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5]& INTRODUCTION

Separation is to divide people by their characteristics. A classic example is the caste system
before India became an independent country in 1947. People were classified into four big groups
based on their family background, economic status etc. Under the four categories, there were
altogether three thousand castes! People were not allowed to marry and even eat together with
others of a different rank. The only solution was to live a strict religious life by the Hindu beliefs,
and hoped that they could move up to a higher social class in their next life. Mahatma Gandhi
was an outspoken civil rights leader who criticized the system. In his autobiography, he says that
at one time he thought Christianity was the answer to the problem. Gandhi read the Bible
seriously as a young student. He was greatly inspired by the teaching of Jesus. On one Sunday,
Gandhi went to a church. He had planned to talk to the pastor about converting to Christianity.
However, he was stopped by an usher. The person told Gandhi to go back to his people and
worship their Hindu gods. Gandhi was disappointed. He concluded that Christians were not
peaceful people. He wrote in his book: “If Christians have caste differences and play favoritism,
then I might as well remain a Hindu.” Gandhi did not change his religious belief for the rest of
his lifetime. The way we treat others can affect the way they see God. We can be a stepping stone
or a stumbling block between God and non-believers. In today’s passage, James mentions the
problem of bias in the church. At the end of the last chapter, he tells his readers to care for the
orphans and widows. Now he warns church members not to discriminate against poor people in
the society. He gives us three reasons why that is wrong.

fiZ¥E EXPLANATION
1. #[)z & It Contradicts Common Sense

Reason number 1: bias contradicts common sense. Every person knows that discrimination is
bad. James describes a hypothetical but highly possible situation. It could be a Sunday service,
and a wealthy man walks in. People can tell his status by his clothing. An usher warmly
welcomes him and leads him to a front row seat. Moments later, a poor guy arrives. From a
distance, people can see his worn-out clothes. An usher gives the man two options: he can either
stand by the side or sit on the floor. James says doing so shows partiality. The Greek word
“partiality” means to look at the face. In other words, to judge people from the outside. Why do
people accept the rich but despise the poor? Perhaps it is due to the assumption that wealthy
people are smarter, successful and hard-working. Whereas, underprivileged people are
considered dumb, incapable and lazy. It is also possible that some people hope to gain some
benefits from the rich. It will build the reputation of the church if some celebrities register as
members. Perhaps they will significantly increase the offering too! On the flip side, poorer folks
may affect the image of the church. Members may feel the pressure to offer them help. All those
speculations are based on appearance. James says in verse 4 that showing favoritism is to make
“distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts.” Those judgments are not
only subjective and superficial, but James calls them evil! Those who have such mentality have
made up their mind who to accept and who to reject. To them, the appearance is more important



than character. Such indifferent attitude will hinder people from worshipping God. A few years
back my wife and I sent my older son to college. The dormitory assigned him to move in on a
Sunday morning. We reasoned that we might not have time to attend church. We arrived the day
before. The front-desk people graciously allowed us to unload the stuff. Therefore, we were free
the next day. The problem was that my wife and I did not bring any “Sunday clothes.” My son
and I wore shorts! We picked a church right behind the dormitory. In the future my son could
walk there without a car. There were about 200 people in the congregation. Almost all of them
were Caucasian. From the beginning to the end of the service, only one coworker came over and
talked to us. It was a strange feeling. Afterward, I suggested my son to try out other churches
with his classmates. Perhaps a multi-cultural church may be more suitable for him. I wondered
why no one even said hi to us. Was it because we were strangers, people of a different race or
simply because we did not wear the right clothes? Would it make a difference if [ wore a shirt
with big letters “I’m a Pastor” on it? There are some good lessons I learned from this negative
experience. How do you respond when people different from us come here? Perhaps they have a
different skin color or a different social status. They may have some disabilities or they were
born with visible defects. Jesus received children, women, the poor, the sick, demon-possessed
people and non-Jewish folks. Those people were despised in the society at that time. We must
accept any person like Jesus did. We must see people through the lens of the gospel. God does
not only look at our packaging. He knows us through and through. Every person is created in
God’s image. They are precious to God regardless of their background. Moreover, each person is
a sinner by birth who needs Jesus. As such, let us build a bridge and not to build a wall between
God and people.

2. 7E[7 /N It Contradicts Social Sense

Bias toward others does not make common sense. Here is a second reason why such attitude is
wrong: it contradicts social sense. James tells church members that those rich people will not
return the favor simply because they receive a special treatment. He says in verses 6-7: 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? Those wealthy people did not have others and even God in their eyes. Christians could be
someone they despised. Most people in the ancient world were poor. A small number of
landlords controlled the majority of the wealth. With money comes power. Also, those who
gained some wealth would be greedy for more! Therefore, the poor would become poorer and
the rich would become richer. Many Old Testament authors are not shy to condemn such social
problem. For example, God says in Amos 2:6-7 — 6 “...they sell the righteous for silver, and the
needy for a pair of sandals — 7 those who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth
and turn aside the way of the afflicted...” Some rich people exploited the poor by selling them as
slaves, perhaps when they could not repay a loan. They also bribed judges so that they would
rule in their favor, thus creating injustice in the court. James says those wealthy people did not
only oppress the poor, they also profaned the name of God. Perhaps they made fun of the
Christians faith. Believing in a man named Jesus who rose from the dead was mind-boggling to
them. But why did those rich people show up in the church if they were so disrespectful of the
Christian belief? There could be at least two reasons. First, they wanted to make a spectacle by
challenging Christians. Believers needed much wisdom and patience to react. Second, something
the church did attracted those upper-class people. For example, they might wonder: “Why are



these religious fanatics always so joyful and content? Why are they not afraid of the Jewish and
Roman officials when some church members are persecuted and even executed? Why are they
willing to share everything with others when they have very little?”” Once Jesus met a sincere
seeker like that. A rich young ruler asked Jesus what he must do to have eternal life. The Lord
ordered the man to sell all he had, give it to the poor and follow Him. The man was reluctant
because he had a lot of money. He left with a sad face. Jesus then commented that it was hard for
rich people to enter the Kingdom of God. The disciples were surprised by the remark. They
questioned who could be saved if a powerful man could not make his way to heaven. Jesus
replies in Luke 18:27 — ...“What is impossible with man is possible with God.” No one can get
into heaven by his money. People can only be saved by God’s mercy. Jesus was not interested in
the young man’s cash. The Lord wanted his heart. Jesus’ followers might not necessarily have to
forsake what they owned. But they must forsake the ownership of all they have. Jesus has the
same request to every person. There is only one gospel. There is only one type of sinner — the
lost sinner. Whether rich or poor, oriental people or westerners each must submit themselves to
Jesus before they can be saved. The church should not despise the rich, even though some of
them may be arrogant. They may think that they do not need Jesus because they have everything
already. We should welcome government officials, company CEOs or movie stars just like any
guest. We treat them equally. We do not need to cook special dishes or brew exotic coffee to
serve them. We do not have to change our programs either. We share the same truth without
reservation. We tell them the same messages that all of us need to hear: repent and be saved.

3. #E [ H It Contradicts Spiritual Sense

Bias toward poor people does not make common sense or social sense. Thirdly, it contradicts
spiritual sense too. God saves the poor despite their low social status. James says in verse 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? God saves the
poor not because they have little money. Neither does He reject the rich due to their wealth. Poor
people rely on others’ mercy. Therefore, they gladly accept the God who accepts them. James’
teaching echoes what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:28-29 — 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. God chooses people regardless of their
background. The result is that no one can take pride in themselves. In God’s eye, true poverty is
not about our finance but it has to do with our spirit. God saves those who admit their brokenness
before Him. We only deserve eternal judgment due to our sins. But God treats us with grace. We
should constantly thank Him for His mercy. A church is a congregation of redeemed sinners.
Those who receive grace should live out grace. Therefore, bias toward others is unbiblical. James
goes on to say in verses 8-9: 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. Someone asked Jesus which is the
biggest commandment in the Law. The Lord replied that all of God’s requirements can be
summarized by two mandates — love God with all our hearts, souls and minds; and love
neighbors as ourselves. Neighbors are not only those who live close to your home. They also
include the strangers you meet everywhere. Since God receives all people, it violates His
command if we love people selectively. James says it outright that doing so is a sin. Besides
poverty, another reason for discrimination is race. Paul urges Jewish Christians not to look down



on their Gentile members in Ephesians 4:2-6 — 2 With all humility and gentleness, with patience,
bearing with one another in love, 3 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.
4 There is one body and one Spirit — just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your
call — 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and
through all and in all. Our unity in Christ is characterized by the seven “ones” in this passage.
God draws people from every nation, every skin color and who speaks different languages into
His Kingdom. Heaven will be a United Nations of believers. A church should be a microcosm of
that diversity. It takes efforts to work things out when you put different people together. Many
couples make adjustments in the early years of their marriages. You and your spouse have
different “right ways” to squeeze a toothpaste or fold clothes. It takes a lot of communication and
compromise to avoid conflict. How much more effort will it take for us to maintain unity in the
same church? Do remember that your brothers and sisters are not your enemies. They are part of
the family. Paul urges us to strengthen five virtues: humility, gentleness, patience, love and
peace. Perhaps you are a capable person at work or at home. Are you willing to speak less and
listen more? Will you be submissive to church leaders when you have a different opinion? Are
you willing to work behind the scene than to stand under a spotlight? Will you react with
kindness when others make mistakes? You accept people’s difference out of love. In all things
you put God first, and put others above yourself.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

We can be a stepping stone or a stumbling block between God and others. We should not judge a
book by its cover. We cannot change people’s appearance. We can only change our perception on
others. The hippie era of the 1960s was a challenging period. But the time overlaps with the
Jesus Movement. Churches around the world were zealous in sharing the gospel. A story was
about a gospel seeker. A young man heard the good news and felt that God was tugging in his
heart. He went to a church on a Sunday morning to check things out. He had no idea what
customs to follow. It was a very conservative congregation. This long-hair guy wore rugged
clothes and he was bare-foot. Everyone else put on a suit or a long dress. The young man walked
into the worship hall and sat down on the floor by the front row. There was a dead silence
because no one knew how to react. Moments later, an 80-year-old well-respected deacon stood
up and walked toward the newcomer. He took off his shiny shoes, lowered his body and sat next
to the young man throughout the whole service. In the end, the hippie gave his life to Jesus. This
is a picture of the gospel. God does not say to us: “Sorry, you don’t fit in here. This is a members
only area. Why don’t you clean up yourself first?” Jesus came down to us because we can never
go up to Him by our own effort. Here is a challenge for us as a church: are we willing to serve in
God’s welcoming committee? We do not only open our doors but also open our hearts to accept
different people.
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