New Life Without Change Is Not New Life

There is a passage in the Bible that has a way of sitting heavy on the heart. James chapter 2,
verses 1 through 13, is one of those passages. It does not ease you in gently. It confronts you
directly, and if you sit with it long enough, it begins to ask some uncomfortable questions
about the gap between what we say we believe and how we actually live.

The central challenge of this passage is simple but profound: new life without change is not
new life.

The Problem of Spiritual Hoarding

Think about what happens when someone goes through a major life change. When people get
married, for instance, they typically sort through their belongings. Some things go. New
things come in. The old coffee maker from the college apartment gets replaced. The
mismatched plates get donated. Change is a natural byproduct of a new chapter.

But in the spiritual life, many of us never fully make that transition. We say a prayer, we begin
attending church, we add new spiritual habits onto our lives, and yet we never actually let go
of the old ones. We become, in a sense, spiritual hoarders. We keep the behaviors and
attitudes from our life before Jesus and simply pile the new things on top.

James confronts one specific leftover behavior in this passage: favoritism. And he does not
treat it lightly. He places it in the same category as murder and adultery. That is jarring.
Nobody goes to jail for playing favorites. We do not tend to think of it as a serious offense. But
James insists that it is sin, and it is a sin that reveals something deeply important about what
we actually believe.

What Favoritism Really Says

James paints a vivid picture. A wealthy person walks into a gathering wearing fine, gold-laced
clothing. A poor person walks in wearing dirty, torn garments. The wealthy person is ushered
to the best seat in the house. The poor person is told to stand in the corner or sit on the
ground next to someone's footstool.

That image is worth sitting with. Not on the footstool itself, but on the ground beside it.
Essentially, the message communicated is this: you are worth as much as the dirt beneath the
chair that supports someone else's feet.

Here is why this matters so deeply from a gospel perspective. When we show favoritism, we
are making ourselves judges. We are deciding who has value and who does not. We are
determining who deserves love, who deserves the gospel, and who deserves God. And in
doing so, we are denying the very foundation of what the gospel teaches.



Ephesians chapter 2 makes it clear that we are all saved the same way, so that no one can
boast. When we lift one person above another based on wealth or appearance, we are giving
license for boasting. We are saying, in effect, that God loves some people more than others.
That is not the gospel. That is a distortion of it.

The story of David being anointed king in 1 Samuel illustrates this beautifully. Samuel looked
at Jesse's older sons and saw kings. God kept saying no. The one God chose was the youngest
boy, out in the field watching sheep, overlooked by his own family, described in terms that
were anything but flattering. God does not judge by outward appearances. He looks at the
heart. And we are called to grow into that same kind of vision.

The Law That Reveals and the Mercy That Transforms

James goes on to address those who try to justify themselves through the law. He makes a
sobering argument: if you want to live by the law, you must keep all of it, perfectly, without
exception. Because the same God who said do not commit adultery also said do not murder.
Stumble at one point, and you are guilty of breaking the whole thing.

The purpose of the law, then, is not to save us. It is to reveal our need for a Savior. It holds up
a mirror and shows us exactly where we fall short. And we all fall short. Every single one of us.

But the passage does not end there. James introduces what he calls the law of freedom. This
is the gospel itself. The good news that Jesus came, lived a perfect life, died in our place, and
rose again so that we could be saved not by our own performance but by faith in him. In
Christ, mercy triumphs over judgment.

The prophet Micah captures the response this calls for in just a few words in Micah chapter 6,
verse 8. The call is to act justly, to love faithfulness, and to walk humbly with God. That is
what living under the law of freedom looks like in practice. Not a checklist. Not a
performance. A posture of justice, faithfulness, and humility before God and toward others.

New Responsibilities, New Life

The law of freedom does not just free us from something. It frees us for something. It gives us
new responsibilities. We are called to seek the Lord, seek righteousness, and seek humility,
and to help others do the same.

The story of missionary John Payton illustrates what this can look like in its most extreme
form. He labored for decades among a people who literally tried to kill him, in relative
obscurity, without fanfare or headlines. He sought the Lord humbly. He loved people others
had written off. And over thirty-three years, God used him to transform entire communities,
translate the Scriptures into a new language, and see an entire island come to faith.

That kind of impact does not come from going through the motions. It comes from a life
genuinely changed by the gospel.



The Question Worth Asking

So here is the question worth sitting with today. If you have placed your faith in Jesus, does
your life show it? Not perfectly, not without struggle, but directionally? Are you moving
toward him, or are you stuck in neutral, content to have said a prayer once and moved on?

Faith without change is not faith. New life without change is not new life. But the mercy of
God is real, the law of freedom is true, and the grace available to us is enough to actually
transform the way we live. The question is whether we will let it.



Small Group Guide: James 2:1-13 -- New Life
Without Change Is Not New Life

Overview

This week's sermon examined James 2:1-13, where James confronts the sin of favoritism within the
church. The passage challenges believers to consider whether their faith is producing genuine
change in how they treat others. Using the contrast between how the wealthy and the poor are
received, James calls the church to live under the "law of freedom" -- the gospel of Jesus Christ --
rather than defaulting to the leftover habits of their old life.

Key Takeaways

1. Favoritism is the antithesis of the gospel. When we show favoritism, we place ourselves in the
role of God, deciding who has worth and who does not -- directly contradicting the truth that
every person is made in the image of God and that salvation is available to all through the same
Jesus.

2. Faith without change is dead. If our encounter with Jesus never produces change in how we live,
we should examine whether we are truly living in faith or simply adding Jesus onto an unchanged
old life.

3. The law of freedom gives us new responsibilities. The gospel does not just free us from
something -- it frees us for something. We are called to seek the Lord, seek righteousness, and
seek humility, and to help others do the same.

Discussion Questions
Opening

1. The sermon opened with an illustration about getting rid of old plates after getting married -- the
idea that major life changes require letting go of old things. What is one area of your life where
you have found it difficult to let go of an old habit or way of thinking since following Jesus?

2. The pastor noted that James is unusually blunt and direct, and that this passage "sits heavy."
What was your initial reaction as you heard or read James 2:1-13? Was there anything that made
you uncomfortable?

Digging Into the Text

1. James 2:1-4 describes a scenario where a wealthy person receives preferential treatment while a
poor person is told to sit on the floor. The pastor asked the group to be honest: if a celebrity or an
extremely wealthy person walked into your church this Sunday, would your reaction be different
than if someone visibly poor and disheveled walked in? What does your honest answer reveal
about you?

2. The pastor said, "When we look at someone as better or worse than us, we are saying that we
are not of the same intrinsic value in the eyes of God." How does a right understanding of what it
means to be made in the image of God challenge the way we naturally categorize people?



3. James 2:5-7 warns that the wealthy people being shown favoritism were actually the ones

blaspheming the name of Jesus with how they lived. The pastor drew a distinction between
outward appearance and the fruit of someone's life. How do you practically evaluate the
character and fruit of someone's life rather than their appearance or status?

James 2:8-11 makes the case that breaking one part of the law means being guilty of breaking all
of it. The pastor summarized the purpose of the law this way: "The law reveals your sin." How
does understanding the law's purpose help you understand why the gospel is genuinely good
news?

James 2:12-13 introduces the phrase "law of freedom" and ends with the statement that mercy
triumphs over judgment. The pastor connected this to Micah 6:8 -- to act justly, to love
faithfulness, and to walk humbly with God. How do those three callings from Micah directly
address the three sections of James 2:1-13 that were covered in the sermon?

Personal Reflection

1.

Pastor Daniel said, "We might think that we're engaging in new life because we said a prayer
once at camp, but if our life never changes, then | would challenge us that | don't think we're
actually living out new life." How would you describe the ways your life has genuinely changed
since coming to faith in Jesus? Are there areas where you sense little to no change?

The pastor referenced a framework where believers are either stuck in sin, stuck in neutral, or
moving in faith -- and noted that most Christians are stuck in neutral. Which of those three
descriptions most honestly reflects where you are right now in your walk with God? What would it
look like for you to move from neutral into active faith?

The sermon mentioned that favoritism may not be the specific sin you are wrestling with, but that
the same principle applies to gossip, anger, hatred, jealousy, or other sins. What is one area in
your own life where you know change is needed but have been slow to address it?

Application and Action
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Pastor Daniel listed seven identity statements from Scripture for those who are in Christ:
Made intentionally in the image of God

Bought at a price

Made new

An ambassador for Christ

Living a new life with the old crucified

God's chosen people

A co-heir with Christ

Which of these is hardest for you to believe about yourself? Which is hardest for you to believe about
others -- particularly people you are tempted to dismiss or overlook? Find verses that support each of
these statements and write them down as you reflect on James 2:1-13.

1.

The story of John Payton, missionary to the New Herbides Islands, illustrates what it looks like to
seek the Lord, seek righteousness, and seek humility over a long period of time in obscurity. His
faithfulness produced extraordinary fruit. What would it look like for you, in your specific context
this week, to seek the Lord, seek righteousness, and seek humility in a practical way?



Practical Applications

Identify one person in your life -- a neighbor, coworker, or acquaintance -- whom you have been
treating with less dignity or attention than others. Pray for them by name this week and take one
concrete step to love them well.

Read Romans 7:14-25 on your own this week, especially if you are feeling the weight of a
particular sin. Let Paul's honesty about the struggle of the Christian life encourage you rather
than discourage you.

Review the seven identity statements above. Write down the ones that are hardest for you to
believe. Spend time in prayer asking God to help those truths sink deeper into how you see
yourself and others.

Consider whether there is a sin pattern in your life that has gone largely unaddressed. Share it
with a trusted person in your group or a close friend, and ask them to pray for you and hold you
accountable.

Closing Prayer Focus

Close your time together by praying specifically for:

Honesty about areas where favoritism or other sin patterns have gone unaddressed

A deeper understanding of what it means to be made in the image of God -- both for yourselves
and for the people around you

The courage to live changed lives under the law of freedom

Opportunities this week to seek the Lord, seek righteousness, and seek humility in everyday
moments



5-Day Bible Reading Plan and Devotional
Guide

Day 1: The Image You Bear
Reading: Genesis 1:26-27; Psalm 139:13-16

Devotional: Every person you encounter today was made by the same God who made you.
This is not a small truth. It is the foundation of how we are called to treat one another.
Favoritism collapses the moment we truly grasp that every human being carries the image of
God. The wealthy and the poor, the well-dressed and the disheveled, the celebrated and the
overlooked — all bear the same divine imprint. Before you can love others rightly, you must
first understand your own God-given worth. Ask God today to help you see people the way He
does.

Reflection Questions:

e Do you genuinely believe that every person around you carries equal value before God?

e Inwhat areas of your life do you find yourself assigning worth based on outward
appearance?

e How would your daily interactions change if you consistently viewed others as image-
bearers of God?

Practical Application: Choose one person in your life you have overlooked or undervalued.
Pray specifically for them today. Ask God to soften your heart toward them and look for one
concrete way to honor their dignity this week.



Day 2: The Sin We Justify
Reading: James 2:1-7; Proverbs 21:2

Devotional: Favoritism rarely announces itself. It does not walk in the room and declare its presence.
Instead, it disguises itself as preference, discernment, or even wisdom. James strips away that
disguise with uncomfortable directness. He places favoritism alongside murder and adultery — sins
we would never casually excuse — because in God's economy, all sin is serious. We are prone to
justify the sins that feel comfortable or natural to us. But justifying sin does not diminish it. It simply
blinds us to our need for grace. Where you are most comfortable in your sin is often where God is
most urgently calling you to change.

Reflection Questions:

e What sins in your own life have you grown comfortable enough with to stop calling them sin?

e How does placing favoritism alongside murder and adultery challenge your view of what counts
as serious sin?

e What does your treatment of people in different social or economic circumstances reveal about
your heart?

Practical Application: Spend time in honest self-examination today. Write down one sin pattern you
have been rationalizing. Bring it before God in prayer, confess it plainly, and ask Him for both the
conviction to take it seriously and the grace to fight against it.



Day 3: The Law That Frees
Reading: Romans 7:14-25; Galatians 2:20; Matthew 5:17

Devotional: Paul's words in Romans 7 are among the most honest in all of Scripture. He describes
the exhausting contradiction of wanting to do right and doing wrong anyway. This is not the
confession of a weak believer. It is the honest cry of every believer who takes sin seriously. The law
was never designed to save us. It was designed to show us that we cannot save ourselves. Jesus did
not come to lower the standard of the law. He came to fulfill it completely on our behalf. Now, because
of Him, we do not live under the crushing weight of a law we cannot keep. We live under grace that
frees us to pursue righteousness.

Reflection Questions:

e Where in your life do you still find yourself trying to earn God's approval through performance?

e How does understanding the purpose of the law change the way you respond to your own
failures?

e What does it mean practically to live under the law of freedom rather than the law of
condemnation?

Practical Application: Read Romans 7:14-25 slowly and prayerfully. When you reach Romans 8:1,
pause and let that truth settle over you. Write it out by hand and place it somewhere you will see it
throughout the week as a reminder of where you now stand in Christ.



Day 4: Mercy That Triumphs
Reading: James 2:8-13; Micah 6:8; Ephesians 2:8-9

Devotional: James closes this section with one of the most powerful declarations in his letter: mercy
triumphs over judgment. This is not a suggestion about how we might prefer to treat people. It is a
statement about the very nature of the gospel. Because we have received mercy we did not earn and
could not deserve, we are now called to extend that same mercy to others. Acting justly, loving
faithfulness, and walking humbly with God — as Micah describes — is not a checklist of religious
duty. It is the natural overflow of a life that has genuinely been transformed by grace. Mercy received
must become mercy extended.

Reflection Questions:

e In what relationships or situations do you find it hardest to extend mercy?
e How does the mercy God has shown you shape the way you are called to treat others?
e What would it look like in your daily life to act justly, love faithfulness, and walk humbly with God?

Practical Application: Identify one situation in your life right now where judgment has been your
default response. Pray and ask God to show you what extending mercy would look like in that specific
situation. Then take one step in that direction today.



Day 5: New Life That Changes Everything
Reading: 2 Corinthians 5:17-20; 1 Peter 2:9; Zephaniah 2:3

Devotional: New life without change is not new life. That is the challenge James places before every
believer. If the gospel has genuinely taken root in your heart, it will produce visible fruit in how you
live. You are a new creation. You are an ambassador for Christ. You are God's chosen people. These
are not titles reserved for the spiritually impressive. They belong to every person who has repented of
sin and placed their faith in Jesus. And they carry with them a calling — to seek the Lord, to seek
righteousness, and to seek humility. The question is not whether God has changed you. The question
is whether you are living like it.

Reflection Questions:

e When you examine your daily life honestly, what evidence do you see that the gospel has
changed how you live?

e Are you stuck in sin, stuck in neutral, or actively moving forward in faith? What does your honest
answer reveal?

e What specific area of your life is God calling you to surrender more fully to His transforming
work?

Practical Application: Set aside fifteen minutes at the end of this week to review the five days of
reading and reflection. Write down the most significant thing God has shown you. Then write one
specific, concrete commitment you are making in response. Share it with a trusted friend or your
small group so that someone can hold you accountable to it.



