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James 12:1 My brothers and sisters, believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ must not 

show favoritism.  2 Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine 

clothes, and a poor man in filthy old clothes also comes in.  3 If you show special attention to 

the man wearing fine clothes and say, “Here’s a good seat for you,” but say to the poor 

man, “You stand there” or “Sit on the floor by my feet,” 4 have you not discriminated 

among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? 
5 Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the 

eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love 

him?  6 But you have dishonored the poor.  Is it not the rich who are exploiting you?  Are 

they not the ones who are dragging you into court?  7 Are they not the ones who are 

blaspheming the noble name of him to whom you belong? 
8 If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, “Love your neighbor as 

yourself,” you are doing right.  9 But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by 

the law as lawbreakers.  10 For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one 

point is guilty of breaking all of it.  11 For he who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” 

also said, “You shall not murder.”  If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, 

you have become a lawbreaker. 
12 Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 

13 because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been 

merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment. 

 

 

Back in the roaring twenties, almost a hundred years ago in a young but blossoming 

United States of America, you wouldn’t have had to walk far to run into a young man or a young 

woman who had recently “made it” after crossing over the Atlantic in chase of that fabled 

American dream.  The newly rich were everywhere in the early nineteen hundreds.  And as they 

started climbing the rungs to the middle and upper classes they started looking to discover what 

they needed to do to fit in in this new level of society.  And so in 1922 an aspiring female 

American author wrote a book titled Etiquette in Society, in Business, in Politics, and at Home.  

It was an immediate best seller, and with updates and revisions continuing to come out for 

decades after its initial publishing, Etiquette is a large part of the reason why you know the 

name, Emily Post.   

That book, along with the rest of Mrs. Post’s legacy, has haunted middle school aged 

children ever since.  As much as parents may want their children to be found socially acceptable, 

kids just want to eat.  I remember one particular occasion where my mom tried something she 

had read in a magazine article.  She placed a small dish in front of each of us at the table and 

each dish had about ten or twelve pennies inside.  If you caught someone breaking etiquette—

chewing with their mouth open, setting their elbows on the table, or forgetting to say please—

you pointed it out and then you got one of their pennies.  After that first meal I don’t believe we 
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ever tried the penny game again.  My sisters and I were not all that concerned with the notion of 

whether or not we fit into society; what we cared about was winning.  Dinner had now become a 

competition and etiquette was the last thing on my mind.  I recall one of my sisters starting to cry 

as I garnered yet another of their pennies and I believe that’s about when the game came to an 

end. 

Our Gospel lesson starts off with some instruction from Jesus that at first sounds an awful 

lot like table etiquette.  He’s been invited over to someone’s home for dinner and as He watches 

the guests scramble for the best seats He says, “When someone invites you to a wedding feast, 

do not take the place of honor, for a person more distinguished than you may have been 

invited.  If so, the host who invited both of you will come and say to you, ‘Give this person 

your seat.’  Then, humiliated, you will have to take the least important place.  But when 

you are invited, take the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he will say to you, 

‘Friend, move up to a better place.’  Then you will be honored in the presence of all the 

other guests.  For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble 

themselves will be exalted (Lk 14:8-11). 

Now, our culture is a little different than the culture Jesus was living in.  We don’t really 

have that concept of seats of honor anymore at least not at our regular daily meals.  The only 

place we might still have a semblance of this custom is at our wedding receptions.  And it seems 

like pretty common sense that if one of us got invited to a wedding and we weren’t in the bridal 

party that we wouldn’t want to go in to the reception hall and take a seat at the head table.  First 

of all, that just isn’t the way it’s done and besides, it would be a little embarrassing when the 

groom or the maître d’ came to escort us back to our intended seat.  It seems so obvious really 

that we could just stash this instruction from Jesus—this warning that those who exalt 

themselves will be humbled or humiliated—into our common sense drawer and then just move 

along.   

But the reality is that Jesus is talking about a lot more than table manners here, isn’t He?  

We know that because Luke starts off by telling us Jesus was telling a parable.  So this direction 

he gives us on table manners is really an example, not just of how we ought to act at a wedding 

reception but really of how we ought to live our lives in general.  Jesus boils down the meaning 

of the parable for us in verse 11: all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those 

who humble themselves will be exalted.  The life of a disciple of Jesus, a life that glorifies God 

and is pleasing in His eyes, is one of humility. 

The problem is that inside all of us is at least some amount of that competitive edge that 

the younger version of me displayed at the dinner table that day with the pennies.  We want to 

win.  We want to look after ourselves and do what we can to get ahead and stay on top.  And so 

when we hear this call from Jesus to be humble, we don’t like it.  It starts us wondering how it 

could possibly be fair for God to ask us to be humiliated in order to be His disciples.  Why is it 

that we should be viewed as less significant, if we’re the ones who are doing what God asks of 

us?   

But the truth is, Jesus isn’t asking us to be humiliated; He’s asking us to be humble.  And 

when we really stop to think about it, there’s a pretty big difference.  Being humble, according to 

God’s Word, means prioritizing service to God and the needs of others.  The famous Christian 

author, C. S. Lewis, put it this way “True humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is 
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thinking of yourself less.”  In other words, humility means thinking about other people more.  

So rather than viewing ourselves or being viewed by others as insignificant, what Christ-like 

humility really means is viewing others as significant. 

That’s different than being humiliated, isn’t it?  Humiliation is when somebody lowers 

our pride, and pride is when we’re thinking about ourselves—our own value, our own 

importance—before the importance of the people around us.  So Christ-like humility means 

thinking about other people, their importance, their significance.  Way more than it has to do 

with how we view ourselves, humility has to do with how we view other people. 

The truth of the matter then, is that if we practice that kind of Christ-like humility in our 

lives we really can’t ever be humiliated.  Because when our primary focus is on serving God and 

tuning in to the needs and the significance of others, then our pride never gets inflated to the 

point where someone can burst it.   

These ideas of pride and humility are really what the Apostle James was addressing in 

that section of his letter to the Church that we read a few minutes ago.  He cautions us not play 

favorites, in other words, not to discriminate on the basis of wealth, like he cites in his example, 

or on any other basis for that matter.  Favoritism and discrimination are side effects of pride.  

When I have a lofty view of myself it can lead me to think less of other people.  When I think 

that one person is more significant or has more to offer me than another person it can lead me to 

discriminate between the two of them and favor the one I think has more to offer. 

James warns us about how toxic that kind of attitude can be within a congregation.  If we 

had two visitors show up for worship today and one dressed in a three-piece designer suit and the 

other in ripped jeans and an old t-shirt, and we all paid special attention and were extra 

welcoming to our well-dressed visitor and ignored the other, then that would be a pretty clear 

example of our sinful pride getting in the way. 

You can take the scenario outside of church on a Sunday morning and apply to just about 

any aspect of your life.  If we judge someone based on their outward appearance whether that’s 

their clothing, their skin color, their accent, their tattoos or piercings, or whatever it might be, 

we’re letting pride get the better of us.  We’re allowing evil thoughts to taint our judgement of 

that person.  But if we take a step back and think about them with Christ-like humility, then we 

can appreciate their actual significance: This is a person for whom Jesus died.  This is a person 

whom God wants to be saved.  And once I appreciate that, now I can start to see how God may 

be able to use me as an instrument to bring that about. 

Living in Christ-like humility means not only that I can never be humiliated, but that I 

will never humiliate somebody else.  I will always consider their true importance and treat them 

accordingly. 

I’ve used a number of times now that phrase “Christ-like humility.”  And that’s because 

this humility that Jesus would have us put into practice in our lives is one that He modeled for us 

Himself.  Jesus shows us what true humility looks like.  God the Son came down to earth and 

clothed Himself in human flesh like a part of His own creation.  He grew up through all the 

awkward and embarrassing situations we all face; He suffered rejection, ridicule, and persecution 

during His ministry; and finally, He endured unjust torture and execution on a cross.  And yet 

Jesus wasn’t humiliated by any of that.  We might look at everything that Jesus endured and be 

tempted to say, “of course it was humiliating!  They killed God’s Son like He was a common 
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criminal, how can that not be humiliating?”  But Jesus didn’t think of it that way, He didn’t think 

about how He was being treated and whether it was just, or not.  He didn’t think about Himself at 

all.  He thought about His Father in heaven, and He thought about you and me.   

Jesus knew that dying on the cross was His Father’s will.  He knew that His path of 

“humiliation” was the one course by which you and I could receive forgiveness from our sins.  

And so while Jesus’ attitude was certainly one of humility, what He endured for us was not 

humiliating, at least not in the sense we so often think of the word.  Jesus didn’t feel indignant or 

resentful because He went through He endured willingly out of love for us and for God the 

Father. 

Last week, when we looked at the question, “If you were to die tonight and God were to 

ask you why He should let you into His heaven, what would you tell Him?” we talked about 

some of the wrong answers that are so popular.  Those answers ranged from “I’m trying hard to 

do the right thing and to be a decent person,” to, “I’ve done more than enough good to balance 

out whatever mistakes I’ve made in my life,” to, “well I know I’m at least better than some of the 

other people out there.”  Today James shows us why those are the wrong answers.  He says 

whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of 

it.  Jesus knew that all of us are guilty of breaking the law and that we deserve to be punished 

accordingly. But rather than look at us as worth less because of our guilt, He clothed Himself in 

humility and took the punishment for our sins on Himself.   

Jesus is also the prime example of how those who humble themselves will be exalted.  

After all that He endured for our sake, He was raised to life again by the Father and He is now 

seated at the Father’s right hand with total authority over heaven and earth.  And so you too can 

be confident as you live a humble life, always thinking of others, their needs, and their 

significance, that because Jesus died on the cross for you and has risen and ascended that your 

sins are forgiven and you too will be exalted before your Father in heaven. 

So it’s for more than just manners that Jesus has instruction for us today, it’s the manner 

in which we live our lives.  Live in humility by serving God and loving your neighbor and you 

will be exalted.  Amen. 


