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In last weeks’ message we talked about Biblical justice with this definition: “Biblical 

justice involves making individuals, communities, and the Kosmos whole, by upholding both 
goodness and impartiality” [Metzger]. 

 
Impartiality is the state of being unbiased, equitable, fair-minded. It is fair treatment, or 
at least the intentional effort to treat everyone you meet with equal respect.  
JUSTICE of any kind doesn’t stand a chance without impartiality. The opposite is 
favoritism: the practice intentionally preferring some above others. 
From a Biblical perspective Impartiality assumes that everyone of us exists by the 
express will of God and every one of us bears the spark of God within; and that in 
agape-love Jesus died “once for all” [Rom 6:10]. God’s love is impartial… for He causes His sun 

to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous [Matt 5:45]. And God 
desires all … to be saved and to come to the  knowledge of the truth [1Tim. 2:4]. 
 
And yet favoritism is rampant wherever humans are and it always does damage.   
In the work place: A Forbes article quoted a career coach as saying: “By not treating everyone 
equally, a manager is fostering a sense of resentment and separation that can de-motivate 
employees and damage team unity.”  And thus lose profitability. And, of course, if someone’s talents 
are being ignored because they aren’t favored, they may give up trying or just leave.  
 

In the school classroom. A 2012 CNN article on favoritism in the classroom started with this 

story: When Alec Fanaroff of Potomac, Maryland, looks back at his fifth-grade school year, one 
memory stands out. His math teacher routinely handed out candy at the end of class to students who 
answered questions correctly. Fanaroff says he raised his hand and gave out the correct answers 
numerous times. But he never got a piece of candy. It may be a little thing, but for Fanaroff, now a 
freshman at the University of Maryland, it was something that stuck. 
 

In googling the topic “playing favorites in church” I found an article from Charisma 
Magazine in which the author told this story: “I was in attendance at a charismatic camp 

meeting in the southern part of the United States when I actually overheard a young minister ask 
another minister, "How much will it take for me to get a front row seat?" The older minister's response 
was, "You don't want to know!" I guess that meant it was going to cost him several thousand dollars 
and a lifetime subscription to the big givers club in order to have special seating.” In eves-dropping on 
the rest of the conversation it became clear the young minister was wiling to pony up his -small, but 

well to do- church’s offerings to buy his way to being a favorite.  
 

“Playing favorites is always bad. It is the basis of the “isms” we know to avoid- 
Ageism, Racism, Sexism, Classism, hetero-sexism, weight-ism, Anti-Semitism– so many isms and 
at their base is simply favoritism.  Playing favorites in the Church can have ugly 
consequences of an eternal nature: competition that kills community, divisions creating 
church splits, Deep wounds that can cause people to simply abandon Gathered 
Worship altogether.  
As this problem is so common to human nature it’s no surprise that scripture 
addresses it so often; in particular the passage from James 2 that I referenced last 
week, which makes it clear that…  
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[SLIDE] I. FAVORITISM FLIES IN THE FACE OF FAITH  James 2:1    My brethren, do not 

hold your faith in our  glorious Lord Jesus Christ with an attitude of  personal favoritism.   
 
Can’t be much clearer than that. But here’s some other translations [SLIDE]:  
NJB James 2:1 My brothers, do not let class distinction enter into your faith in Jesus Christ, our glorified Lord. 

NLT James 2:1 My friends, as believers in our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, you must never treat 

people in different ways according to their outward appearance. 

This James is, as you’ll remember both the leader of the Jerusalem Church and the 
half-brother of Jesus. In the gospels James thinks his big brother is “two Corinthians short 

of a bible” they fear Jesus is “out of his mind” and even come to “take charge of him.”  
James is in opposition to Jesus. But by the time we get to Acts, James and his 
brothers are in the upper room with the other disciples in Gathered Worship. What 
happened?  
Jesus didn’t play favorites.   
Jesus didn’t dismiss those who opposed him. The resurrected Jesus appeared to his 
disbelieving brother and- I assume- called him to faith and service. And that changed 
everything for James. 
 
Jesus did not engage in favoritism. He didn’t just love those who believed. He said: 
Lk 6:32  “If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love 

them. Jesus’ life is the prime example of treating people from all walks of life with equal 
mercy, love and respect- impartiality.  
He spoke in synagogues and in the Temple and in the open air- available to everyone. He was the 
guest of tax collectors and Pharisees and working class Joes. He healed beggars and rich men’s 
daughters and gentile’s slaves. He was sought after by the wealthy and the poor, the deeply religious 

and the demon possessed.  Even his betrayer was not shut out from his last-supper 
table. ‘Cause favoritism flies in the face of the faith to which he called us.  
 
According to the gospels Jesus is THE image of the invisible God. [He who has seen 

Me has seen the Father Jn 14:9, He’s the Word that was with God, was God and became flesh and lived among 

us- John 1.] 

In Acts 10 Peter has a vision of a bunch of animals unclean for Jews to eat and a 
voice tells him to “get up, kill and eat.” Peter refuses on religious grounds, “I would never do 

that Lord.” The voice from Heaven says: “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”  At 
the end of the story after Jewish-Christian Peter has helped Roman Gentile Cornelius and 

his household to faith in Christ Peter confesses: [SLIDE] Acts 10:34-35 “I now realize how true it 

is that God does not show favoritism 35 but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.   
 
Peter wrote that [SLIDE]  God “judges each man’s work impartially” [1:17]. Paul says [SLIDE]: 
Rom. 2:11  … God does not show favoritism. And in [SLIDE]  Col. 3:25 Anyone who does wrong will be 

repaid for his wrong, and there is no favoritism.  James speaking to his Jewish congregation 
knows this has been true since God made humanity in God’s own image. Proverbs: 
[SLIDE] Prov. 24:23 These also are sayings of the wise: To show partiality in judging is not good: 
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While there were blips- like the circumstances James is addressing, or the factions in Corinth- 
favoritism was effectively forbidden. The early church was the only place in the 
ancient world where social distinctions were absent. It could and did happen in Rome’s 

slave-driven society that the Christian master could show up for worship to find that his slave was 
leading the service and serving him the sacraments. Eph. 6:9…masters, treat your slaves in the same 

way. Do not threaten them, since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is 

no favoritism with him. For Jesus [and for God] Favoritism flies in the face of the Faith to 
which he’s called us. 
 
[SLIDE]  II. FAVORITISM MOTIVATES MISJUDGMENT 
4 have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil  motives? 

6 But you have dishonored the poor man. 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? 

The faith of James’ community is being tested on economic grounds [rich/poor] and he 
is letting them know they’re failing the test. Their judgment is misfiring.  
James paints a word picture of a wealthy man and a poor man coming in to worship 
and the trappings of wealth or poverty are determining their reception. 
The Armani suit, power tie and big diamond ring get special “up-front” seating and 
respect; while the unwashed, thrift-store, hand-me-downs get a seat on the floor or 
standing room in the back. 
 
The precise circumstances that moved James to paint this picture are uncertain. 
Whatever happened, the congregation has not been FAIR in their judgment. They 
have been partial to the powerful. Partiality’s problem is that it’s self-centered. 
Favoritism is always about what I can get from the favor I give. That’s the “evil motive” 
that’s led them to “dishonor the poor man”  and “pervert justice.” [SLIDE]  Lev. 19:15   “ ‘Do not 

pervert justice; do not show partiality to the poor or favoritism to the great, but judge your neighbor fairly. 
 
In the city of Bodo, Norway a man walked into a car dealership. He was wearing a sweater, overalls, 
and rubber boots.  He told the salesman that he planned on buying 16 cars if he had something that 
he liked. The salesman looked him up and down and told him, “Look, I’m a busy man. I don’t have 
time for jokes. Just buzz off.” He did just that, crossed the street to another dealership who did take 
him seriously and sold the man 16 cars at the price of 1,038,961 Norwegian Kroner [$160,000]. The 
man was part of a 16-person fishing crew from a trawler that had caught record quantities of herring 
the previous season resulting in big bonuses for the crew. They decided to buy new cars with part of 

their windfall and to buy all the cars at once to get the best deal. Salesman #1 blew it because 
his favoritism toward the wealthy [based in what he could get from them] motivated him to 
misjudge the man.  
 

[SLIDE]  Prov. 28:21     To show partiality is not good—   yet a man will do wrong for a piece of bread. 

The motive for favoritism is always to get something for ourselves in the bargain, to 
shore up our position, gather in social capital, or even add to our wealth by playing 
favorites [lobbyists?].  
The early church offered much to the poor but expected much from the rich.  
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Not surprisingly the early church was mostly poor. It would be very tempting to fuss 
over a rich attender or convert for a couple reasons: 1. financial support and 2. The 
“trophy-conversion” validates us as Christians [social capital]. 
 
Ancient or modern humans are all infected by the idea that the well-to-do, the beautiful, 
the powerful are somehow better, wiser, more worthy people than are the poor, 
ordinary or powerless [mag-racks].  Because of it we tend to favor the rich and some 
will even go so far as to blame the poor. 
 
James asks: isn’t it the “celebrities” who are harassing you and disdaining Jesus Christ, your Lord? 
And yet, you’re favoring them and disdaining the poor whom God has chosen for a rich 
faith life.?!?! Later, in ch4 James writes [SLIDE]: James 4:12 There is only one Lawgiver and 

Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you—who are you to judge your neighbor?  Who 
indeed? While it is within our responsibility to judge behavior as right or wrong, it is NOT ours to 
decide who is important to the Kingdom and who is not based on whether they shop at 
Goodwill or Neiman Marcus?   
The peril of partiality is that it motivates this sort of misjudgment. 
 
[SLIDE]  III. FAVORITISM PERVERTS GOD’S PERSPECTIVE 
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?  6 But you have dishonored the poor man. 
 
It’s all over the scripture that God is in the corner of the poor and powerless and he 
always has been. [SLIDE]: Psa. 68:5 A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows,   is God in his 

holy dwelling.   Ex. 22:21 “Do not mistreat an alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in Egypt. 22  “Do not 

take advantage of a widow or an orphan.  23 If you do and they cry out to me, I will certainly hear their cry.  24 

My anger will be aroused, and I will kill you with the sword; your wives will become widows and your children 

fatherless.  
 
Worldly wealth and power- the stuff humans tend to prefer, whatever the century- is pictured in 
the gospels as being the purview of the Enemy of your soul. [SLIDE]:  Satan… Luke 

4:5  … led Him up and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time.  6 And the devil said to 

Him, “I will give You all this domain and its glory;  for it has been handed over to me, and I give it to 

whomever I wish.  7 “Therefore if You worship before me, it shall all be Yours.”  8 Jesus answered him, “It is 

written, ‘ YOU SHALL WORSHIP THE LORD YOUR GOD AND SERVE HIM ONLY.’” 

In other words: Keep your wealth and power, you old snake, I will choose to Worship 
God and be His Suffering Servant, healing the sick, feeding the hungry defending the 
orphan and the alien until I humble myself to the point of death on a cross in order to 
establish the Kingdom of God forever.  
 
In v5 James tells us God has chosen … the poor of this world to be rich in faith and  heirs of the 

kingdom which He  promised to those who love Him?  Think about it!  
Abraham & Sarah chosen to be God’s agents of change in the world [old, barren & impatient] 
ISRAEL the nation: stubborn, complaining, ragamuffin group prone to forget God. 
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Gideon: the least and lowest of his family, clan, tribe and nation- stops the Philistine army 
David: a teenage shepherd with no odds of winning against Goliath the giant warrior. 
Jesus’ disciples: clueless, jealous, jockeying for favoritism, in the dark until the resurrection 

When we engage partiality toward the well-to-do- as they were in James congregation;  
when we try to buy “front row seat” favoritism at the meeting; when we flaunt the 
trappings of greatness [attendance, budget, state-of-the-art Worship centers] to convince 
people to join us in following the towel-wielding, foot washing, leper-touching, 
homeless, suffering servant, executed on a Roman cross and buried in a borrowed 
tomb we pervert God’s perspective.  
  
And this perspective, God’s perspective, is one he expects us to reflect into the world.  
[SLIDE]: James 1:9    But the brother of humble circumstances is to glory in his high position;  10 and the 

rich man is to glory in his humiliation, because  like  flowering grass he will pass away.  11 For the sun rises 

with   a scorching wind and  withers the grass; and its flower falls off and the beauty of its appearance is 

destroyed; so too the rich man in the midst of his pursuits will fade away. 

 
Poor or rich, weak or strong, educated or not all of us are helpless infants before God. 
Fortunately God says to us as he said to Paul: [SLIDE]:  2Cor. 12:9 …“My grace is sufficient 

for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, 

so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. 

The peril of partiality  is that when we favor the well-to-do, powerful, the beautiful [for our 

own benefit] we, God’s people, pervert His Perspective while the world looks on.  
 
[SLIDE]  IV. FAVORITISM FACILITATES SIN AND JUDGMENT 
8   If, however, you are fulfilling the royal law according to the Scripture, “ YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR 

NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF,” you are doing well.  9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and 

are convicted by the law as transgressors 13 For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy; 

mercy  triumphs over judgment. 
V8 is James response to a comment he imagines some in his congregation 

might be asking about now:  “Pastor James, I remember what Jesus said. He said that the 2nd 

most important commandment was to love my Neighbor as myself so don’t I have to love those rich 
and powerful folks too?”  
 
James says: Yes, that’s right. If you’re “fulfilling the royal law … you shall love your neighbor as 

yourself,” and you’re applying that to all your neighbors, that’s great!! Good for you.  
You can have a cookie.   
 
BUT…and this is a big one- check yourself carefully. If your motives are not as 
pure as you say then watch out, cause it’s breaking the law of God, and that’s SIN.  
And Favoritism facilitates SIN 
Remember this verse from earlier [SLIDE]: Lev. 19:15   “ ‘Do not pervert justice; do not show 

partiality to the poor or favoritism to the great, but judge your neighbor fairly. 
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It’s not unusual- in any century for the poor to despise the rich. Without perverting 
God’s perspective on the poor, we need to remember the well-to-do are infants before 
God as are we all. 
Let us work to be merciful in our thoughts toward one another. And let us be merciful in 
the way we talk about one another. Let us expect the best from others wherever we fall 
on the wealth, power or education spectrum.  For “Mercy triumphs over judgment.  
 
I’m going to close with a very old story from all the way back in the 1970s.  
God’s spirit was being poured out and a lot of folks who had rebelled against the establishment in the 
60’s with drugs and free love, etc. began to find that they wre still unhappy and God’s spirit moved 
and many of them began to read the Bible and give their lives to Jesus and they began to want to 
participate in church.  
They were used to a high level of freedom and an exceedingly relaxed approach to established rules 
and not a lot of experience with established churches.  
The story is told of an upscale, proper church in Massachusetts. New pews, big organ, coats & ties 
and crewcuts and not a woman in slacks for miles. One Sunday a young man [a hippie] with hair 
down his back, minimal bathing, flower patches on his jeans and of course a magnificent –if unkempt-
beard decided to attend church. The service had started when he arrived and The sanctuary was 
pretty full. Open seats were not obvious so it seemed perfectly natural to him to proceed down the 
aisle and sit down cross-legged- up front, right in the middle of the aisle.  
Members started to murmur and glance down at him. It was highly improper.  
Finally an elderly deacon got out of his seat and walked down the aisle. The members were relieved 
that someone was taking care of this situation. Who knows what kind of person this man is?  
He doesn’t belong sitting in the aisle. 
 The whole church held its breath and watched as the deacon came up to the young man and without 
saying a word  slowly lowered himself to the floor to sit right next to him.  
 

That’s what it looks like when mercy triumphs over judgment.  
That’s what it looks like when we don’t play favorites.  
Remember favoritism is at the base of all those “isms” I mentioned earlier. 
[SLIDE]: Remember James 2. Remember “the perils of partiality”. 
Remember: Favoritism Flies in the Face of Faith, Favoritism Motivates Misjudgment, Favoritism 

Perverts God’s Perspective, & Favoritism Facilitates Sin and Judgment 

 
Lord God help us follow you faithfully, stepping carefully to avoid the perils of partiality.  
 
 
 

 


