
The Rich and the Poor and the Royal Law of Love 

James 2:1-9, 14-17; Mark 7:24-35 

I am, by any measure, a very wealthy man.  I make a six-digit income.  I have excellent 

healthcare.  I have wonderful job security.  I’ve earned a superb retirement which gets 

better every year.  I live on the grounds of the Naval Academy in a gorgeous mansion 

surrounded by other mansions and grand historic buildings.  Many of my utilities are 

provided.  I look out on manicured lawns and sculpted gardens and lovely flowers all of 

which are cared for by others. I enjoy a comfortable existence.  I live in a gated 

community in the heart of an historic town.  But just outside the gate, it’s a very different 

story. 

A few weeks ago my wife and I walked out the gate to visit a family in downtown 

Annapolis.  After visiting them, we walked to a lovely little park on the backside of Spa 

Creek.  It was 10 a.m. and there, on a park bench, lay a homeless man sleeping the 

morning away.  The week before last, I flew out of town to attend some training.  My 

return flight was delayed by foul weather so it was 1 o’clock in the morning when the 

airport shuttle brought me through downtown Annapolis and there, just a block from 

gate 1, a homeless man was sound asleep on the steps of a nearby store.  I saw 

another homeless man just this week when I walked to Taylor funeral home to make a 

pastoral call.  That’s what it’s like, just outside the gate. 

I live in a pocket of prosperity; and there are many similar pockets scattered around 

Annapolis; but there are pockets of poverty, too.  Did you know that there are nearly 300 

students in Annapolis Elementary School?  And I’m told that about 70 of those children 

are given a backpack full of food each Friday to see them through the weekend.  Last 

year, more than 25,000 school students qualified for free or reduced meals in Anne 

Arundel County.  That was up 7% from the year before.  And all of this exists just 

outside my door.  

Yes, I enjoy a very comfortable existence but it’s a very different story just outside the 

gate.  So you can imagine how I feel when I read the book of James.  My comfortable 

existence is disquieted as James comes crashing in on my wealthy complacency.  But 

first, a note about James before we read what he says.  You see, James was written to 

Christians.  His letter is full of admonitions to action.  He was not telling them how to 

become Christian as if they could earn God’s favor by their own efforts.  No, he was 

telling them how to become Christian.  Instead, he was telling Christians how to be 

Christian – how to behave as those who have already received the favor of God.         

Here’s what James says to me, a wealthy Christian living in wealth and ease.  James 

says, “My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our 

glorious Lord Jesus Christ?  For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes 

into your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take 

notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, ‘Have a seat here, please,’ while to 



the one who is poor you say, ‘Stand there,’ or, ‘Sit at my feet,’ have you not made 

distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts?  (Ja. 2:1-4 

NRSV) 

With these words James challenges the way we so often preference the rich and 

neglect the poor.  His very first question is remarkably convicting.  “My brothers and 

sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus 

Christ?”  The implied answer is “No!  Of course not!  You can’t possibly believe in Jesus 

if you preference the rich and neglect the poor.  After all, Jesus was born in poverty – 

the poverty of a manger.  He was raised in the hardscrabble of a Jewish blue collar 

home.  He said of himself, ‘Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the 

Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.’ (Mt. 8:20 NRSV)  He was crucified as a 

criminal and buried in a borrowed tomb.  And in his description of the final judgment he 

identified himself with the poor and said to those who neglected them that they were 

neglecting him, ‘…depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his 

angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you have me 

nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not 

give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ (Mt. 25:41-3 NRSV)  No, 

you can’t possibly believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ if you preference the rich 

and neglect the poor” James seems to imply in his very first question. 

But it’s so easy for us to do, isn’t it.  It’s so easy for us to favor the rich while turning a 

blind eye to the poor, or at best only giving them a grudging place among us at the 

table.  And it’s ironic that we should do this because most of God’s people are poor 

people.    

This was true in James’ day and it is true in our day, too.  James said, “Listen, my 

beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in 

faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him?” (Ja. 

2:5 NRSV)   

Don’t misunderstand James.  Poverty doesn’t automatically give a person access to 

God’s kingdom and wealth doesn’t automatically exclude one either. But those with very 

little earthly treasure often put their hope in God, and the rich who have every earthly 

thing often have no taste for heaven. That’s why Jesus said, “Blessed are you who are 

poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” (Lk. 6:20 NRSV)  And that’s why he also said, “It 

is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to 

enter the kingdom of God.” (Mk. 10:25 NRSV)   

Yes, most of God’s people are poor people.  Most of our brothers and sisters in Christ 

are ranked among the poor.  While the Church in Europe and North America declines in 

numbers and in influence, the Church in Africa and Asia grows rapidly among the poor. 

So isn’t it ironic that we preference the rich above the poor when so many of the poor 

are our brothers and sisters in Christ.       



So what are we to do, we who are wealthy?  And yes, chances are, you are wealthy just 

like me.  Some of you are wealthier than I am.  Some of you are not.  But even you 

Midshipmen are wealthy when compared to the poor.  You have room and board, 

clothing and tuition, and a guaranteed job when your college days are done.  Yes, 

you’re richer than you think, wealthier than you know.   

So what are we to do, we who are rich, in a world where so many are so poor?  

According to James, we’re to apply the royal law of love.  James says, “You do well if 

you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.’  But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as 

transgressors.” (Ja. 2:8-9 NRSV)  Notice, the royal law of love applies to all – the rich 

and poor alike.  We should not despise the rich.  We should not neglect the poor.  We 

should love all alike without preferential treatment.  

But what does this mean in concrete terms – especially as it relates to the poor who are 

the focus of James’ concern?  How are we to love the poor among us and around us?  I 

take some solace in knowing that much of my giving goes to support the poor.  My wife 

and I give 10% of our income to various Christian causes, many of which provide for the 

poor, the sick, and the needy.  The apostle Paul commended this practice.  He 

personally oversaw a collection to support the poor Christians in Jerusalem and he 

spent two chapters in Second Corinthians exhorting the Corinthian Christians to 

contribute (See 2 Cor. 8-9).  It’s a worthy practice.  I would encourage you to think 

carefully about your giving. Some of you have a great deal of wealth that could alleviate 

a great deal of poverty and suffering.  But all of us, regardless of our income, can give 

10% to support the cause of Christ and meet the needs of the poor outside the door.     

But is giving enough?  James says we’re to welcome them when they come into our 

worship.  This implies some kind of contact.  But let’s be honest.  The poor can’t get 

through the gate.  Very few impoverished people will ever appear in our sanctuary.  So 

what are we to do?   

In the gospel reading for today, we see Jesus going out to meet the needy where they 

were.  He left the familiar confines of his own people and crossed various boundaries to 

care for those in need.  As you may know, in Jesus’ day there was a great gulf between 

Jews and Gentiles, women and men, the healthy and the afflicted.  Jews despised 

Gentiles and considered them unclean.  Men looked down on women as second class 

citizens.  The sick were looked upon with great suspicion; had they committed some sin 

to cause their sickness or were they perhaps possessed with a devil or demon?  

Nevertheless, despite those beliefs, Jesus left the familiar confines of his own people 

and crossed those boundaries to care for those in need.   He went out into Gentile 

territory to meet the need a Gentile woman and to heal a deaf man with a speech 

impediment.  The crucial point is this: Jesus went out to meet the needy where they 

were. He didn’t wait for them to come to him.    



It’s been a long time since I last worked with Habitat for Humanity.  It’s been a long time 

since I last helped in the soup kitchen or the homeless shelter.  It’s been a long time 

since I last delivered groceries to the poor at Christmastime.  It’s been a long time since 

I last helped my wife foster a needy child.  It’s been a long time since I last went out and 

came into contact with the poor.  What about you?   

I said at the very beginning of this sermon that James disquiets me.  He disturbs my 

comfortable existence.  I come to the end of this sermon just as disquieted as when I 

began.  But maybe that’s precisely James’ intent.  Maybe he wants to wake us from our 

slumber, to prod us from our ease, and to make us uncomfortable with anything less 

than a faith that works by producing works of faith. For James closes this passage with 

these words: “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do 

not have works? Can faith save you?  If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 

and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do 

not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?  So faith by itself, if it has no 

works, is dead.”  (Ja. 2:14-17 NRSV)  Troubling, but true.  And all God’s people 

said…Amen. 


