The Plain Truth #3

“The Plain Truth about Prejudice”

James 2:1-13

Back in the nineteenth century, two charming and attractive young ladies lived in Bedford, Ohio, twelve miles from Cleveland. In time these girls caught the attention of two young men who were bright and responsible, and who were brought up in godly, Christian homes. But the parents of both girls objected to their respective suitors because they were poor and had anything but bright prospects for the future.


The name of the first young man was Rutherford B. Hayes, who later became the nineteenth President of the United States. The name of the second was James A. Garfield, who succeeded Hayes to the Oval Office as the twentieth President. What a remarkable coincidence that both young ladies lived in a village of less than five hundred people, and both refused two future Presidents of the United States because of their poverty!


This true story underscores the old adage, “You can’t judge a book by its cover.” In the same way, you cannot determine the real heart of a person in a first-time encounter. We place a lot of emphasis on first impressions, but how often are first impressions wrong impressions? Because we cannot see past our own clouded vision, skewed by prejudice and presumption, and because we cannot see into the heart of an individual with an outward look, we really have no business coming to any conclusion about a person based on an initial impression.

That’s the whole message of the first half of James chapter two. That’s the reason prejudice and partiality are so wrong. These are wrong responses because they represent first hand initial impressions which are very seldom right.
 Yet, unfortunately, prejudice and partiality appear far too often in many Christian congregations, as was apparently the case with those who first read James’ letter.

The Divine Abhorrence to Prejudice


 James writes clearly about the divine abhorrence to prejudice. As usual, the apostle pulls no punches as he begins chapter two: “My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t show favoritism.” One commentator translates this verse, “Do not try to combine faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, our Glory, with worship of men’s social status.” 
 Once again we are confronted with the question that summarizes this letter: If you believe the way you should, why do you behave the way you shouldn’t? What James is telling us here is not to profess faith in Christ and at the same time be a spiritual snob.
 Faith in Christ and prejudice (or partiality) are incompatible.


Those two words—prejudice and partiality—are really two sides of the same coin. Prejudice means we treat a person negatively based on some external characteristic that is outside of their control; partiality means we treat a person positively on the same basis, thinking that we can gain something from them.


The Greek word translated “favoritism” at the end of verse one literally means, “receiving the face.” To “receive the face” is to make judgments and distinctions based on external considerations, such as physical appearance, social status or race. This term appears three times in the New Testament (Rom. 2:11; Eph. 6:9; Col. 3:25), and each reference teaches that God never shows favoritism. The Old Testament repeatedly affirms this as well, and God’s people are to imitate him in this respect. Leviticus 19:15 states, “You shall do no injustice in judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great.” 
 In our text this morning, James gives us three reasons why prejudice and partiality are unacceptable for the Christian and the Christian church.


The first reason is that prejudice is insulting. James states plainly in verse 6, “But you have insulted the poor.” Whenever we show prejudice toward the poor or partiality toward the rich, we offend that less fortunate brother. And it need not be economic condescension, either. We can show prejudice or partiality based on one’s race or ethnic background, their age (either young or old), level of education, type of work they do, marital status…the list goes on and on.


Furthermore, prejudice and partiality is insulting to God. Proverbs 17:5 says, “He who mocks the poor shows contempt for their Maker; whoever gloats over disaster will not go unpunished.” Throughout Scripture God identifies Himself with the poor and helpless, and when we insult them, we insult Him.


James introduces this section in an unusual and interesting manner. In verse one he writes literally, “the Lord Jesus Christ, our Glory.” (The niv’s rendering of “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ” doesn’t reflect this unique wording.) But what does that mean? One commentator speaks of the word glory as “shorthand” for the personal presence of the Lord in all his goodness and in the fullness of his revealed character. The Lord Jesus Christ is God’s Glory: God himself come among us in all his goodness and in the full revelation of his person.
 John 1:14 puts it this way, “The Word [meaning God the Son] became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

But what happened when Jesus came to earth? The religious experts judged Him by their human standards, and they rejected Him. He came from the wrong city, Nazareth of Galilee. He was not a graduate of their accepted schools. He did not have the official approval of the people in power. He had no wealth. His followers were a nondescript mob and included publicans and sinners. Yet He was the very glory of God! No wonder Jesus warned the religious leaders, “Stop judging by mere appearances, and make a right judgment” (John 7:24).

Sad to say, we often make the same mistakes. When visitors come into our churches, we tend to judge them on what we see outwardly rather than what they are inwardly. Dress, color of skin, fashion, and other superficial things carry more weight than the character of the Spirit that may be manifest in their lives. We cater to the rich because we hope to get something out of them, and we avoid the poor because they embarrass us. Jesus did not do this, and He does not approve of it.

Secondly, prejudice is illogical. You see, with God, prejudice makes no sense! Classism, racism, and all other forms of prejudice are not consistent with the grace of God.
 Paul writes in Galatians 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” All of the barriers we erect to divide people are broken down in Christ. For us to practice prejudice or partiality goes contrary to the nature and character of God.


We have no business forming conclusions about a person’s character or worth based on external manifestations. An illustration of this is found in 1 Samuel chapter sixteen. Samuel is sent to the house of Jesse to anoint the next king of Israel, and when he gets there, he has a great first impression of Jesse’s oldest son. Verse seven records,

But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have rejected him. The Lord does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”


We are prone to judge by outward appearance rather than by the inner attitude of the heart—because we cannot see the heart the way God does! We do not enjoy sitting with certain people in church because they “are not our kind of people.” It takes time and effort to get to know someone and to learn to appreciate their differences from us; but it is so much easier to jump to a conclusion based on a first, outward impression.


We are also prone to judge people by their past, not their future. When Saul of Tarsus was converted, the church in Jerusalem was afraid to receive him! It took Barnabas, who believed in Saul’s conversion, to break down the walls.
 Just think of how many people in the Bible God used who were failures, but in His hands they accomplished great things.


Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-30, 

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. 


Throughout Scripture we see that the Lord’s concern is shown for those who are towards the bottom of the world’s heap.
 [I guess that proves once and for all that God is indeed a Cubs fan!]


Not only this, but James points out that it was usually the rich who were making life miserable for the Christians of that day, and it was usually the poor who accepted the good news of Christ. Jesus Himself said, “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:24). Yet these folks were bending over backwards to accommodate the wealthy while insulting the poor! It made no sense! Prejudice never does.


Third, and most important, prejudice is immoral. How we need to recognize today that it is sinful to think that we are better than someone else and to look down upon others.
 Regardless of the background, motive, or cause, God’s Word emphatically declares that all prejudice is sin.
 Don’t make excuses, don’t blame the culture or your upbringing or anything else. Call prejudice what God calls it: sin.

Perhaps you’ve never thought about this way before, but the way we behave toward people indicates what we really believe about God! We cannot—and dare not—separate human relationships from divine fellowship. “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen” (1 John 4:20).
  No wonder James underscores the divine abhorrence to prejudice.

The Discreet Appearances of Prejudice


Before we move onto the solution, however, I want to take a moment and consider the discreet appearances of prejudice that exist today. We may read this account in James and shake our heads, saying, “I can’t believe that was going on back then. Surely such a thing would never happen in churches today!”


Not so fast, my friend. 

James’ illustration is timeless. It speaks as loudly today as when he penned it. It is still not always easy to know how to accommodate a poor, shabby dressed visitor in a worship service and it still is easy to assume that wealth gives a commanding voice in church affairs.

The problem is that human beings, even Christians, are not naturally inclined to be impartial. We tend to put people in pigeonholes, ranking them by their looks, their clothes, their race or ethnicity, their social status, their personality, their intelligence, their wealth and power, by the kind of car they drive, and by the type of house and neighborhood they live in.
 If they fit into our determination of what is “acceptable,” we welcome them, but if not, we think, “Wouldn’t they be happier in another church?”


Alec Motyer observes,

Not all that long ago, the wealthy paid an annual rent to secure a well-placed seat in our churches, while those who could not raise the finances had to be content with seats in the far-off corners bearing the (actual) label “Free”. Even if such blatant inequality is now a thing of the past, it is by no means unusual for a person to have a voice in church affairs related not to his wisdom but to his wealth. In the same way it is common for well-heeled congregations to assume that they ought to have (and to get) the most gifted pastors, while fellowships in less promising or attractive areas cannot expect more than the average. Money still does the talking far too loudly in Christian circles, and where and when it does, the glory of Christ departs.


Sadly, this sin is so commonplace within churches that those who give this preferential treatment seem to know no other course of action, and those who receive it have come to expect it.
  This past week I read of such an occurrence:
A woman who lived on the wrong side of the tracks wanted to join a very fashionable downtown church. She talked to the pastor about it and he suggested she go home and think about it carefully for a week. At the end of the week she came back. He said, “Now, let’s not be hasty. Go home and read your Bible for an hour every day this week. Then come back and tell me if you feel you should join.” Although she wasn’t happy about this, she agreed to do it. The next week she was back, assuring the pastor she wanted to become a member of the church.
In exasperation he said, “I have one more suggestion. You pray every day this week and ask the Lord if He wants you to come into our fellowship.” The pastor did not see the woman for six months. He met her on the street one day and asked her what she had decided. She said, “I did what you asked me to do. I went home and prayed. One day while I was praying, the Lord said to me, ‘Don’t worry about not getting into that church. I’ve been trying to get into it Myself for the last twenty years and haven’t made it.’” 


Yet too many churches, like the ones James addresses, are very willing to bring in those with money and prestige and grant them power and privilege. Such congregations operate by the new “golden rule”: “He who has the gold makes the rules.” These folks are elected to offices and boards, made chairman of this committee or that, to ensure that they (and their money) will continue to come into the church. Ministers are told not to preach about certain subjects for fear that a certain person with a lot of money might leave the church. This is all discreet appearances of prejudice, and it is all wrong.


Before I leave this topic, there is one more subtle manifestation of this sin that has become a major factor in contemporary churches. Many church growth “experts” push the idea of “target marketing” when it comes to reaching out to the community. What does that mean? One marketing authority explains,

To successfully market your product, you have to identify its prospective market. The key to market identification—sometimes referred to as “target marketing”—is to be as specific as possible in selecting the audience to whom you will market the product. By matching the appeal of your product to the interests and needs of specific population segments, you can concentrate on getting your product to your best prospects without wasting resources on people who have no need or interest in your product.… By knowing the product’s market, the product itself can be developed to address the special needs of that segment, and the entire marketing effort can be designed with maximum efficiency.

In other words, decide who you’re going to minister to, fashion the “product” to suit that audience, and don’t “waste resources” on people outside that targeted group.

Why do you suppose nearly all these “user-friendly” churches identify their “target market” as young suburban professionals and other moneyed groups? Why are so few of these churches targeting poor and inner-city congregations or mixtures of all classes and types of people? The answer may be obvious. One leading pastor in the movement says, “A pastor can define his appropriate target audience by determining with whom he would like to spend a vacation or an afternoon of recreation.” It would be hard to imagine a ministry philosophy more at odds with the Word of God than that.
 As logical as it may sound from a business standpoint, it is prejudice and partiality in the eyes of God, and that makes it sin.


If there is one place where there is to be no distinction or discrimination, it is to be the place of worship

The Desirable Alternative to Prejudice


Finally, James provides the desirable alternative to prejudice. Now that we know that prejudice and partiality are wrong in God’s sight, what is the right way to approach people from various backgrounds and situations?


James mentions “the royal law” in verse 8, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Why is this called the royal law? For one thing, it was given by the King. (And this law first appears not in the New Testament, but in the Old Testament—in all places, the book of Leviticus!) Jesus reaffirmed this command to His disciples as well.

“Love your neighbor” is the royal law for a second reason: it rules all the other laws. “Love is the fulfillment of the Law,” Paul writes in Romans 13:10. There would be no need for the thousands of complex laws if each person truly loved his neighbors.

“But these people are so different!” someone might object. That’s okay. Christian love does not mean that I must like a person and agree with him on everything. I may not like his vocabulary or his habits, and I may not want him for an intimate friend. Christian love means treating others the way God has treated me. It is an act of the will, not an emotion that I try to manufacture.

Paul puts it simply in Romans 15:7, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” Regardless of economic, ethnic, or educational status, we are all people for whom Christ died. That fact alone should keep us from displaying prejudice or partiality.
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