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Session

3
Toward Mercy and Impartiality

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Christians speak and act as those who will be 
judged by the law of freedom.

Years ago, I spent a summer in China. Another 
summer I spent a week in Haiti. I loved getting 
to experience new cultures and take the gospel to 
the nations. But each time after returning home, 
there was something comforting about being with 
“my people” again. There’s a perception of safety 
and inclusion. Belonging and acceptance. But the 
longing for that bubble of similarity is the 
opposite of God’s heart for His world of variety. 
Unfortunately, I so easily forget God’s global love 
for all people. 

We exist to ascribe glory to Christ through bringing the gospel to all nations, and 
we must be willing to cross social, political, cultural, and national lines to carry the 
freedom of Christ to every soul in bondage to sin and death. 

What are some truths or experiences that should help open our eyes to 
God’s global love for the nations? 

 Voices from  
the Church
“I’ve heard people say, ‘I want 
more of a heart for missions.’ 
I always respond, ‘Jesus tells 
you exactly how to get it. Put 
your money in missions—and 
in your church and the poor—
and your heart will follow.’ ” 1 

–Randy C. Alcorn 
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In this session we look at a letter from the apostle James, Jesus’ brother. We will be 
reminded that God has called us to a life of holiness—to be a people set apart for the 
glory of God. However, we were not saved to separate ourselves and settle around those 
with whom we are most comfortable. We are to be set apart through our Christlike 
character, our mission-minded actions, and our biblical beliefs—all of which should 
drive us toward those who need Christ, regardless of their skin color, economic status, 
or political beliefs. We will see that our individual lives are meant to be satellites of 
God’s glory to all people, reflecting the hope of the gospel and the message of mercy 
we ourselves have experienced.

1.  Ascribe the greater glory to Jesus Christ (Jas. 2:1-4). 

You and I are ambassadors of Christ—His representatives. And though there is great 
diversity within the global kingdom of God, there should be consistency within every 
family member of God. You, I, and the Christian halfway around the world ought to 
have the likeness of Christ in us, visible to a watching world. As the Spirit of God works 
within us to bring forth the fruit of our salvation, we bear the brand and “flavor” of our 
Savior. When we flesh out the work of the gospel—the internal transformation of our 
heart—our external attitudes and actions begin to bear the mark of a true Christian. 
The inward realities of our newfound righteousness become more and more apparent 
to those around us. And the more people see Jesus in us, the more He receives glory 
through our lives. 

In what ways have you “tasted” Christ in your interactions with others?

The first chapter of James ends with a call for Christians to keep ourselves unstained 
from the world (Jas. 1:27). We are to be holy, to be different. James carried that theme 
into chapter 2 by addressing one of the ways we often struggle with this—favoritism. 
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1 My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Lord of glory. 2 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, 3 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,” 4 have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and become judges 
with evil thoughts?

We are commanded here to “hold” our faith in Jesus. We must hold on to our faith 
(our confession of Christ as our glorious Lord) so that this confession will be evident to 
those around us. Our beliefs must be consistent with our actions, but James had received 
reports of the church acting inconsistently with the faith they claimed to hold, so he 
offered a parable of sorts to drive his point home. 

James asked his readers to imagine that a wealthy 
man entered their gathering and was followed by a 
poor man. How would they react to each? Would 
they offer the wealthy man a seat of honor while 
telling the poor man to stand or sit on the floor? 
If so, they would have shown discrimination, 
believing the wealthy man was deserving of 
more honor than the poor man. Perhaps this act 
would have revealed evil thoughts of favoring the 
wealthy man in order to get something from him. 
The readers in James’ day probably had to take a 
big gulp when they read this, knowing they were 
guilty. The same could be said for us. We are just 
as susceptible to the sin of favoritism.

It should be inconceivable for a Christ-follower to treat someone differently depending 
on his appearance as it is inconsistent with the character of the God whom we serve 
and to whom we bear witness. Romans 2:11 tells us that God shows no partiality. As 
image-bearers of God, salt and light to the world around us, our treatment of people 
should never depend on how they look, what they do or don’t believe, or what they 
can or can’t do for us. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“When the gospel enables 
us to live in love, even though 
we may have nothing else 
in common save Christ, it is 
a testimony to its power to 
transform a group of sinful, 
self-centered people into a 
loving community united by 
a common relationship with 
Jesus Christ.” 2 

–Mark Dever  
and Paul Alexander 
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What forms of favoritism do you see in the world?

How does showing favoritism in our interactions with people detract 
from the glory due to Jesus?

2.  Acknowledge the upside-down nature of God’s 
kingdom (Jas. 2:5-7). 

As James continued addressing the sin of favoritism, he wanted to be sure that the 
church fully understood what they were doing when they sided with the rich over 
the poor, or demonstrated favoritism for any other reason. He wrote:

5 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? 
6 But you have dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and 
the ones who drag you into court? 7 Are they not the ones who blaspheme the honorable 
name by which you were called? 

Favoritism is not just evil because it is self-serving; it is far more sinister than that. 
Favoritism undermines the gospel itself. James reminded the church that God chose 
the poor of the world to be rich in faith (see Ps. 68:10; Matt. 5:3). It is through our 
neediness—financial, spiritual, and otherwise—that we turn to seek help from another. 
And in that helpless state, the gospel takes root in the heart and begins to bloom. But if 
we neglect the poor, we undermine this picture of grace. We turn away from the heart 
of God that bestows grace on the needy.



But it goes even deeper than that. James pointed out that when his readers favored the 
wealthy and neglected the poor, they had taken sides and aligned themselves with the 
ones who oppressed others—including themselves! The rich were rich, in part, through 
their oppression of the poor. And the poor were poor, in part, because of the oppression 
of the wealthy. The people of God were attempting to curry favor with blasphemous 
oppressors instead of identifying with the poor, showing that the church’s thinking had 
not been transformed as it should be by the gospel. The church was acting like the 
world. But the gospel intends to change our perspective completely; God turns 
everything upside down. 

God’s calling is upside-down from what this 
world values, esteems, and hails. As we follow 
God with an eternal perspective, our goals, 
desires, and choices will (and should) look 
radically different from those who don’t know 
Christ. The world will always demand our 
allegiance to the whims and trends of the time. 
Sometimes our Christian values and convictions 
will line up with those of the world. Oftentimes 
they will not. We must continually remember 
that this present world is not our home. We do 
not exist to be served but to serve. Our life is not 
our own but is to be a sacrifice, an offering to 
our God. 

What are some ways we might be tempted to act and think according 
to the world’s values instead of the gospel’s?

How can we reflect the upside-down nature of God’s kingdom in the 
world today? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“I place no value on anything 
I have or may possess, except 
in relation to the kingdom 
of Christ. If anything will 
advance the interests of the 
kingdom, it shall be given 
away or kept, only as by 
giving or keeping of it I shall 
most promote the glory of 
Him to whom I owe all my 
hopes in time and eternity.” 3 

–David Livingstone  
(1813-1873) 

32 Personal Study Guide 



33Session 3

3.  Act in a manner consistent with our future (Jas. 2:8-13). 

Being judgmental comes easy for me. I tend to be a rule follower reluctant to show grace 
to myself and others. Without the perspective of my new identity in Christ, I tend to see 
people as good or bad. Right or wrong. Excellent or insufficient. With this propensity 
for judging comes an endless fount of opinions. From the best way to fold a towel and 
the optimal way to load a dishwasher to how moms should spend their time and fathers 
should lead their families, I have very strong sentiments. But as James continued, he 
emphasized that just as God is merciful, so should we be. 

8 If you really fulfill 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. 10 For whoever keeps the 
whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it. 11 For he who said, 
“Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” If you do not commit adultery 
but do murder, you have become a transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and so act as 
those who are to be judged under the law of liberty. 13 For judgment is without mercy 
to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over judgment.

James didn’t sugarcoat it—favoritism is sin. Partiality is against the heart of God and is 
hypocritical at its core for the Christian. We were rescued at our worst. We had nothing 
to offer Christ, yet He bore the wrath of God so that we could be included in the family 
of God (see 1 Pet. 2:9-10). We were homeless, fatherless orphans without hope. Yet God 
rescued us from our poverty and granted us the riches of His eternal kingdom and the 
position of His beloved children. All we have is from God alone. 

If we consistently live without mercy for those in desperate need of it, we need to take a 
big step back and evaluate our hearts. Has your heart undergone the radical change you 
say it has? Never-ending mercy, unfailing love, and deep compassion are characteristics 
of our God. As sons and daughters of God—heirs of a new covenant, a righteous 
identity, and an eternal future—our experience of grace-filled belonging and merciful 
rescue should shape our moments and reflect the glory of God to everyone around us. 
The righteousness of Christ received at salvation makes us merciful people. 
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Why can it be so difficult to treat others with mercy? 

We are to show mercy not only for what we have 
already experienced in Christ and who we have 
become but also because of what we will 
experience. We are to show mercy because we will 
receive mercy. Here is a sobering thought: All of 
our words and actions will be judged one day 
(Matt. 12:36-37; Rom. 2:6-11; 2 Cor. 5:10). We 
will stand before the judgment seat of Christ to 
account for all of it—every last word and deed, 
no matter how big or how small. And James was 
careful to point out that we are all lawbreakers 
and have been convicted as sinners, as evidenced 
by our favoritism (2:9-11). 

But we know what will happen on that day! 
Because of Christ, all of our sin will be tossed 
aside, and we will stand before God pure and 
righteous in Jesus. We will experience mercy from 
God. It is this great hope that should compel us 
to extend mercy to others freely and abundantly. 
Mercy triumphs over our judgment, so we are to 
turn away from being judgmental toward others 
and give them mercy. 

Partiality should be eradicated from the life of a Christian. Yet favoritism, racism, 
sexism, socio-economic and cultural elitism, and a host of other –isms continue to 
plague the church. This ought not be.

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
17. God Is Just 

God establishes standards 
for His moral creatures that 
are in accordance with His 
righteousness, and His moral 
creatures will be judged 
according to those righteous 
standards (Lev. 11:44-45; 
Rom. 2:5-11; 2 Cor. 5:10). 
It would be an injustice if 
God were not to uphold His 
righteousness, for such a 
failure would require God 
to violate His own righteous 
character. Since humanity 
has sinned by failing to 
live up to God’s righteous 
standards, God has taken 
it upon Himself to make 
provision by being both just 
and the justifier of those who 
place their faith in Christ 
(Rom. 3:25-26).
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God’s kingdom will be filled with people from every tribe, tongue, and nation. Heaven 
will not be brimming with a bunch of people who look, speak, and act just like you. The 
sounds of our eternal home will be permeated with beautiful, joyous voices of diversity. 
What better place to get ready for that glorious day than in our churches now? 

How have potential future results and consequences impacted some of 
your decisions and actions in the present?

What attitudes should accompany our present decisions and actions in 
light of our future expectation of mercy as Christians found in Jesus Christ? 

Conclusion 

Though all who have placed their faith in Christ for salvation will enter into eternity 
with God, not all will carry many crowns to the coronation of the reign of Christ. Our 
existence, both now and for eternity, is to display the splendor and majesty of our King. 
But so many Christians are missing out on the opportunity to spread His fame to every 
soul around us, regardless of what they look like or act like. Let’s ready ourselves to 
spread the hope of Christ to all who cross our paths. Let’s let go of our sinful ways 
and instead embrace the impartiality of God. May we herald the holiness of our God 
through actions and attitudes laced with mercy and grace to the lost and dying world 
around us. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: When the early church was showing favoritism, 
James reminded believers of their identity in light of God’s mercy and 
judgment. The way we show our faith in Jesus Christ is by keeping the 
royal law and heralding His mercy over judgment, a mercy seen most 
clearly in the death of Jesus in our place. Because God has shown 
mercy to us through Jesus Christ, we are to show mercy to others.
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1.  What are some occasions or attitudes of favoritism that your group/church 
needs to address in order to give glory to Jesus?

2.  How can you follow in Jesus’ steps and become poor so that others might 
become rich (see 2 Cor. 8:9)?

3.  How will you proactively seek to love and show mercy to the wounded, 
afflicted, outcast, and marginalized in your community and beyond? 

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to show mercy, not 
partiality, by remembering that we are people who will be 
judged by God.
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