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Warning to the Rich

1 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you. 2 Your riches have rotted and your garments are moth-eaten. 3 Your gold and silver have corroded, and their corrosion will be evidence against you and will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure in the last days. 4 Behold, the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, are crying out against you, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. 5 You have lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence. You have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. 6 You have condemned and murdered the righteous person. He does not resist you. 

Patience in Suffering

7 Be patient, therefore, brothers, until the coming of the Lord. See how the farmer waits for the precious fruit of the earth, being patient about it, until it receives the early and the late rains.

At a church meeting a wealthy man rose to share his testimony with his church family. ”I'm a millionaire,” he said, “and I attribute my wealth to the blessings of God in my life.” He went on to recall the turning point of his faith. As a young man, he had just earned his first dollar and was eagerly thinking of all the possibilities when he happened upon a church meeting. He found himself convicted, consumed by the message that day and when he saw the offering plate he knew that he would either have to give it all to God or give nothing to God. At that moment, he decided to give everything he had to God. Looking back he knew God had blessed this decision and made him a successful man. 

When he finished his story an awed silence filled the congregation. As he returned to his seat an elderly woman whispered to him and said, “I dare you to do it again!”
We should not disparage the gift of the one dollar from the young man who is giving his all. It is an act of great faith to give one’s all to God when one is poor, but I think it even harder to give all again after one has been blessed with great wealth. 
You remember that the rich young ruler who came to Jesus asking this question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life.” Jesus told him to keep all of God’s commandments and to keep them perfectly. He responded rather proudly by responding, “I have kept all of God’s commandments.” The Gospel of Mark, Chapter 10, then tells us,
21 Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing: go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” 22 Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. 23 And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How difficult it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God!”
Money comes with certain perils. While wealth is a blessing from God, it possesses spiritual perils which can corrupt us and condemn us. If you are wealthy, you should be concerned for your soul, for you face spiritual temptations the poor do not face and these can destroy you.
James has been teaching us some tests that help us evaluate the genuineness of our faith. He reserves, in James 5, the harshest words of reproof for rich men and women who succumb to the temptations wealth brings to them and are now in danger of eternal condemnation because of it. They are proclaiming to have faith in Jesus, yet their attitudes and their actions in regards to money and wealth betrays something else.

True faith in Jesus rescues us from our sins and false faith in Jesus ruins us in our sins. It is one thing to claim to have faith in Jesus, but it is another thing to demonstrate the authenticity of that faith by the way we live. James sets before us another test by which we can measure whether our faith is genuine, real, valuable, will rescue us at the end of the day, and connect us to the true, living God. That is the money test. How we relate to money reveals how we relate to God. 
Jesus teaches in Luke 16,

11 “If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches?...13 No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.” 
What will we choose today? The choice is set before us. We can tell much about our faith by the way we use our wallets. It is possible to claim, from the highest mountain, we love God and we believe in His Son Jesus and yet betray Him for a bag of silver. Let us ask ourselves this morning, “What is my relationship with money?” “What is my relationship with God?” “Do I love God with all my heart, with all my soul and with all my strength?”
 or “Do I love money?” because Jesus tells us we cannot love both. 

In James 5, God presents four perils wealth poses to our souls. The first is the peril of God’s judgment. The second is the peril of misplaced security or misplaced hope. The third is the peril of corrupted character. The fourth is the peril of an empty life.

James opens by warning us against the most severe peril of all: the peril money poses of putting us in a place of eternal judgment and eternal condemnation before a righteous and Holy God, as we see in Verse 1,
1 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you.
James is addressing the rich in this congregation who have sinned as a result of their relationship with money. These are the wealthy in the church who wanted the respectability of aligning with God on the outside, but whose hearts had been deceived by their riches, and perhaps they did not even know it and this is why James speaks in such strong terms because the deceitfulness of riches works in such a way the person being deceived by riches does not recognize and realize that is true of their life.

When James says, “come now…”, this is the strongest way to say, “listen up, pay attention, I am about to say something really important.” 

Before we look at James comments we acknowledge it is not wrong to be wealthy. God makes many people rich in this world’s resources for His good purposes. In Proverbs 10 we read,


22 The blessing of the LORD makes rich…

Many of God’s choice servants throughout Scripture were wealthy. We think of Abraham and his sons Isaac and Jacob. We think of Job and Solomon. We think of Joseph of Arimathea who provided the tomb for the Lord Jesus. We think of Jesus’ closest friends, Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. 
Warren Wiersbe writes, “It is good to have riches in your hand provided they do not get into your heart”, and Psalm 62 says,


62 If riches increase, set not your heart on them. 
That is a danger as our wealth begins to build and accumulate we begin to set our hearts on that wealth and that blessing God has given rather than God who is the blesser. An increase in our bank accounts set before us many dangerous temptations and we ought to acknowledge that.
Then James says, “…you rich…” and immediately some of us are thinking, “Yeah James, give it to those rich people!” Two points help us recalibrate the application of this text. First, most of us here this morning are in the “rich” category. You may not believe that at first, but we are. If you have more than daily bread, you are rich by the world’s standards. If you have a home residence with indoor plumbing, you are rich. If you drove your car to church this morning, you are rich.  If you have more than one set of clothes to wear, you are rich. If you have a computer, you are rich.  If you have air conditioning, you are rich. If you have at least one pair of shoes that do not have holes in the soles, you are rich. If you went to any restaurant in the past month, you are rich.  You get the idea and we could go on and on. By these standards we are in the minority of the world’s population. 

The rich are people who have more than they need to live out the day before the day begins.  Most the people living in the world are not rich by that standard, so let us not fall asleep on James’ warning, thinking, “That is for those people who live in this neighborhood and drive these cars.” No, this is for us and there is a warning and an encouragement here.

Secondly, James strong words are not words of angry condemnation, they are loving words, they are pleading words, they are words of an expression of compassion for these rich who are moving toward a judgment which will leave them in misery forever and ever. James does not desire for the rich to experience this eternal judgment and this misery he is warning them against, but he is telling them these words so they can turn and repent and seek mercy from God and avoid His judgment. James is pointing out the viper in the path so they can step around it. The love of money is a poisonous viper and if we treat it lightly we will step too near to us and it will bite us and it will take our life from us.
Friends, if you find yourself offended by this message that is a good and loving thing that is happening to you. I urge you to make sure you join a church that offends you often. I do not know if Bethany Baptist Church is the church God is directing you to join, but I do know God has a church for you which will tell you and communicate to you hard truths; truths which cut against your lifestyle and your values. 
Churches that communicate offensive truths are the only churches that love you and care about your soul. I find it sad that liberal churches are filled with the wealthy in a community. This is sad, first, because Jesus is worthy of a church which communicates clearly His Gospel, His Truth, and His righteousness, but this is also sad because everyone needs a church that will love them and love them enough to tell them hard and difficult truths, truths which rub against them. 

James did not care whether or not the rich would continue to give to his ministry. That was not his concern, “Oh, boy, how am I going to say this. I had better be careful because I might offend them and if I offend them they will leave and then who will support the ministry?” James saw people in the congregation who were rich and who were walking on a path toward condemnation. That is why he speaks the strongest words towards those who are rich. What pastor does that? 

James loved these rich people and he was willing to leave the strongest words for them because they needed to be awakened or else they would die in their sins and they would be forever cut off from God and from the happiness and joy which is found in Him. James spoke hard truths to them and he knew he risked alienating the very people who could support his work, but for the glory of God and for the love of these people he warned them of the judgment to come.

Then James said,


1 …weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you.

The word “howl” means to shriek or to scream. James is calling for these folks to utter a deep expression of grief and despair over the gravity of their sins and over the judgment of God that is going to come upon them and he wants them to realize the horrible nature of their own sin. He does not want them, after listening to his sermon, to shrug their shoulders and say, “He spoke on money today and I guess I could be more generous.” No, James is telling them, “This is what you do when you go home after this message, you ‘weep and you howl’ before God.” James knows God is a merciful God and those who weep before Him in repentance will receive mercy, and James tells them of the miseries which will come upon them.

All of us will one day stand before God to give an account of our lives and a part of that account is what we have done with the financial resources God has given us as a stewardship. Later James will say these resources we have misused will be witnesses which will testify against us on that day. 

One of the criteria God is going to use at that last day, as we stand before Him as the Righteous Judge, is the stewardship regarding our money. 

James identifies three witnesses who will take the stand in the last day, the Day of Judgment. The first witness James says will be called to testify against us is the wealth of the rich man, as we read in Verse 3,

3 Your gold and silver have corroded, and their corrosion will be evidence against you and will eat your flesh like fire.
When James talks about fire he is warning us of the real danger of the fire of Hell. If we love money, we miss God and His saving grace. The second witness called to the stand is the wages of those whom the rich have cheated. The wages which have been cheated from the poor, in particular, will take the stand and testify to our conniving hearts, as we read in Verse 4,

4 Behold, the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, are crying out against you.

He gives the wages a personal character and they will stand and testify against us. Abel’s blood cried out from the ground and God heard Abel’s blood cry out from the ground. That is what will happen on the Judgment Day, the wages which have been robbed from those who have been taken advantage of will cry out. 

The last witness James says will be called to the stand in reference to money will be the workers themselves who will testify against those who have cheated them. At the end of Verse 4 we read,

4 …and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. 
God is not deaf to the cries of the oppressed and those cries will be heard on the last day. It may appear no one hears them today, but God does. He hears them now and He will hear them again on the Day of Judgment when they testify against us.

Some of you are thinking, “Well, I am off the hook on the last two witnesses because I do not have employees that I pay.  I do not own a business.” Let me say I believe you are wrong on that part. Do you not pay wages to waiters and waitresses who serve you food at a restaurant? I have been told by some experienced waiters the Sunday church crowd is among the very poorest of tippers. They do not like to be given that shift because it is not very lucrative for them. Have you never hired a carpenter or plumber or mechanic to repair your car or remodel your home? Have you not hired a beautician or a doctor or a dentist or an accountant to help you? The way Christians treat some of these honest laborers in the timing of the payments and in the amount of the payments due for serves dishonor Jesus. We may get by with delaying payment when it is helpful for us, but bad for the person working for us, in this life, but it comes back on the Day of Judgment, James says. 

We, of all people, in this world should have the highest integrity in our financial dealings with those who labor on our behalf, paying others wages on time and in a just degree.

This judgment is a solemn and serious matter. James does not relate exactly when this judgment will come, but he tells them that it is certain to come. It will come with they meet God face-to-face and give an account of their lives. This day is absolutely inevitable for each one of us and James message is this, “Prepare yourselves to meet your God.”  

The second peril is the peril of misplaced security and of misplaced hopes, as we read in Verse 2 and following,
2 Your riches have rotted and your garments are moth-eaten. 3 Your gold and silver have corroded, and their corrosion will be evidence against you and will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure in the last days.
Here is a group of people who have laid up treasure for themselves in what they think are the last days, and they honestly think what they have laid up for themselves is going to be enough to take care for themselves in this life and also in the life to come; they will be alright forever and ever. James says, “Wrong, this is not true.” I like the New International Version’s translation of this verse.

3 Your gold and silver are corroded. Their corrosion will testify against you and eat your flesh like fire.You have hoarded wealth in the last days.
The word translated “hoarded” is from the Greek term “thesaurizo”.  It is important because we get our English word “thesaurus” from it. It means a collection and a thesaurus is a collection of words which are synonyms and it is a large collection. James condemns this collecting of money and resources which serves no God-glorifying purpose. It is hoarding just to have it. It is like Scrooge McDuck’s money bin. It is only good to swim in! James is condemning that kind of hoarding because we are placing our hope in something uncertain and which at some point will fail us. 

James is condemning the useless collection of financial resources God has entrusted to us. Everything God gives to us is given as a stewardship. We do not own things, but rather we are stewards of the blessings God has given us and He calls us to be faithful in the way we use His resources. God does not give us blessings so we can hoard and stockpile and build up a money bin to swim in. 

There were three ways people could accumulate wealth in the 1st Century. There was grain, garments, and gold.  James addresses each of these ways of accumulating, or hoarding, and stockpiling wealth. He says to them, “You hoarded grain and when you went to the grain bins you discovered the grain had become rotten. That is what happens to grain which is stored for a long time. You believe it is all there, but it is worthless now.” 

He goes on to talk about garments by saying, “You hoarded fine clothes and these clothes were a means by which you could display your wealth. You could sell your garments and preserve wealth, but when you went to the closest, you realized a moth had gotten in there and had eaten them.” Clothes do not eat clothes you are presently wearing. It is only the clothes which are in the closet for a long time; clothes we like but we don’t need and we are hoarding. They are there just to have a huge resource of clothing. 

Then James talks about what happens to gold and this is very interesting. James tells us, in Verse 3, “the gold and silver has corroded.” The word “corroded” means completely rusted right through. Some astute observer will comment, “Wait a minute, gold does not rust!” That is true. Gold is one of the most enduring metals known to man, but James is pointing out the things which we believe are incorruptible and absolutely secure, even these things are unsafe and they are uncertain. They are going to wear out and disappoint us in the end. All the wealth of this world eventually fails us. That is James’ message so why do we put our hope in it? The FDIC does not insure the safety of our money in God’s economy. Let us put our hope in God who never fails us!

The principle James is teaching us is whatever we hoard we eventually lose, but whatever we use for God’s glory we forever keep. The grain could have been used to glorify God by feeding the hungry, and the person who would have given that grain to the poor would have forever, for all of eternity, enjoyed their wealth. The clothes which have become moth eaten could have been used to clothe the naked. The money, the gold, could have been used to bring physical and spiritual help and healing those in need, but instead, it wasted away without any real usefulness except to quiet the nerves of a fearful soul. 
Jesus will say in Matthew 6,
19 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
That is James’ point: wherever your treasure is that is how you can tell where your heart is. 

Why would a person “hoard” his or her riches? It is mainly because that person thinks there is some security in a stockpile of wealth. They are trusting in their wealth to give them a good life now and in the future when they grow old. They think money can do for them what only God can do, that is to promise a great life now and in future and a promise to provide for us. The hoarder thinks money will protect him from future harm, but money is too impotent and too uncertain to do that!  Listen to Proverbs 18,

11 A rich man's wealth is his strong city, and like a high wall in his imagination. 12 Before destruction a man's heart is haughty, but humility comes before honor.
A rich man believes no one will get him now because he has provided for his security with the high wall. In the rich man’s imagination he has built this huge city wall and believes no one can touch him, but he believes that right before absolute destruction and ruin. We misplace our hope when we trust in riches.  Paul writes to Timothy, in 1 Timothy 6,
17 As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 18 They are to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, 19 thus storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is truly life.
If you want a life which is really life, do not put your hope in riches and wealth. They cannot give life.
Is it wrong to save money for the future?  No, it is a wise and righteous thing to save up for a future day. Paul commends saving in 2 Corinthians 12,

14 After all, children should not have to save up for their parents, but parents for their children. 

The issue is not saving wisely, but it is hoarding foolishly. Saving is a calculated plan to use money in the future which we will have a need for in the future. Hoarding is sitting on a pile of money we have little practical need for, but which simply quiets our nerves. God warn us, “Do not hoard.” We want so badly to squirm from under God’s thumb on this when we say, “Well, I do not have a money bin that I swim in so I am not hoarding.” That is true, but how much money do we truly need to provide for our future needs. 
One retirement savings company asks the question, “Do you know your number?” and they have people walking around in their commercial with numbers tucked under their arm. That is a good question. We should prayerfully decide what number is enough for us to save for our future, which is a wise plan. The process of arriving at that number and discovering that financial goal should be driven by a desire to glorify God, to walk with God, and to trust in God.  We should arrive at that number in a totally different way from how a worldly person would arrive at that number. 
Do you have a number? It is good to have a number and I encourage you to find a number, but how did you get to that number? Did you pray over that number? If you said, “God, I want to honor you with whatever resources you give me now so you are glorified in all things and I am confident I am doing all for the praise and glory of Jesus Christ. That is what I am all about and that is where life is. That is what I am trusting in.” I fear many Christians die with a pile of money which gave them no holy joy and brought no glory to God because they are not attending to James’ warning. It just collected throughout their life doing nothing but accumulating. What a tragic waste that is! 

We are tempted to hoard so many things: stocks, bonds, money, jewelry, shoes, suits, dresses, food, collectibles, sports equipment, etc. How much do we need? It is a practical help to walk through our house and look in our garage and basement and say, “What do I really need? Will I ever wear those things again? Have I worn them in the last year.” I had one professor who said he went through his closet every year and if he did not wear something in the last year he gave it away. You may give away some things you would like to keep if you did that, but you would also not hoard. He was very serious about avoiding James’ concern.

Let’s consider the peril of a corrupted character, as we read in Verse 4,
4 Behold, the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, are crying out against you, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts.
Here is this person who has become a fraud and their character has become corrupted and twisted by their love for money. When we begin to love money, our soul begins to change and twist, but it does not become misshapen all at once. It is gradual like the bending of a sheet of metal. We begin to love money a little and we begin to get a little bit out of “true” and over time it becomes so twisted we can act in ways if we could see ourselves when we are twenty years older, into the future, right now, we would be appalled; “How did I get there? That is not who I am now!” Little by little a love for money begins to twist us and corrupt us and we become driven by the dollar and we are willing to do things for money we would have never dreamed of doing in our lives.
A number of years ago, the spring on my garage door broke. I looked in the phone book and the advertisement said this business had been in Peoria for thirty-five years. The owner came out and he was repairing the spring on my door and we talked about faith, about Jesus, and about family. One month later, the very spring which was replaced broke. I called the number and discovered his number was no longer in service. I found out the man retired and moved to Florida. I called another company, and the service man said, “No wonder this broke. It is an old spring. The person who replaced this didn’t put on a new spring. He put one which he had taken off of another garage, and it was about ready to break, to save money.” I thought, “How does a person do that?” 

I don’t think that man started off his business thinking, “Here is what is going to happen: I am going to look people in the eye, talk about Jesus, my family, and their family, all the while I am cheating them.” I do not think he started out that way. Somewhere along the line that action began to make sense and he took action upon that thought and his whole life was twisted.

That day I only lost about one hundred and fifty dollars and that is a small thing, but this man lost his soul and he lost his life. Is it worth that to us? How intent are we to say, “I do not want to love money because money will corrupt my character and my life. It will twist me into a person I do not like.”

The fourth peril is the peril of an empty life, as we read in Verse 5,
5 You have lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence. You have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter.
We waste our life when we live in luxury and self-indulgence. Such living is compared to a steer that is being fed corn and grain. The steer is leading a happy life and thinks, “Boy, have I got the life. Look at those wild, range roaming animals. They don’t get to come home to a stall and sit around and eat grain and hay all day. I have the life,” until one day the person who has been so kind to the steer, who has given the steer every pleasure it could desire in life, comes and says, “Come over here,” and takes a big knife and cuts its throat. That is what money does. It feeds and gives and we say, “Ah, this is great!” until one day it slits our life and we are fatten for the slaughter. 

What a waste to life a life when we die on the slaughter house floor. James says, “Don’t do that.” This is a tragic process for the poor steer but how much worse it is for us who were created in the image of God and to enjoy the eternal God forever and ever. 
We are all tempted to live a life of self-indulgence. We buy goods because we can and because we want to. We rarely say “No” to any wish that we have. Where do we draw the line? What does it practically mean to live in luxury and self-indulgence? I am not going to draw a line for us and I am not going to tell you the size of house you should own, the kind of car you should drive, or the clothes you should wear. That is not my place, but I want to challenge each one of us to think deeply about James words and ask God, “God, what is the application for me?” 
C.S. Lewis provides a helpful principle when he writes, “If our expenditure on comforts, luxuries, amusements, etc . . . is up to the standard common among those with the same income as our own, we are probably giving away too little. If our charities do not at all pinch or hamper us, I should say they are too small. There ought to be things we should like to do and cannot do because are charitable expenditure excludes them.” I believe that is a good principle and I do not know how you can argue against it.
We think that only the mega-rich fall into this sin of luxury and self-indulgence, but that is not true. Self-indulgence does not have to do with the price tags of our purchases, but the principles of our purchases. What principles guide our decisions to buy an item? A life of self-indulgence is one that knows very little of self-denial. Self-denial says “No” to buying that new video game or new dress or new fishing tackle, even when we have the money to buy it, but if it sees no God-glorifying purpose and it sees, rather, a good purpose for waiting or withholding that particular thing, self-denial says, “Yes, I can do that and I can do it freely, joyfully, and happily.” 

Self-indulgence says “I have to have it!” God calls us to live our life for eternity or we will live our life in vain and we will live our life in an empty manor. 
God’s Word tells us it is appropriate and good to make money and to use money in at least one of four areas. We can use money in caring for our own family needs and that is a good thing. We can make money and use money to care for future needs and to plan and wisely save. We can make money and use money to provide for the needy, especially those in God’s family, and it is very right and very good to make money so we can give to advance the Kingdom of God and Jesus' church. 
Several weeks ago I read a news story on CNBC which detailed the historical parallels between the Great Depression and the recent financial crisis in our country. After detailing the stock markets “head and shoulder pattern” during 1929 and 1930, the writer concluded, “A very bearish analysis using the pattern of retreat behavior in 1930 suggests the Dow could retreat to around 7,500 in 2010.” If you believe that it would be very unsettling if you had very much money for retirement in the stock market. 

But, imagine for a moment that I would say to you, “I can guarantee you, because I have seen into the future, tomorrow the Dow is going to go down to 5,000!” What would you do if you believed that to be absolutely true? Tomorrow morning you would call your investment manager and say, “Sell!!  Sell!!  Sell!!” Why would you do that? It is wise to release our hold on that which is declining in order to put our hands on something which is ascending. That is a principle and that is wisdom. 

God’s Word says this, “All of the wealth of this world is declining. Release your hold and grab hold of that which is true treasure.” 

Jesus, after talking to the rich, young ruler, talks to His Disciples and He says to them, in Matthew 19,

23 “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty will a rich person enter the kingdom of heaven. 24 Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.” 25 When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished, saying, “Who then can be saved?” 26 But Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”
Pater was appalled by this because he was taught the rich people are rich because God blessed them and if God does not bring the people He has blessed into Heaven, who will He bring into Heaven?

If you believe in Jesus I want you to know you can walk through the eye of a needle and you can get into Heaven because God has made a way for you through His Son Jesus. He has made the impossible possible; that a sinner could be accepted by a Holy God and He did it for you.

� Matthew 22:37





