Mercy triumphs over judgment
James 2:8 – 13

Fairview Presbyterian Church

July 15th, 2007

Why be good? Why obey God? 


Why should we be good? Why should we seek to live upright and moral lives? Why should we obey the law of the land? Why should we endeavor to be virtuous? 


There is more than one answer to these questions, for there is more than one reason behind our motivation to be obedient to God and the world he has created. There is, in fact, a hierarchy of motivations behind our desire to live upright and honorable lives. 

At the lowest level, there is the intent to avoid punishment. When we are children, we do not do wrong because we do not wish to be spanked, or sent to time out, or lose privileges. As adults we obey the law because we do not wish to be fined, or sent to jail, or given a community service project. There are higher reasons. We may recognize a certain amount of self interest in honorable behavior. We act honorably in order to earn favor from others. If we are dependable, honest and trustworthy, it is easier to find a job, earn a promotion, and pursue our life’s goals. Within our family we may obey the rules because we know that doing so preserves harmony among the relatives. The same dynamic may be at work in your neighborhood, community, and municipality. Some people have a higher, more abstract commitment to the law as law. They are concerned for the common good, the good of the social order. The character of Javert, in Victor Hugo’s masterpiece, Les Miserables, embodies this principle. He is the law. Some obedience arises from our sense of a higher law. We recognize that some rules have come to us from Mt. Sinai itself. They are universal, greater than any particular state or law code. We obey them because we sense that they come from God himself and are woven into the very fabric of creation. Still, the highest and best reason to be obedient is the one that does not come naturally to us – that is, to do what we ought to do simply to please and honor God. All of the other reasons have their place and relative importance, but growth in the Christian walk means increasing our love for God – to learn to do what ought to be done simply and solely because we know that doing so pleases our heavenly Father. 

Remember, in the preceding verses, James has condemned paying special attention to a rich and powerful person who joins in the time of Christian worship while at the same time neglecting a poor and needy person who has also come to worship. James instructs us not to show such partiality. The distinctions of the world are left at the narthex doorway. Within the church there is a radical equalization that takes place. Within the church the rich are not to be given undue deference. 

Now, picking up in v. 8, James anticipates a possible defense someone might make in showing special deference, partiality, toward the rich. James images his reader saying, “Remember, God commands us to love our neighbor as ourselves. In welcoming the rich person to our fellowship, I am simply loving my neighbor. Just as I have been commanded.”


To this James replies, “Well, if that is true, you are doing well. But remember, God’s royal law can teach us his will and his ways, but it cannot build for us a path to his kingdom.  
God’s royal law can teach us his will and his ways, but it cannot build for us a path to his kingdom 

8 If you really fulfill the royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. 

James calls God’s law his royal law. God’s law is supreme in its excellence. It is the law from the King of kings. God’s law is the king of all laws. Under it all other laws find their meaning and existence. God’s law is perfect. It revives the soul. We are under God’s supreme law. It is law fit for a king. 


James says, “If you really fulfill the…law…you are doing well.” James’ point is ironic. Loving our neighbor as our self is the goal and standard, but who really accomplishes or meets this goal? Loving our neighbor as ourselves is the right standard, but who would claim to abide by it? 

James’ point is that God’s royal law can teach us but the royal law cannot redeem us. Knowing the measuring standard is a good thing. It can tell us how we ought to live. But, it does not enable us to meet the standard set before us. To drive this point home James offers another illustration based upon the idea of showing partiality. He points out that there are no little transgressions of God’s royal law.  
There are no “little” transgressions of God’s royal law 

9 But if you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 

On a human level at least, there is a hierarchy in the catalog of sins. Some sins are more serious than others. Poisoning your mother-in-law is a greater crime than tearing off the “Do Not Remove” tag from your bedroom mattress. But, James reminds us, there is a unity to God’s law. If you break any part of it, you have, in fact, broken it all. 


On one level, we might think that the sin of favoritism is a small thing. We say to ourselves, “Okay, sure, I was sucking up to Daddy Warbucks on Sunday before church, but it really is not such a big deal. It is not like I was gambling with the family milk money or stealing pennies from a blind man.” But what James is saying is that there is no trivial law in God’s royal law. It all carries import. Favoritism appears to be a little sin. But there is no little sin in God’s eyes.


The reason for this is that the net result of breaking this or any sin is that it makes you a “transgressor.” Once you have broken one law, then you have, in an absolute sense, broken The Law. Your identity is that of a law breaker. It does no good to say, “Well, it is true, I broke this one law, but you must remember that I still obeyed these remaining nine.” Nothing is gained in saying “Sure, I am guilty of embezzling the summer camp money from the local Boy Scout troop, but I drive an earth friendly hybrid Toyota Prius.” The two do not cancel each other out. Moral virtue is not a zero sum equation. 

We can see this truth illustrated on a human level. In our world, if you break one law, you become a felon. It does not matter how many laws you kept. What matters is the one law you broke. That one broken law now defines who you are in life. All the other laws that you did not break do not matter. It is the one you broke that makes a difference. 

What this means practically is that there are no openings for accountants or lawyers. Accountants keep track of relative worth. Lawyers are interested in the mitigating and aggregating factors that resulted in the crime. They are interested in assessing degrees of guilt or innocence. Such effort make sense in a horizontal sense, as we compare one crime to another. But in a vertical sense, in regards to our relationship to God, obedience to God’s law is an all or nothing matter. 

There are no openings for accountants or lawyers: obedience to God’s law is an all or nothing matter

10 For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it. 

There are facets of life where things are naturally divided into two: Democrats and Republicans; donkey’s and elephants; liberals and conservatives; Jews and Gentiles; dog lovers and cat lovers; type A and type B; men and women; Mars and Venus; fair ball or foul ball; pregnant or not pregnant; all or nothing. These are areas of life that operate under what logicians call The Law of the Excluded Middle – a statement must be true or false – some things must be one or the other. There is no middle ground. 

Such is the case with God’s law. We are either law keepers or law breakers. There is no gradation. It is one or the other. It must be one or the other.  We are either on the mark or off it. 

The problem, of course, is that this is not the popular understanding abroad in our world. Most people approach God’s law the same way they approach a cafeteria line, choosing which laws they intend to obey, indifferent to the other ones they see on display. They keep some laws here. Break some laws there. They are not aiming for perfection. They just aim for a passing grade. They believe their good works will out weigh their bad efforts. The ancient Jewish rabbis taught that whoever fulfilled one law, that good would be credited to him. Some Rabbi’s so emphasized Sabbath keeping that, in some Jewish communities, observance of the Sabbath would be elevated to compensate for obedience failures in other areas of life. The net result is that we keep some of God’s laws, we break others, and yet we still feel good about our life because we believe it all evens out in the end. 


We humans love this concept of off setting sins. If we fail in one area of life, we can do something to make up for our failure in another. The latest version of this is the concept of carbon off sets. There are many in our world who believe that producing carbon is harmful for the environment and that it is a factor behind global warming. A carbon offset is a means by which people who are unable or unwilling to reduce their carbon footprint can compensate for it in some other way. They can plant a tree. Sin in one area. Make up for it in another. Make things balance out. 

Do you realize that this idea of offsetting of human sin by human effort was the spark that ignited the Protestant Reformation? Let me explain why. The Roman Catholic Church teaches the doctrine of the treasury of merit. The treasury of merit is the sum total collection of the excess merit obtained by the Lord Jesus Christ, the Holy Family, the saints and the martyrs throughout history. The average Catholic Christian, according to this doctrine, does not have sufficient merit to enter heaven, to come into God’s presence, upon their death. They must either pay for their sins in purgatory, or have a portion of the excess merit in this sacred treasury applied to their spiritual account. The Catholic church has the authority to assign this excess merit through indulgences. Indulgences are still given today for special spiritual effort in things such as pilgrimages. At the time of the Reformation, indulgences could be bought and sold. You can imagine the corruptions that flowed from that policy.
 It was the buying and selling of indulgences that provoked Martin Luther to compose his 95 Theses, sparking the Protestant Reformation. 

This is not the right context to enter into a full review of the debate and division that became the Protestant Reformation. Permit me to boil it down to a single key point. The Protestant Reformers rejected any and all talk of the accounting of human merit in regard to the salvation offered in Jesus Christ. Like James, they insisted that obeying the law is all or nothing. It is not a matter of obedience through degrees or in part. There is no calculation of merit, nor the buying or selling of it. It is not possible to off set a sin in one area of life through a good work in another area. The whole law is a reflection of God himself. It is all God’s will. No part is less important than another. Nothing is gained and much is lost in suggesting that human merit has any roll in the story of our redemption from sin and death. 
God’s law is a reflection of God himself 

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. 

James’ point here is to remind us that the source of the royal law is the same – God himself. God is the author of the law. It is not man made. It is not provisional or in development. It is not variable. It is not negotiable. We cannot approach God’s law as we might approach a Chinese menu: choosing one from column A and two from column B. God’s law is a unitary whole. It follows that there is, therefore, no such thing as a trivial law. All law reflects God’s nature and character. Whatever law that is broken, it is God who is injured. 

If someone has been correctly following James’ argument to this point, they ought to be feeling a bit bleak and blue. If we are honest with ourselves, we know that we do not keep God’s law. Far from it, we regularly break his good and perfect law; his royal law. Even the breaking of the “littlest” of God’s laws makes us a transgressor. All of God’s law reflects his character and we are obligated to observe all of it. Each and every detail. And yet the task, the requirement, is quite beyond us. Before God’s royal law, things are quite hopeless. 


It is at this point that James introduces a new, important and essential idea. God’s people, he tells us, live under the law of liberty, not under God’s royal law. 

God’s people live under the law of liberty, not God’s royal law 

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

James’ instruction to God’s people is to speak and act under the law of liberty. What we say and what we do are guided by this law. James provides the law of liberty as a contrast to the royal law. Christians live under the law of liberty. We are not governed by external law: do this; do not do that: a law of rule, regulation, and pressure. No, the law of liberty is an inner law. The royal law is the outer law. The line between good and evil runs through every human heart. The key point to remember is that the more you have of the inner law, the less you need of the outer law. 


God had promised in the Old Testament that he would pour out his Spirit upon the human community and plant his law within the heart of his people. The law of God is implanted, and growing, within God’s people. Because it is within, and not without, it is liberating. Obedience to God’s law flows from within us. It is not coerced from without us. 

Let me illustrate this by contrasting Christianity with the religion of Islam. Islam, as you know, means literally submission. Islam is concerned that the world submit to the rule of God as articulated by Mohammed. As a religion, it is more interested in enforcing outward submission of obedience than in persuading inward conviction of belief. In Christianity we cultivate the change in the inner man through faith in Jesus Christ, believing that from that change will flow outward god-honoring behavior. In Islam, the outward actions are conformed to the requirements of the religion, believing that later the inward conviction will follow. Islam presumes and demands the presence and enforcement of an outer law.  

The law of liberty James speaks of should not be understood as a rejection of God’s law. Christians are not antinominian. We do not reject God’s law. There is freedom in Christ, but it is not a freedom to do as you please. Rather, it is the delight and privilege of learning to live in God’s world as he intends us to live. The law of God gives true freedom. God’s law trains us to be self governed and self directed: to place the law of God within our heart. It trains us to know what is good and why it is good. The inner law of liberty tells us how to love our neighbor, teaching that law and love are not enemies. Love is within the law; not against it or above it. 

For example, we are commanded to love our neighbor as our self. How do we show our love for our neighbor? We do so by not stealing from them, by not murdering them when they annoy us; by respecting the marriage covenant, resisting temptation, and remaining committed to the integrity of ours and other  families. We show love by speaking truthfully to and about one another and by choosing not to envy our neighbors possessions or blessings. 


Note the roll that God’s written law places in our lives as Christian believers. Its roll is pedagogical. Its roll is that of a teacher. It trains us in the exercise of that inner law of liberty. God teaches us to love our neighbor as ourselves, and it is his law that provides the guidelines as to how we might do that. The Old Testament teaches that if we see our neighbor’s donkey out wandering loose, we ought to capture it to return it to him. It is not impossible, but also not likely, that we will see a neighbor’s donkey strolling through the tulips in our backyard. But the law of liberty teaches us the principle that we ought to watch out for our neighbor’s interest: we roll up the windows in his car if it starts to rain; we volunteer to take care of his hamster while he is on vacation; we bring a home cooked meal if someone is ill. You cannot spell these things out in legal terms. They are learned as the Holy Spirit teaches us how to apply the law of liberty in the various areas of our lives. 

James has one last thing to point out regarding the law of liberty. In the law of liberty, mercy triumphs over judgment. 

In the law of liberty, mercy triumphs over judgment 

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


A recurring theme of the scriptures is that those who show mercy will receive mercy. James touches upon it. 13 For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy. The Psalmist (18:25) before him said much the same, 25 With the merciful you show yourself merciful; 
 The Lord Jesus picked up and reiterated the same idea. Matthew 5:7: 7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 
  Matthew 6:14 – 15: 14 For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, 15 but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. 
 The point is clear: all who would find mercy must be merciful. 


Remember, James is talking at this point of the law of liberty, not the royal law of God. One living by the law of liberty is not attempting to earn God’s approval through his own efforts, or through offsets, seeking to balance and make things right. One living in the law of liberty knows that is an impossibility. Instead, this person has experienced concretely what James speaks of, of mercy triumphing over judgment. The one living in the law of liberty has seen the sweep and reality of his sinfulness. He knows that there is nothing he can do about them and he grieves deeply for it. But the one in the law of liberty has also heard the gospel message of the salvation that is available in Jesus Christ. He has turned to him in faith, believing and trusting. He embraced Christ. He has experienced the freedom from sin only Jesus Christ can give. And, having experienced the mercy God gives, he in turn is freed and enabled to offer that same grace and mercy to others. 


Where are you this morning my friend? Are you seeking to earn God’s pleasure? Are you still looking for off sets, believing you can make things right with God? Foolishness. Let it go. Instead, admit your sin. Admit your need. Turn in faith to Jesus Christ. Believe in him. Ask him to receive you and make you new. 

Say “Amen” Somebody. 

James 2:8-13

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.
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