says that this promise is to them that love him. The blessing for the poor is for those who respond with faith from the recognition of their need. They love God because they know that He alone is their help.

B. Readers' Wrong Actions (vv. 6, 7)

6. But ye have despised the poor. Do not rich men oppress you, and draw you before the judgment seats?

In a manner inconsistent with their faith, the readers have despised the poor, treating them with contempt as described in the hypothetical example of verses 2 and 3. On the other hand, James's readers have reason to be wary of the rich. Their access to power means that they can take advantage of ordinary folk, even using the legal system (the judgment seats) to seize their property (Luke 20:47; compare Hebrews 10:34). James's point is not that his readers should be vindictive about such matters. Rather, they should think carefully: in honoring the rich because of their riches, the readers may be aligning themselves with evil.

7. Do not they blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye are called?

From a position of power that refuses to acknowledge God, a person acts with contempt toward everything associated with God. To blaspheme is to show contempt with speech. The name by the which the readers are called is the name of Jesus, the crucified Lord. In the early generations of Christianity, the Christian gospel is often ridiculed for worshipping a man who had been crucified by Rome, seemingly a criminal without the means to escape the power of the empire. As the rich align themselves with ordinary human power, they show contempt for the kind of power that is characteristic of Christ. They scorn His lowliness.

What Do You Think?
What are some ways to honor Christ when we are discriminated against?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
At work or school

As a customer in the economy

At church

Other

III. Problem's Solution

(James 2:8-13)

A. Fulfilling the Law (v. 8)

8. If ye fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, ye do well.

James now turns to an argument based on familiar Old Testament passages. Any part of the Word of God can be called the royal law, because it expresses the will of the divine king. But here James seems to have in mind Jesus' teaching about the greatest commandments: to love God and to love one's neighbor (Matthew 22:36-40; compare Leviticus 19:18; Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14). This commandment is royal because it rules many others: all the laws dealing with relationships among humans can be summarized with love thy neighbour as thyself.
Loving one's neighbor excludes partiality, of course. Jesus illustrated this truth by telling a story in which a Samaritan—the kind of person despised by much of His audience—generously cared for a victim of a crime (Luke 10:25-37). But the Law of Moses itself is clear in its exclusion of partiality. Unlike other legal codes of the ancient world, the Law of Moses does not provide different levels of protection for different classes of people. Kings and servants, the wealthy and the poor, Israelites and foreigners are subject to the same standards (Numbers 15:15, 16; Deuteronomy 1:17).

What Do You Think?
How have your experiences with favoritism helped you grow spiritually in being able to keep "the royal law"?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Discrimination against you

Discrimination by you

Discrimination against a friend or family member

Discrimination stories you have heard

Transformational Valuation
Cinderella becomes a princess because a prince sees something of beauty and worth in her that her own family is blinded to. In The Velveteen Rabbit, a stuffed toy becomes real because it is loved. Fictional literature provides many examples of how valuing someone or something transforms them. But what about real life?

The reality is that Jesus has given each of us the highest value possible by shedding His own blood to pay sin's price. For our part, each of us can bring attention to the high value of another human being in various ways. For example, I have noticed that accompanying a senior to the doctor often gets that person better medical attention. I have also noticed that a poor person seeking help receives a more respectful response when accompanied by a "respectable looking" friend.

God's Word lists groups of people who are often disenfranchised (see the Lesson Background to lesson 9), people who need to be served, honored, and protected. Who among the powerless can you speak up for today? The value we give people is often the value we see others assign to them. Let's be like our Father and become assigners of high value.—V. E.

B. Breaking the Law (vv. 9-11)

9. But if ye have respect to persons, ye commit sin, and are convinced of the law as transgressors.

James expects his readers to grasp this implication. We know that loving our neighbor is a great commandment, summing up much of God's law. God's law allows no partiality. My neighbor is anyone and everyone. Therefore, partiality or discrimination (again, the meaning of respect to persons) is a violation of one of the two greatest commandments. The one who shows partiality therefore sins.

10. For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.

To show the seriousness of this matter of favoritism, James now makes an argument familiar to his readers of Jewish background. The Law of Moses presents itself not as a collection of individual commands, but as a unified whole. It is both many laws and a single unit of law. The standard that God gives His people is not to obey some or much of it, but all of it. So the failure to keep one part is the failure to keep the law in its entirety. Breaking a law is breaking the law.

11. For he that said, Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill. Now if thou commit no adultery, yet if thou kill, thou art become a transgressor of the law.

An illustration establishes James's point. The law forbids both adultery and murder. Keeping the law regarding the former but violating the latter does not leave a person innocent. That person is guilty of breaking the law and so is subject to the punishment due a lawbreaker.

C. Liberation by Law (vv. 12, 13)

12. So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty.

James summarizes the implication of his argument. Discrimination is serious because it violates a chief commandment: to love one's neighbor. Breaking a single commandment is no small matter; it means breaking the entire law of God. So acting in accord with God's law is of first importance. Thus, James gives a command: in speech and actions, behave as someone who will be judged by God's law, as one who obeys God's law.

Rather than being restrictive, this actually is liberating. James again calls God's law the law of liberty (compare James 1:25). As we contemplate God's law, we should experience fear because disobedience invites judgment. But we also experience hope, because obedience brings true freedom (compare Romans 8:2; 1 Peter 2:16).

13. For he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth against judgment.

The law of God is a fearful thing. When we realize that violating one part means violating the whole, we recognize how hopeless our position is, for none of us has kept God's law in every part. Is there a way for our guilt to be removed?

The answer is yes. The last part of this verse states the good news of Jesus: in God's mercy, He has provided a means by which we can escape the judgment we deserve. Sinners of all kinds can find forgiveness in Christ. The word translated rejoiceth against means something like "overcomes": in Christ, God's mercy overcomes judgment to bring forgiveness.

The way we should live is clear: with forgiveness toward others, like the forgiveness God grants us. The person who shows no mercy to others will therefore be denied the mercy that God gives to sinners. Jesus himself taught that the necessary response to God's forgiveness is to be forgiving (Matthew 5:7; 6:14, 15; 18:32-35). If we do not forgive others, have we really received God's forgiveness ourselves?

Conclusion

A. God's Big Family

The divisions between rich and poor were wide in James's time. It was easy to fawn over the rich and despise the poor. But doing so was contrary to what every part of God's Word teaches.
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Visual for Lesson 11. Start a discussion by pointing to this visual as you ask, "What differences in meaning, if any, are there among these four words?"
Today we face similar divisions, still between rich and poor, but also between racial groups, cultures, etc. The easy path for us is to favor those who are like us, with whom we are most familiar and most comfortable. We may mean no harm in doing so, but there is a grim effect of our seemingly innocent behavior: by favoring those like ourselves, we exclude others. Perhaps without realizing it, we keep them from actively belonging to God's family. We make it hard for them to be the church.

It is hard to see and hard to admit, but loving as God loves means deliberately reaching out to those who are unlike us in various ways. God wants to have a big family, so we need to love all of our fellow humans. To see others as God sees them—as being worthy of salvation—is our constant challenge.

B. Prayer

God of love and mercy, we depend entirely on Your forgiveness to address You in prayer. We ask by Your mercy that You strengthen us to overcome the patterns of this world by which we ignore members of Your family, our brothers and sisters. Teach us to love one another as You have loved us. In the name of Jesus, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

See others through God's eyes.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.

Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Option: Place in chairs copies of the "How God Looks at People" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Learners can begin working on this as they arrive.

Divide the board into three columns. Title the three as follows: Without Civil Rights / Life Event / After Civil Rights. Begin by asking learners to brainstorm some ordinary events they participate in on a regular basis; list these in the middle column. Then ask learners to help you fill out the left column as they describe how some people face discriminatory restrictions regarding such life events. (Expect mention of America's civil rights movement of 1955-1968 if your learners are familiar with that era.) Finally, ask learners to help you fill out the right column according to its title.

Say, "Scripture uses some form of the phrase 'respect of persons' numerous times to refer to what we now call favoritism, discrimination, or partiality. Today we will see how God views those actions and attitudes in light of His revelation to James."

Into the Word

Divide the class into three groups for the following assignments:

Danger Group—Identify what James 2:1-4 says about how churches may be guilty of partiality and the ways to avoid it. Why does favoritism dishonor God?

Contrast Group—Identify the contrast between the rich and the poor in James 2:5-8 and the way God wants us to treat people. How do you see "the great reversal" indicated in these four verses?

Consequences Group—Identify the consequences that arise from the way we treat others as noted in James 2:9-13. Why does committing the one sin of favoritism make a person guilty of breaking the whole law?

When groups are ready, have them read their verses and share findings. The answer to the question for the Danger Group should point out that viewing some as more worthy than others puts us in the position of being "judges of evil thoughts" as we minimize the worth of people created in God's image. The answer to the question for the Contrast Group should point out the description of "the great reversal" in verse 5; the group may also recall previous discussions of this topic in lessons 8 (Luke 14:11) and 9 (Luke 16:25) and the imperative of the Golden Rule of lesson 7 (Luke 6:31). The answer to the question for the Consequences Group should point out the fact that the Law of Moses is a unified whole. Supplement the groups' conclusions with information from the lesson commentary.

Option: Write the following secular definition of discrimination on the board: "Unequal treatment without a rational basis." Compare and contrast this definition with "respect of persons" as discussed in today's text and Deuteronomy 1:17; 16:19; 2 Chronicles 19:7; Proverbs 24:23; Acts 10:34; Romans 2:11; Ephesians 6:9; Colossians 3:25; and 1 Peter 1:17. Ask, "Is the secular definition biblical? Why, or why not?"

Into Life

Review with learners some reasons why people show favoritism, then ask for examples of segments of today's society that are either favored or discriminated against; jot responses on the board under those two headings. Then ask for specific examples of favoritism or discrimination regarding each group. Finally, identify how God's Word directs us to treat each group.

Alternative: Distribute copies of the "Loving My Neighbor" activity from the reproducible page for learners to complete as directed. You may wish to use this alternative if you think the above activity will be too abstract and/or may lead to a heated political discussion. It can also be a take-home exercise.
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