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Introduction  

1. The issue before us involves how we view others in light of the law of Christ: “You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself.”  

a. Truly loving others requires both tables of the law, which James assumes his readers understand. 

b. Our relationships on earth are summarized in that succinct statement. In order to thrive, we look out for 
ourselves. So, Jesus requires His followers to look out for others with the same care that they look after 

themselves.  

2. The fact presented here is simple, but it is also very difficult.  

a. Loving God and neighbor is kingdom work. 

1) Love is active, not passive or feeling-oriented (“If [you are keeping the Royal Law], you are doing 

well”). 

2) Love is the guiding and controlling principle of the kingdom. 

b. Loving God and neighbor is governed by law (v. 9) and is the basis of judgment. How we serve God is 
demonstrated by how we serve others (Matt. 25:31-46). 

3. Believers must not discriminate for 6 reasons:  

a. Discrimination promotes unhealthy divisions (4a). 

b. Discrimination encourages judgmental pride (4b). 

c. Discrimination is based on standards other than God’s (5). 

d. Discrimination honors those whom God rejects and rejects those whom God honors (6). 

e. Discrimination blasphemes Christ’s name (7). 

f. Discrimination violates the Royal Law (8).  

4. James outlines a better way—mercy—for believers to live in the world and relate to the Royal Law.  

a. Jesus commands us to follow Him—to live mercy as He lived it, which is dangerous, hard, and unpopular.  

b. Such a life demands that we be vulnerable and selfless in our relationships.  

I. Legal Obligations  

1. The Royal Law is not a relaxed version of Sinai. 

a. Royal Law is kingdom principle—rules of the King which obligate obedience (8, 9).  

b. Law is a composite whole, not a collection of various parts (10, 11).  

“I am not too bad if I keep 9 of the 10 rules.” 

c. Jesus expounded on the Ten Commandments and tightened their interpretation from simple outward 

observance to strict inward conformity (as seen in James’s use of adultery and murder, v. 11). 

2. Neither is the penalty for law-breaking diminished under Christ’s administration.  

a. If one sins against an infinite Law-giver, he is liable for infinite punishment (13).  

b. The only hope of the law-breaker is mercy from the Judge. 

c. Jesus is God’s mercy personified. He came to endure God’s wrath against transgressors in their stead and to 

save them through His own righteous obedience (Rom. 8:32-34). 

II. The Glory of Mercy  

1. God’s solution to strict legal obligation is mercy (12, 13). 



a. Mercy is compassion extended to the miserable. 

1) It is a quality of God expressed in three Hebrew words: ḥeseḏ, covenant mercy; ḥānan, the favor of a 

superior shown to the undeserving; and rāḥam, the compassion or pity of a loving father to his children. 

2) The New Testament gathers these concepts into the word charis or grace. “Grace is concerned for man, 

as guilty; mercy, as he is miserable” (Trench).  

b. Mercy, then, is the standard for living in this sin-infected world. 

1) If God is merciful, He expects His children to reflect His character in their living, which is to be merciful 

(Micah 6:8; Zechariah 7:9). 

2) Jesus taught that mercy is a kingdom principle that His followers must emulate (Matt. 7:2). 

2. Jesus taught that showing mercy to others recognizes that one has also been the recipient of mercy (Matt. 

18:21-35).  

a. Mercy begets mercy; i.e., God’s being merciful to me ought to make me merciful to others. 

b. Be careful, however, that you do not assume that being merciful merits God’s mercy.  

III. The Admonition  

1. Total obedience is required.  

a. Speaking expresses what one understands the Law requires.  

b. Acting is doing what is required. 

c. These verbs are present active imperatives, which means that they are to be habitual.  

2. What does James mean by “law of liberty”?  

a. Most interpret the phrase to refer to the wise constraints in the law as liberating, not the caprice of personal 

liberty.  

b. However, I agree with Calvin: “‘Except ye wish to undergo the rigor of the law, ye must be less rigid 

towards your neighbors; for the law of liberty is the same as the mercy of God, which delivers us from the 

curse of the law.’ And so this verse ought to be read with what follows, where he speaks of the duty of 

bearing with infirmities” (see v. 13).  

1) In other words, showing mercy to those who offend you frees you from the severity of law that you 

violated because you know that He has shown mercy to you.  

2) Obedience is never perfect, but the law is not relaxed to accommodate the imperfection. However, if I 

understand God’s merciful disposition toward me, I can rejoice in the liberty of His mercy while, at the 
same time, knowing that He has not relaxed His standards. Jesus stands as my surety before His holy 

justice.  

3) What can be said of a professed “believer” who holds another to the rigid standard of law, exacting 

obedience and demanding justice for failure, not bending at all in mercy?  

4) On the other hand, if a believer rests in the merciful love of his God, why would he not want to extend 
that grace to others around him?  

3. The proof of this interpretation is seen in the verse that follows (v. 13).  

a. Because judgment is without mercy to him who shows no mercy (as we saw in Matt. 18).  

b. Because mercy triumphs (rejoices, boasts, or glories) over judgment. 

What a precious truth—God’s mercy is the only thing that can stand up to His righteous wrath against my 
sin. Oh, let me bask in that wonder and reflect that mercy to all around me to the glory of God.  


