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James 2:1-13 
Outline of chapter 2: 

1. The three themes detailed in 2:1-5:18: 

a. First theme, Rich and Poor (2:1-26) 

i. 2:1-13 - Favoritism of Rich condemned  

ii. 2:14-26 - Workless Faith (for example, partiality, etc.) exposed 

 

James 2:1 – “My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, the 

Lord of glory.  

 
1. God shows no favoritism, neither should believers 

a. Romans 2:11-12 – “For God shows no partiality. For all who have sinned without the 

law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be 

judged by the law. 

b. Ephesians 6:9 – “Masters, do the same to them, and stop your threatening, knowing 

that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality 

with him.” 

c. Colossians 3:25 – “For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and 

there is no partiality. 

2. “Favoritism” or “partiality” – prosopolempsiais – means “respect of persons” literally means 

“receiving the face” 

a. From two Greek words: 

i. Prosopon – “the face” 

ii. Lambano – “to receive”, “to take” 

b. The word implies making a judgment about a person based on the outward appearance. 

3. Here is the second and last mention of Jesus by name in the book 

 

2:2 – “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,  
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4. “if clause” is hypothetical third class condition – ean gar – “if for”, “suppose” 

5. “with a gold ring” – chrysodaktylios – “with a gold ring” meaning wearing a gold ring or adorned 

with a gold ring.   

a. From two words chrusos and daktuliou:  

i. chrusos  - “gold”, anything made of gold, gold coin  

ii. daktuliou –  

1. “a ring”, “a finger-ring”   

2. from the word daktulos meaing “finger” 

b. This person would be upper class, a member of the Roman equestrian class 

6. “fine clothing”  

7. “assembly” – synagogen – “a bringing together, an assembling, a synagogue” 

a. This word is translated “synagogue” in Matthew, Mark and Luke.  

b. Refers to where the Jews met and Jesus taught in: Matthew 4:23; 6:2, 5; 9:35; 12:9; 

Mark 1:21, 23, 29, 39; 3:1; 6:2; Luke 4:15, 28, 33; 6:6; John 6:59; 18:20;  

c. Also in Acts 6:9;.9:20; 13:5, 14, 42 

d. The readers were Jews still meeting in the Jewish synagogue (around 45 AD in Syria). 

This is either: 

i. a Jewish synagogue that had some members who recognized Jesus as the 

Messiah mixed with members who were still waiting for the Messiah 

ii. a Jewish synagogue whose membership was made up of Jews that had received 

the Word of the Gospel of Jesus. The synagogue was familiar with James and 

many of the members had fled Jerusalem due to persecution. 

1. This last view is supported by the qualifying word “your” synagogue 

2. Synagogues excavated in Israel held 200-400 people 

3. Two synagogues have been excavated from the same time period in 

Magdala on the west coast of the Sea of Galilee 

4. Synagogues in the first century: 

a. It would not be unusual for there to be more than one synagogue in 

a city 

b. A synagogue that served the general public 

c. A synagogue that served a particular group of Jews (for example, 

the Synagogue of the Freedman in Jerusalem in Acts 6:9 – | 

“Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of the 

Freedmen (as it was called), and of the Cyrenians, and of the 
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Alexandrians, and of those from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and 

disputed with Stephen. 

e. In a judicial setting among the Jews clothes were not to be signs of favor. For example:  

i. from b. Shebuot 31a in the Talmud:  

“How do we know that if two come to court, one clothed in rags and the other in 

fine raiment worth a hundred manehs, they should say to him, ‘Either dress like 

him, or dress him like you” 

ii. Commenting on Leviticus 19:15 which says, “Do not pervert justice; do not show 

partiality to the poor or favoritism to the great, but judge your neighbor fairly.” 

There are these comments from the Rabbinic literature of the Talmud, Sifre 4.4: 

“You must not let one litigant speak as much as he wants, and then say to the 

other, ‘Shorten thy speech.’ You must not let one stand and the other sit.” 

2:3 – “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,”  

 
1. “pay attention” – epiblepsete – “to look on” and has the meaning of “look upon with focused 

attention” and “to give special regard to and consideration of.” 

a. From two words: 

i. Epi – “on”, “upon” 

ii. Blepo – “to look” and is translated “look, see, perceive, discern” 

b. Used three times in the NT: 

i. Luke 1:48 (46-49) – “And Mary said, ‘My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit 

rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked on the humble estate of his 

servant.  For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for he who 

is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name.’ ” 

ii. Luke 9:38 – “And behold, a man from the crowd cried out, “Teacher, I beg you to 

look at my son, for he is my only child.” 

iii. James 2:3 – (here) 
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2. “Sit down at my feet” – is literally, “Sit under my footstool” 

a. “Footstool” – hupopodion – meaning “a footstool” and is used in the 7x in NT. Six of the 

seven to refer to: 

i. The earth being the Lord’s footstool: Matthew 5:35; Acts 7:49 

ii. Jesus’ enemies being his footstool: Luke 20:43; Acts 2:35; Hebrews 1:13; 10:13  

2:4 – “have you not then made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil 

thoughts?  

 
1. This is the accusation and the readers are guilty. 

a. This rhetorical question assumes the affirmative answer in the Greek: Yes, they have! 

i. Made distinctions…based on material wealth and physical appearance 

ii. Become judges… 

1. of who has faith,  

2. of who is welcome with open arms into the synagogue 

3. of who is useful 

iii. With evil thoughts… 

1. We can benefit from this rich person. 

2. We cannot benefit from the poor person. 

3. Thinking of the benefits of this age and this physical world 

4. Not thinking of the coming age and the things that have eternal value. 

2. “distinctions” is diakrino – “do distinguish”, “to judge” 

a. Used to say “separate”, “distinguish”, “discern one thing from another”, “doubt”, 

“hesitate”, “waver” 

b. Used in 1:6 to mean “doubt” in the sense the man has two opinions – “let him ask in 

faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven 

and tossed by the wind.” 

2:5 – “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?  
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1. “Listen” similar to the OT in places like Deuteronomy 6:3, “Hear, O Israel, and be carful to 

obey…” 

2. James will use four rhetorical questions to prove his readers are wrong (or, immature): 

a. Question One: “Has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith 

and heirs of the kingdom? 

b. Question Two: “Are not the rich the ones who oppress you?” 

c. Question Three: “Are not the rich the ones who drag you into court?” 

d. Question Four: “Are not the rich the ones who blaspheme the name of the honorable 

name by which you were called? 

World’s View: FOUR QUESTIONS: Divine View: 

RICH 
 

POOR 
 

“Has not God chosen those who are poor in the world to 
be rich in faith?” 

RICH 
 

POOR 

+ 

+  “Are not the rich the ones who oppress you?”   

+   “Are not the rich the ones who drag you into court?”   

+  “Are not the rich the ones who blaspheme the name of 
Jesus?” 

  

 

3. Favoring the worldly rich is unreasonable for two reasons: 

a. The worldly rich are opposing the believers and Jesus. 

b. The poor are actually the ones who are rich in eternal value! 

4. The point is the readers of this letter are still thinking like the world even though they are 

believers in Jesus. 

5. “Poor” or “humble” is ptochous and means “beggarly”, “poor”.  

a. This word can refer to: 

i. Poor, destitute – This is how James intends it here. James is referring to the 

economically poor. 

ii. Spiritually poor: 

1. In a good sense as in humble, devout. Those who recognize their need for 

God. 
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2. In a bad sense as in morally corrupt. Those who disregard God and rebel 

against his ways. 

2:6 – “But you have dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who oppress you, and 

the ones who drag you into court?  

 
1. The class distinctions ions of this time in the Middle East is captured in this verse. 

a. Wealthy landholders were constantly increasing ownership of property 

b. Former farmers and former landowners where being driven off their land, out of the 

middle class and into the cheap work force. 

c. The middle class and the poor were forced to labor for the wealthy who took advantage 

of the changing economy and set oppressive wages and unjust labor. 

d. This is typical fourth generation economic turmoil that becomes social injustice to the 

middle class (now the poor) 

i. Amos 4:1 (760-754 BC, Northern Israel) –  

“Hear this word, you cows of Bashan, who are on the mountain of Samaria, who 

oppress the poor, who crush the needy, who say to your husbands, ‘Bring, that 

we may drink!’ ” 

ii. James 5:1-6 (45 AD, Syria north of Israel) – | 

“Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you. 

Your riches have rotted and your garments are moth-eaten. Your gold and silver 

have corroded, and their corrosion will be evidence against you and will eat your 

flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure in the last days. 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. You have lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence. You have 

fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. You have condemned and murdered 

the righteous person. He does not resist you.” 

2:7 – “Are they not the ones who blaspheme the honorable name by which you were called? 

 
1. “the honorable name by which you were called” is literally “the good Name having been called 

upon you.” 
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a. This is a Semetic phrase that needs to be translated because the literal Greek is difficult 

b. A “Name called over you” means the one called (“you”) is own by the person whose 

“name” is called. 

i. Amos 9:11-12 – “In that day I will raise up the booth of David that is fallen and 

repair its breaches, and raise up its ruins and rebuild it as in the days of old, that 

they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations who are called by my 

name,” declares the Lord who does this. 

ii. Acts 15:16-18 – (same verse quoted in NT) – “‘After this I will return, and I will 

rebuild the tent of David that has fallen; I will rebuild its ruins, and I will restore it, 

that the remnant of mankind may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are 

called by my name, says the Lord, who makes these things  known from of 

old.’ ” 

 

2:8 – “If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself,” you are doing well.  

 
1. “if” is first class condition which assumes it is true 

2. The point of the four questions is not to encourage the poor believers reading this letter to start 

opposing the rich, sticking it “to the man” and making Mr. Goldfinger sit on the floor at 

synagogue. The point is to stop being partial, especially practicing partiality based on temporal 

worldly standing. 

3. If the readers were doing it right they would treat everyone the same including their rich 

oppressors and their poor fellow believers. This is brought out when James appeals to the 

“royal law” and quotes Leviticus 19:18 – “you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the 

Lord.” 

4. “Royal Law” – nomon…Basilikon -  

a. Nomon – “Law” – definition “that which is assigned” “usage”, “law”. It was used to refer 

to law, custom, the divine laws, a force or influence impelling action, the Mosaic Law, 

first five books (Torah), the OT Scriptures. 

b. Basilikon – “Royal” – anything connected with the king. In this case the king is the Lord 

who spoke in the OT and who manifested in the Gospels to proclaim his kingdom., 

“The Royal Law According to the Scripture” (Leviticus 19:9-18) 
“When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field right up to its edge,  

neither shall you gather the gleanings after your harvest.  
And you shall not strip your vineyard bare,  
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neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard.  
You shall leave them for the poor and for the sojourner:  

I am the Lord your God. 
 

“You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; you shall not lie to one another.  
You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane the name of your God:  

I am the Lord. 
 

“You shall not oppress your neighbor or rob him.  
The wages of a hired worker shall not remain with you all night until the morning.  

You shall not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind, but you shall fear your God:  
I am the Lord. 

 
“You shall do no injustice in court.  

You shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great,  
but in righteousness shall you judge your neighbor.  

You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people,  
and you shall not stand up against the life of your neighbor:  

I am the Lord. 
 

“You shall not hate your brother in your heart,  
but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin because of him.  

You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people,  
but you shall love your neighbor as yourself:  

I am the Lord. 

 

5. Notice the “if” clause at the beginning of 2:8 and 2:9 –  

a. “if indeed” – Ei mentoi –  

b. “if however” – Ei de -  

2:9 – “But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as 

transgressors.  
 

 
2:10 – “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it.   
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1. The readers are in violation on several levels: 

a. They want to oppose their rich oppressors. 

b. They want to show favor to the rich. 

c. They are willing to side with the rich and join in the oppression of the poor. 

2. Their partiality is a sin and the Law convicts them as transgressors. 

a. This sin of partiality does not seem so bad, in fact, it is normal, the way the world works. 

b. Failing at one point of the law is total defeat. It is not a percentage grade like 98 out of 

100 equals a 98% passing grade of an “A”. Instead, minus one out of a hundred is 99% 

and equal to TOTAL FAILURE! 

c. Practicing partiality but not committing adultery or murder does not mean you are not a 

transgressor of the law. 

2:11 – “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.  

 
1. The concept that failure in one area equals failure of the whole is held by many: 

a.  The elderly Priest Eleazar before the Seleucid King Antiochus when Antiochus IV 

Epiphanes tried to convince Eleazar to eat pork so he could avoid the torture of the 

Greeks said, “Do not suppose that it would be a petty sin if we were to eat defiling food; 

to transgress the law in matters either small or great is of equal seriousness, for in 

either case the law is equally despised.” 

b. The Stoics required similar unity of virtues and vices 
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c. Augustine: 

 “Whoever has one virtue has all of them, and whoever does not have a particular one 

has none.” 

d. Paul in Galatians 5:3:  

“I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the 

whole law.” 

e. Jesus in Matthew 5:18-19 –  

“For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will 

pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 19 Therefore whoever relaxes one of the 

least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in 

the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in 

the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2:12 – “So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under the law of liberty.  

 
1. They cannot expect to be saved by keeping the law, so accept the grace of the law of liberty 

and, likewise, show mercy. 

2:13 – “For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs over 

judgment. 

 
 

 


