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The Context of James…some Reminders  
1. This epistle is thought by the majority of scholars to be written by James, also called, James the Just.  

He was the half-brother of Jesus our Lord. 
2. James eventually became leader of the Jerusalem church. (Acts 12:16-17, 15:12-13, 21:17-18) 
3. James was likely written between 40-50AD, making it a very early epistle, and a wonderful window 

into the teachings of the primitive church.  James was martyred in 62AD. 
4. Writing from Jerusalem, James wrote to “the twelve tribes in the Dispersion.” (1:1) This is Jewish 

language, written from the center of Judaism, so James is likely addressing his flock in Jerusalem and 
surrounding areas…Jewish Christians attempting to live out their faith in the midst of rising 
persecution. 

5. Recall that by the mid-60’s AD, persecution against Christians broke out all over the world, and in 
70AD the Temple in Jerusalem was totally destroyed with massive loss of life and suffering.   

6. Even before all this, Stephen had been martyred (likely, mid-30sAD, Acts 7), James the Apostle had 
been martyred (mid-40sAD, Acts 12:2), Peter was imprisoned by Herod (Acts 12), etc.  It was not an 
easy time for the church! 

 
Why was this Epistle Written? 
1. James is a letter of pastoral encouragement and at times, rebuke.  It seems that his flock, wherever 

they might be, had become a bit worldly. 
2. James, writing from a Jewish perspective, emphasizes living out one’s faith, regardless of 

circumstances.  Apparently, early Christians and we “late” Christians aren’t too dissimilar; we all 
need reminding that “faith without works is dead!”  

3. James Adamson writes, “James is addressing people who are supposed to know the rudiments of 
Christianity; and his aim, as in the Sermon on the Mount, is to set forth the theonomic life in its 
essentials, that is, life lived according to God’s Law.  James’ task, like Paul in his epistles, is mainly 
practical, to help the sincere to live up to their faith, and very often to correct errors, 
misunderstandings, and backslidings resulting in conduct unworthy of the Christian faith.” 

4. James makes no provision for “culture,” “contextualization,” or “blending in.”  On the contrary, 
James calls Christians to be Christians and the Church to be the Church. 

5. James is often accused of “lacking grace” like Paul or “love” like John.  But like all Scripture, his 
writings are complementary with Paul’s and John’s…not contradictory. 

 
Exegesis of James 2:1-9 
(Jas 2:1 ESV)  My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of 
glory. 

 This command, rooted in faith in Jesus and by extension His Gospel, is worded in such a way (an 
absolute imperative) to imply that showing partiality is considered a sin.  This is confirmed in 
verse nine below. 

 In the context of the early church, partiality, sadly, was the order of the day…Jew vs. Gentile, 
free vs. servant, rich vs. poor. 

 You might recall Peter’s astonishment at the centurion Cornelius’s vision from the Lord, and his 
subsequent statement, “Act 10:34-35 ESV  So Peter opened his mouth and said: "Truly I 
understand that God shows no partiality,  (35)  but in every nation anyone who fears him and 
does what is right is acceptable to him.” 

 Remember Paul’s declaration to the church at Galatia, “Gal 3:27-29 ESV  For as many of you 



as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  (28)  There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  (29)  And if 
you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise. 

 Obviously, Paul isn’t saying the gender distinctions, ethnicity, etc. just disappear because we are 
in Jesus.  He’s saying that Christ saves to the uttermost, regardless of those things, and that no 
one is any “less saved” than another!   

 In James’ church, there were obviously caste/class distinctions.  William MacDonald writes on 
this verse: “Snobbery and caste distinctions are utterly inconsistent with true Christianity.  
Servility to human greatness has no place in the presence of the Lord of Glory.” 

 We agree. “Contempt for others because of birth, race, sex, or poverty is a practical denial of 
the faith.” 

 Of course, this truth cannot and must not be pushed to unbiblical extremes, where that which is 
sinful (homosexuality as an example) is numbered among such a list.  It is not a sin to be a 
woman, or black, or poor.  It IS a sin to engage in homosexual behavior. 

 Nor does this command negate other commands where deference is commanded to fathers, 
mothers, husbands, rulers, or elders.  That isn’t partiality in the assembly; that is a respect for 
God’s order.  There is a difference between showing honor and assigning intrinsic value. 

 One of the saddest situations the church faces today continues to be the “black church,” vs. “the 
white church” etc.  May the Lord forgive us for this great “skin sin.” 

 
(Jas 2:2-4 ESV)  For if a man wearing a gold ring and fine clothing comes into your assembly, and a poor 
man in shabby clothing also comes in, and if you pay attention to the one who wears the fine clothing 
and say, "You sit here in a good place," while you say to the poor man, "You stand over there," or, "Sit 
down at my feet," have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil 
thoughts? 

 Christians are not to treat people differently based on socio-economics.  All believers are equal 
before the Lord. 

 Again, this sin was apparently an all too common occurring in this fledgling church…and not just 
this one.  Paul addressed the same in Corinth: “1Co 11:20-22 ESV  When you come together, it is 
not the Lord's supper that you eat.  (21)  For in eating, each one goes ahead with his own meal. 
One goes hungry, another gets drunk.  (22)  What! Do you not have houses to eat and drink in? 
Or do you despise the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What shall I say to 
you? Shall I commend you in this? No, I will not.” 

 Paul also admonished Timothy to guard against the same in Ephesus: “1Ti 5:20-21 ESV  As for 
those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may stand in fear.  
(21)  In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of the elect angels I charge you to keep these 
rules without prejudging, doing nothing from partiality.” 

 These sorts of distinctions are classified by James as coming from “evil thoughts.” 
 
(Jas 2:5 ESV)  Listen, my beloved brothers, has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich 
in faith and heirs of the kingdom, which he has promised to those who love him? 

 Is God showing partiality by very often choosing the poor? 

 No.  God’s motive in those instances is to “shame the wise” and display His power that no one 
might boast… 

 1Co 1:26-29 ESV  For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to 
worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.  (27)  But God chose 
what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame 



the strong;  (28)  God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to 
bring to nothing things that are,  (29)  so that no human being might boast in the presence of 
God. 

 The Gospel was first given through a poor carpenter from Nazareth, to mostly men of meager 
means (His Disciples).  It was preached by Jesus to the same.  He said, “Mat 11:4-5 ESV  And 
Jesus answered them, "Go and tell John what you hear and see:  (5)  the blind receive their sight 
and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the 
poor have good news preached to them.” 

 Indeed, our Lord’s mission was, “…to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to 
proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who 
are oppressed,  (19)  to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor." (Lk 4:18-19) 

 Although there is no partiality, there are real spiritual barriers that wealth can create.  To this 
day, the “poor” receive the Gospel quicker than the “rich.” 

 
(Jas 2:6 ESV)  But you have dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and the 
ones who drag you into court? 

 Also apparently present in his congregation, likely due to the caste/class system, was systematic 
oppression by the wealthy. 

 Although we don’t know the particulars, we do know that 1) It involved some sort of legal 
proceeding, likely over property, wages, and servitude (most common forms of litigation), and 2) 
the Bible speaks about this sad phenomena often: 

 Lev 19:13 ESV  "You shall not oppress your neighbor or rob him. The wages of a hired servant 
shall not remain with you all night until the morning. 

 Pro 22:16 ESV  Whoever oppresses the poor to increase his own wealth, or gives to the rich, will 
only come to poverty. 

 Psa 12:5 ESV  "Because the poor are plundered, because the needy groan, I will now arise," says 
the LORD; "I will place him in the safety for which he longs." 

 In fact, James gives us a clue later in the epistle: 

 Jas 5:4 ESV  Behold, the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by 
fraud, are crying out against you, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the 
Lord of hosts. 

 
(Jas 2:7 ESV)  Are they not the ones who blaspheme the honorable name by which you were called? 

 “Consider how commonly riches are the incentives of vice and mischief, of blasphemy and 
persecution: consider how many calamities you yourselves sustain, and how great reproaches 
are thrown upon your religion and your God by men of wealth, and power, and worldly 
greatness; and this will make your sin appear exceedingly sinful and foolish, in setting up that 
which tends to pull you down, and to destroy all that you are building up, and to dishonour that 
worthy name by which you are called.” The name of Christ is a worthy name; it reflects honour, 
and gives worth to those who wear it.” Matthew Henry 

 Being rich is not a sin.  But because money can be a multiplier of the personality of its 
possessor, often the sins of the rich touch many. 

 The Bible doesn’t condemn money, but to whom much is given, much is required.  Here must be 
the posture of the wealthy: 

 1Ti 6:17-19 ESV  As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set 
their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to 
enjoy.  (18)  They are to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share,  



(19)  thus storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future, so that they 
may take hold of that which is truly life. 

 
(Jas 2:8-9 ESV)  If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, "You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself," you are doing well. But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by 
the law as transgressors. 

 Let us practice biblical love.  If the wealthy rebuked in these verses practiced lawful, biblical 
love, there would not be an issue: 

 “You shall not steal.  You shall not bear false witness.  You shall not covet.  
 
May CRCC love this way, and fulfill the royal law of love. 
 
Amen. 


