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Grace Presbyterian Church               October 24, 2021 

Psalm 126, Mark 10: 46-52, James 1: 1-13    

Pastor Jonathan 

 

“Mercy Triumphs Over Judgment” 
 

Family. A word that strikes in our hearts some of the greatest feelings of 

belonging, kinship, caring, identity and loving relationship, while at the 

same time bringing many of us fear and anxiety, unrealized hopes and 

dreams, brokenness of many kinds and abuse. How can such a word conjure 

such different feelings and reactions? I suppose it depends when I use word 

where your mind goes. Do you know what part of your family, or what 

person your mind goes to first when I mention the word “family?” Do you 

feel differently about those who are your true blood family versus those who 

have married into the family? Do you have parts of the family that you find 

it hard to think about, let alone be in good and constant in contacting them? 

 

Our families form us. They are the community in which we have been 

raised, and in turn, for those of us who are parents, we are the community in 

which our children have been raised, and they theirs, and so on. Family is 

such a constant source of joy and pain. I suppose it would be easier if it were 

only one way or the other. But it isn’t. So we deal with the polarity, enjoy 

the family as we are able, pray for the family, and put up with a lot that is 

difficult. Sometimes we cut off family members, consciously or 

unconsciously. Ask yourself if you have done this. I am not telling you how 

to feel about that, but rather to notice it, because there are times where we 

are either cut off by someone else or we do it to them, and again not always 

in an active way, but passive neglect can sneak up on us and suddenly we 

realize, “Oh yeah, I haven’t talked with, or cared about such and such for a 

very long time…” 

 

I’ve been sharing a little bit about my family of origin here from the pulpit, 

about my brothers and my father, about anger and other issues. It’s a part of 

who I am. My family is far from perfect. But God is continuing to use my 

family in redeeming ways, as I ask for His insight and help. I hope you are 

finding the same in your relationship to the Lord and in your families. 

 

Family is not only what we grew up in as children, nor just a DNA code that 

can be traced back many generations, God too uses that word family for 

another reality. You know what I’m going to say? God has the writers of 
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Scripture inform us that we too are family, because of Jesus. Once you turn 

from your sins, accept Jesus as your Master, your God, your brother (Heb. 2: 

11-15) and your friend, you are born again into a new life, an eternal life that 

starts in this broken world and finishes in a new heaven and new earth. 

 

We hear this often. We are family here in the body of Christ, in this 

congregation. It is true. But have we considered it seriously? James walks us 

through a number of issues: how we face trials and challenges, how we trust 

God or doubt, how treat people who are wealthy and who are poor, how we 

persevere or give up, how we exit the cycles of temptation, how we 

remember the good gifts of this life, how well or poorly we listen, how we 

deal with our anger, how we apply what Scripture tell us about ourselves to 

our lives today, how we help the helpless or not, how we deal with the 

shadowy side of our inner lives…That’s a brief review of the three sermons 

from James. All the way through James’ book, he refers to his readers as 

“brothers, my brothers, my dear brothers or brothers and sisters,” fourteen 

times in the book, as no believer is left out of that sibling designation. James 

was Jesus’ blood brother, but he also knew Jesus taught that we are His true 

brothers and sisters (Mark 3:34-35).  

 

This church, this congregation is your family. This isn’t particularly new 

news to you. But it is something to reflect upon, in hard times and in good 

times. If you were to treat this congregation as your family and took that 

designation of brother or sister seriously, how would you feel and act in line 

with that understanding differently than you currently feel and act? Yeah, 

sure, we are family. We are blood family, Jesus’ blood. Does that make a 

difference in your life, in your attitudes and in your actions? How much of a 

difference? 

 

Many of us long for a healthy family to which we can relate, find solace, 

comfort and listening. Many of us need brothers and sisters, since our own 

could not be there for us, whether they are at fault in that or not. God 

designed us to be family. God’s design holds as well for the second birth 

(John 3:3ff) and the new family into which we are born. Many have many 

discussions about family priorities. We juggle our family priorities. Just 

don’t forget God’s family in that juggle. 

 

Now you may have noticed I have not progressed beyond the first two words 

of chapter 2, verse 1: “My brothers and sisters…” I want you to notice that 

James is trying to help the family get along. That’s why he is writing to the 
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“twelve tribes scattered among the nations,” (1:1) to many, many 

congregations of Jesus Christ across the known world of his day. We all 

have many of the same issues.  

 

James knew that God had placed together some very different folks into a 

new family. He knew there would be: Jews and Gentiles, slave and free, 

male and female, (Gal. 3:28) as well as rich and poor, educated and 

uneducated, healthy and unhealthy, and the list goes on, doesn’t it? So James 

talks about some of this boldly and courageously. 

 

He starts with how you treat visitors to your church. Now I know this 

pandemic time is not the best time to review how we have treated visitors as 

we don’t have too many coming to the building, although there were over 

forty last week… James is saying to the ushers and to anyone else who 

greets a newcomer, what do you notice about this newcomer? How they 

look? Attractive or not? How they dress? Smartly or shabbily? How well to 

do they are…jewelry, accessories, etc.? How they carry themselves? How 

they smell? That last one is particularly difficult with a mask on… James 

says when you are sizing up the newcomer, and you can’t help some of what 

you do, nevertheless, you can choose to treat them as a brother or sister until 

you know otherwise. 

 

But unfortunately, the ones perceived to be well to do are seated in the best 

seats, which are where? Well, if it is a live concert, likely in the front, but if 

it’s a Sunday morning worship time, likely in the back. Why is that? The 

point James is making is simply to not do that. Seat someone with respect 

and care. Because if someone smelled bad or had ratty clothes, well then, 

there’s a place on the floor near the sound booth, you can go there. How then 

would that person feel about this particular expression of the body of Christ? 

Don’t welcome people to your congregation the way an unjust judge who 

looks for bribes holds his court. (v. 4) Grease the palm and get the result you 

want. No. That doesn’t make sense. Use God’s sense of family, when you 

welcome people. Welcome them as a person for whom Jesus died. 

 

Then James gives another upside down Kingdom teaching on riches and 

poverty: remember the poor are likely more open and closer to God because 

they know their need, while the rich are likely less open and less close to 

God because they rely on their riches more than Him, of course there are 

exceptions, but think about this. And besides that, the cultural thing 

happening in Roman times was money changers and lenders had the right to 
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take someone by the collar of their clothes and physically transport them to 

the nearest court of law to have them pay up whatever is owed, or be 

immediately put in jail. That was happening and congregational members 

saw it happen in broad daylight. Why would you want to favour these 

individuals? (vv. 5-7) 

 

Then James makes another exceptionally basic point. Remember the Great 

Commandment (Love God and love others as yourself, v. 8). Do that. 

Because if you do show favoritism or partiality, some translations talk about 

“segregation,” which is a charged political word, then you aren’t loving your 

neighbour even in your morning worship service. Then James reminds us 

that it only takes breaking one point of the law, e.g. one of the ten 

commandments, you only have do one sin to be a sinner. (vv. 9-11) So 

you’re not an adulterer, good for you. But you are a murderer and you are 

looking down on others? And remember Jesus’ teaching on these two 

subjects, which are about lust, bad thoughts, hatred and a critical spirit, not 

your criminal record. Treat others with the mercy you expect to be treated 

with yourself.  

 

Don’t judge, unless you are willing to come under the same judgment you 

deliver be applied to you by God. If you judge others harshly, expect the 

same treatment ultimately by God. These are strong words from Jesus on the 

Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 7:1. James echoes Jesus in saying: “Speak 

and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 

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

merciful.” (vv. 12-13) So we are to be kinder to one another, especially to 

newcomers.  

 

But we also know in Scripture that there are truths that we must hold. We 

know God initiated only one kind of marriage, between a man and a woman. 

Sexual ethics are still intact from Scripture, you can’t just do what you want. 

You are called to a standard as all are called to a standard, but we are to help 

each other keep the standard and welcome everyone, yes, everyone because 

we are all sinners. Do we judge? Yes, we do, but we do so with mercy and 

compassion, not just throw people out or put them on the floor in the back.  

 

What the family is going through now is difficult and tragic. Divisive 

decisions have been made in our national denominational church. We need 

to be sorrowful over this, feel the shock of this, grieve what is happening, 

and plan for the future. But this is also a family breaking up. Do not take 
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pleasure in the divisions or the difficult strategies and plans to navigate 

stormy waters. Rather we trust Jesus together. 

 

James says we should do so with mercy.  What is the difference between 

grace and mercy? Grace is getting what you do not deserve (i.e. a gift). 

Mercy is not getting what you do deserve (i.e. punishment). 

 

In your dealings with other Christians, and other Christian leaders, 

remember that mercy triumphs over judgment. Be kind as you touch the pain 

of other congregations and congregational leaders, such as Bilberry Baptist 

which is going through exactly what we are going through in relationship to 

their denomination, or the Christian Reformed Churches here in Ottawa and 

throughout Canada and the US, or the Reformed Church in America (RCA) 

which also has congregations in both Canada and the US. I could go on. We 

are not alone amongst the twelve tribes of the church in these days. Be kind 

as the RCA pursues restructuring based on the division in the church re 

sexuality.* Be kind as other denominations fire homosexual staff. No one is 

winning this war, and we are all accountable to Jesus. Mercy means not 

delivering the punishment someone or some institution deserves. Yet James 

says mercy triumphs over judgment. Thank God his mercy triumphs over 

our sin in Jesus. 

 

I’m not telling you what to think as we face the issues of the day. I seek to 

exposit the Scriptures the best I can so you can make your choices before the 

Lord himself and the Scriptures. In our current system, the elders work 

together with me on formulating direction for the congregation, given all the 

circumstances we face. I am telling you, as I understand James’ teaching, to 

have compassion and care about every person who is dealing with these and 

many other issues in their lives. Let us care for one another anew in these 

days. 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 

 
* https://religionnews.com/2021/10/17/reformed-church-in-america-moves-

toward-restructuring-prepares-for-

departures/?utm_source=pushly&fbclid=IwAR2hXQ5qAzIkqdt-

01j_PBzqOuSQVYhw-6oqLUmJ1qufROhu_R7eh44OukE 


