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Five observations on riches:
● Riches are a burden to those who have them.  They’re a greater burden to those who

don’t have them.
● Being poor is a problem, but being rich isn’t always the answer.
● There’s nothing wrong with people possessing riches.  The wrong comes when riches

possess people!
● It’s only after a person gets rich that he discovers how many needy relatives he has.
● Riches are a golden key that opens every door, except the door of heaven.

Peter Marshall was Chaplain to the US Senate in the late 1940s.  A man sought an
appointment with Peter.  “Dr. Marshall I have a problem.  I’ve tithed my income for some time.  It
wasn’t too bad when I started.  I was making $20,000 a year and I could afford to give $2,000.
But, you see, Dr Marshall, I’m now making $500,000 a year, and there’s just no way I can afford
a tithe of $50,000."

When Marshall had thought about it, he said, “Yes, sir I think you do have a problem.  I think
what we ought to do is pray right now.  Would that be okay?”  The man said that it would.  So Dr
Marshall prayed, “Dear Lord, this man has a problem.  I pray that you help him, Lord.  I pray that
you reduce his salary back to the place where he can afford to tithe.”

Today, we begin our study today of the fifth and final chapter of the New Testament
book entitled James.  Four chapters are behind us, and the fifth is upon us.  Despite its
brief length, our study was interrupted at the conclusion of chapter 2 by a pastoral
sabbatical that I pursued.  70 days later, in mid-March, I returned to the pulpit and took
up the next portion of James’ letter, the first 2 verses of Chapter 3.

As we come to James Chapter 5, we find ourselves far removed from James’ initial
teaching on the rich and poor back in Chapter 1.  There in verse 9, James advocates
that those possessing riches should praise God because they realize that He gives such
financial resources so they can be shared with God’s people.  Verse 10 summarizes the
opposite line of thinking when we read, “So the rich man also will fade away in his pursuits.”

We return to the topic of riches this morning.  I don’t often quote Shakespeare, but
the bard pegged it in the play Hamlet when the guard Marcellus said of corrupt
leadership, “Something rotten is in the state of Denmark!”  James could similarly say,
“Something rotten is in the Church of Jesus Christ;” the abuse and misuse of God-given
riches.

James 5:1-6:



“Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries that are coming upon you! 2 Your
riches are corrupted, and your garments are moth-eaten. 3 Your gold and silver are corroded,
and their corrosion will be a witness against you and will eat your flesh like fire.  You have
heaped up treasure in the last days. 4 Indeed the wages of the laborers who mowed your
fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out; and the cries of the reapers have reached the ears
of the Lord of Sabaoth. 5 You have lived on the earth in pleasure and luxury; you have fattened
your hearts as in a day of slaughter. 6 You have condemned, you have murdered the just; he
does not resist you.”

Verse 1 - Riches are a reason to be joyful; not a reason to mourn.
Verse 2-3a - Riches corrupted, garments moth-eaten, gold and silver corroded.
Verse 3b - A witness against and treasure heaped up.
Verse 4 - Committing fraud that echoes so loudly the Lord hears.
Verse 5 - Fat Cats get slaughtered.
Verse 6 - The evil of riches summarized.

Verse 1 - Riches are a reason to be joyful; not a reason to mourn. “Come now, you
rich, weep and howl for your miseries that are coming upon you!” Those whom James
addressed were wealthy people with riches.  They were somehow affiliated with the
early Church, though they were probably not believers in Jesus Christ; at least they
weren’t acting like they were!.  They had used their financial resources to cause
hardship for the poor and needy.  It may be that those with the financial wherewithal
had used their influence to put down the less fortunate.  In addressing those with
financial resources, James realized those without such resources were
vulnerable to the rich.  Just consider:

A significant percentage of people playing Lotto or Powerball have the least amount of
disposable income.  They cannot afford to give away what little money they have, but they
invest their precious few dollars in money games.

Feeling lucky? You'd better be if you play the lottery.  Depending on which one you play, you
have some pretty long odds.  For example, the odds of winning a Powerball drawing was 1 in
292.2 million this past November.  To put this in perspective, you have a:

* One in 1,222,000 chance of being struck by lightning in a given year
* One in 59,507 chance of dying from a hornet, wasp, or bee sting
* One in 58,669 chance of dying in a cataclysmic storm

State sanctioned lotto and powerball games coax the disposable dollars out of needy people’s
hands.  The get-rich-quick fantasy is hard to ignore, even when confronted with the bare truth
that the likelihood of winning a jack pot is more than astronomical.



Earning one’s living using the talents God has given His people brings a sweet
satisfaction. “Howling” and “wailing” should never be the response of God’s people to
honestly gained wealth.  The rich will howl if they don’t turn from their selfishness.

Verse 2-3a - Riches corrupted, garments moth-eaten, gold and silver corroded.
“Your riches are corrupted, and your garments are moth-eaten. “Your gold and silver are  and
corroded,” What’s the point of feeding moths anway? If that’s happening, you have too
many clothes heaped up that you’re not using or worn by those in need.  The poor do
not have to worry about their garments being eaten by moths; they wear the only
clothes they possess.

The point of this passage of Scripture is not that Christians cannot have private
property.  Nor is it wrong for followers of Jesus to save and multiply their earnings.
What is wrong is the vast accumulation of self-directed wealth focused solely on
perpetuating one’s own comforts and pleasures.  James’ point is that many of the
wealthy in his day gained their wealth in an ungodly manner.  They made their money
the center of their lives, and they have failed to use it to benefit others. (Hughes, 212)
Such riches, whether precious metals or fine garments, are corrupted.

Bertha Adams was 71 years old.  She died alone in West Palm Beach, Florida on Easter
Sunday 1976.  The coroner’s report read: “Cause of death…malnutrition.”  After wasting away to
50 pounds she could no longer stay alive.  When the state authorities made their preliminary
investigation of her place, they found a “pig pen…the biggest mess you can imagine.”  One
seasoned inspector declared he’d never seen a dwelling in greater disarray.  Bertha had begged
food from neighbors and gotten what clothes she had from the Salvation Army.  From all
appearances she was a penniless recluse - a pitiful and forgotten widow.  But such was not the
case.

Amid the jumble of her unclean, disheveled belongings, two keys were found that led officials
to safe-deposit boxes at two different local banks.  The discovery was absolutely unbelievable.
The first box contained over 700 AT&T stock certificates, plus hundreds of other valuable
certificates, bonds and solid financial securities, not to mention a stack of cash amounting to
nearly $200,000.

The second box had no certificates, only more currency - $600,000 to be exact.  Adding the
net worth of both boxes, the woman had well over a million dollars.  Bertha Adams’ hoarding
was tragic, and her death was an unusually grim testimony to the shriveled focus of her life.  Her
great wealth did her no good whatsoever.  Its proper use could have meant good healthfor her
and many others.

Verse 3b - A witness against and treasure heaped up.  “their corrosion will be a
witness against you and will eat your flesh like fire.  You have heaped up treasure in the last
days.” James says that the rusting of their wealth will testify agains tthe rich on the



Judgment Day.  George Robertson observes in his study of James, “When one’s wealth
rusted and passed away it meant that one was not sharing it appropriately.  Therefore,
in judgment the rust itself testifies that these wicked people had been stingy.  We do not
tend to become more generous as we get more; we can become stingy, more absorbed
with our own satisfaction.” (Robertson, Epistle of James, 72)

Verse 4 - Committing fraud that echoes so loudly the Lord hears. “Indeed the
wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out; and the
cries of the reapers have reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth.” We must not allow wealth
to destroy our generosity and become hoarders.  James speaks against the rich
withholding the hard earned capital of their employees.  Christian leader, God gives you
money to pay your people generously.  Don’t withhold what is rightly your subordinates’
wages.  That is called fraud.

Because of Martin Luther, we have a working knowledge of the term, “Lord of
Sabaoth.”

“Dost ask who that may be?  Christ Jesus it is He:
Lord Sabaoth His name, from age to age the same,

and He must win the battle.”

Like the blood of Abel which cried to God from the ground (Genesis 4:10), so the
cries of the abused reapers reached God’s ears.  Literally, “Lord of Sabaoth” means “Lord
Almighty,” which means the “Lord of hosts.”  The hosts are the angelic armies of
heaven.

Verse 5 - Fat Cats get slaughtered. “You have lived on the earth in pleasure and luxury;
you have fattened your hearts as in a day of slaughter.” I find commentator Simon
Kistemaker’s input helpful here.  “In picturesque language James compares the rich to
domestic animals that are daily gorging themselves without knowing their destined end.
As cattle being fattened for the day of slaughter, so the rich are indulging themselves in
luxury and licentiousness and are unaware of the impending day of judgment.  Yet their
doom is certain and their destruction swift.” (Kistemaker, 161)

Verse 6 - The evil of riches summarized. “You have condemned, you have murdered
the just; he does not resist you.” This does not mean that the selfish rich addressed here
have actually killed a person.  As Jesus discussed in the Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew 5:21-26), murder begins in the heart.  Those who’ve harbored such
unrighteous anger against others, have condemned and murdered them.



Kent Hughes asks several questions of this text that I believe we would do well to ask
ourselves:

● Do I hoard?
● Am I guilty of overaccumulation of wealth?
● Have I ever or am I now defrauding someone?
● Is there financial deception in my life?
● Have I succumbed to the culture’s Siren song of self-indulgence?
● Are there sub-Christian excesses in my life?
● Have I ‘murdered’ another - that is, have I victimized someone because of a power I

possess?

It’s likely at least one of those questions strikes at your heart.  Confess your sins, and
turn back to Jesus Who awaits His dear children.  Do this, and you will no longer heap
up miseries upon yourself.

So many people think if they just had money, everything would be different.  What many who
do get money suddenly find is that things are different—it gets worse!

When Jack Whittaker won the Powerball lottery prize jackpot of over $314 million on
Christmas day 2002, it was, at the time, the largest prize won by a single winner in US history.
Whittaker was already a successful businessman, but the sudden windfall proved to be anything
but a blessing for his family.

Over the next decade, both his granddaughter and her boyfriend died from apparent drug
overdoses, his daughter passed away, he was robbed on multiple occasions, arrested for driving
under the influence, and he was sued by a number of people and businesses, including a
Caesar’s Atlantic Casino for $1.5 million in bounced checks to cover gambling losses.


