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(10) "Riches in the right place." 
 
I love that story about the rich man who had been saving up all his money and treasured possessions all his life and 
told his wife that when he dies he is going to take them with him. So he tells his wife that all his money and treasures 
are kept safe in a box in the basement. Anyway as the years go by he eventually dies and as his wife was cleaning out 
the basement she discovered the box filled with money and little treasures and she thought to herself, ‘I knew he 
should have kept them in the attic!’ 
 
Now we all know that we come into this world with nothing and we leave this world with nothing, no matter how rich 
we are. But have you ever wondered why God has got so much to say about rich people? Now when we compare 
ourselves to many people in the world, we are indeed blessed; in fact, in comparison with most people who live now 
and who have lived in the past, we are very rich! 
 
But we need to understand a very important point about this today and that is God does not condemn the rich for 
being rich. After all some of the godliest people in the Bible were very rich. People like Job, Abraham, Joseph, 
David, Solomon, Barnabas, and Philemon, Lydia just to mention a few. So God does not condemn the rich for being 
rich but Christ does speak of the difficulty of the rich being saved.  
 
Matthew 19:23-26 “Jesus then said to his disciples, "I assure you: it will be very hard for rich people to enter the 
Kingdom of heaven. I repeat: it is much harder for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God than for a camel to go 
through the eye of a needle." When the disciples heard this, they were completely amazed. "Who, then, can be 
saved?" they asked. Jesus looked straight at them and answered, "This is impossible for human beings, but for God 
everything is possible." 
 
So Christ does speak of the difficulty of the rich being saved and there are times when God is very angry at the rich 
as we are about to read today. But like we do with any text of the Scriptures we need to keep what we’re about to 
read in its proper context. So let’s begin our understanding by asking the question, who is James addressing in this 
passage? Are they Christians? Are these rich Christians who had been guilty of oppressing their brethren? 
 
Well some people seem to think so, but let me explain why I disagree with those thoughts. James 5:1“And now, you 
rich people, listen to me! Weep and wail over the miseries that are coming upon you!” First of all, all the way through 
the letter from James, he usually addresses the people he is speaking to as brethren or brothers. 
 
But here James doesn’t do that and note also that there is no call to repentance mentioned either, there is only 
condemnation. Again all the way through this little letter when James is speaking to Christians, he tells them he is 
speaking to them. The brethren are not addressed until verse 7, in which they are told to be patient in light of what has 
just been said. I believe that James is addressing rich unbelievers. 
 
Think about it, who had been oppressing the Christians? James 2:6 “But you dishonour the poor! Who are the ones 
who oppress you and drag you before the judges? The rich!” It was the rich unbelievers which were causing them all 
the problems. And so this outburst of judgment upon them here in chapter 5 of James appears to serve the purpose of 
comforting the brethren who were being oppressed by them.  
 
That’s why he goes on and tells them in James 5:7 “Be patient, then, my friends, until the Lord comes. See how 
patient farmers are as they wait for their land to produce precious crops. They wait patiently for the autumn and 
spring rains”.  
 
Now I know how difficult it is to be patient sometimes, because we all want quick fixes and quick solutions to our 
problems. But as Christians, as a people who believe and trust in God, we need to let God deal with it. Because He 
will deal with it, but not on our timetable but His and not in our way but His. And when we have those times when 
we’re just crying and we think that no one is watching us or no one hears us, God is watching us and He does hear us. 
 
And that was the point that James wanted to get across when he says in James 5:4 “You have not paid any wages to 
those who work in your fields. Listen to their complaints! The cries of those who gather in your crops have reached 
the ears of God, the Lord Almighty”.  
 
In other words James is telling them that judgment is coming upon these rich oppressors. But in the meantime 
Christians need to be patient because God will deal with it. 
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You see throughout the centuries Christians have been screaming out to God the same question. How long will these 
people get away with this? How long will you let our suffering go on? And our God says in Revelation 6:10+11 
“They shouted in a loud voice, "Almighty Lord, holy and true! How long will it be until you judge the people on 
earth and punish them for killing us?" Each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to rest a little while 
longer, until the complete number of other servants and believers were killed, as they had been.”  
 
Now that may not be the answer you wanted to hear but God says even to us today, ‘be patient, I will deal with these 
people, but not yet.’ So we need to trust God to deal with our struggles on His timetable, not ours. Because not only 
will we receive comfort from knowing that God is going to deal with our struggles, we should also get comfort from 
knowing that our future is secure and everlasting with God. Which is a lot more comforting than what lies ahead for 
these rich oppressors. 
 
James 5:1“And now, you rich people, listen to me! Weep and wail over the miseries that are coming upon you!” 
James says that all these rich oppressors have ahead of them is misery. So much misery that it will cause them to 
"weep and wail." In fact James says that these miseries which are to come are a certainty to come. So certain are these 
miseries to come, that James speaks of them as already occurring! 
 
James 5:2+3 “Your riches have rotted away, and your clothes have been eaten by moths. Your gold and silver are 
covered with rust, and this rust will be a witness against you and will eat up your flesh like fire.” James says, their 
riches are rotten. Their clothes are moth-eaten. Their gold and silver are corroded. And he says that when this 
"corrosion" of their riches occurs, it will serve as a witness against them and it will eat their flesh like fire. 
 
You see loved ones we all know that the anguish and misery of poverty usually affects those who were once rich the 
hardest. And so when poverty strikes, it will make them "weep and wail" as though they were on fire. Now did that 
time come for these rich oppressors? Well the miseries spoken of here may have reference to what later occurred in 
the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. 
 
Because not long after James’ letter was written, Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans. And many of the rich Jews 
who had oppressed their Christian brethren literally "wept and howled." Because they had failed to realize was that 
they had piled up riches exactly when James said it would happen in James 5:3 “You have piled up riches in these 
last days.”  
 
This is so much like the man in the parable of the rich fool who thought he was laying up riches for their last days. 
Luke 12:16-21 “Then Jesus told them this parable: "There was once a rich man who had land which bore good crops.  
He began to think to himself, 'I don't have a place to keep all my crops. What can I do? This is what I will do,' he told 
himself; 'I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, where I will store the grain and all my other goods. Then I 
will say to myself, Lucky man! You have all the good things you need for many years. Take life easy, eat, drink, and 
enjoy yourself!' But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night you will have to give up your life; then who will get 
all these things you have kept for yourself? ‘“And Jesus concluded, "This is how it is with those who pile up riches 
for themselves but are not rich in God's sight."  
 
These rich oppressors didn’t realise that Jesus and James were both talking about the "last days" of the Jewish 
economy when they were so busy storing up wealth. And please don’t think that we can’t make the same mistake 
today. People all over the world are storing up for their retirement and many of them die before they actually get a 
chance to retire. 
 
The miseries that came upon these rich people were terrible indeed and if you ever get a moment at home and want to 
know just how terrible these events were, then just read Josephus’ account of the events who was an eyewitness of 
the destruction of Jerusalem. 
 
And just remember that even if it did not come in the destruction of Jerusalem, it certainly came upon them when 
they died. Just like it did with the rich man in the story of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16:19-31. So why is God 
so angry at these rich people? Well simply put, it was because of how they got their wealth. It was through wicked 
means. 
 
James 5:4 “You have not paid any wages to those who work in your fields. Listen to their complaints! The cries of 
those who gather in your crops have reached the ears of God, the Lord Almighty.” These rich people were 
withholding wages from those who had worked for them. 
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And this still happens today, with child labour factories and cheap labour jobs where people are getting rich through 
dishonest schemes or unjust labour practices. And again it’s important to stress that it’s OK to be rich but we need to 
be careful about how we use our riches. James 5:3 “You have piled up riches in these last days”. In other words they 
hoarded their wealth for themselves. 
 
James 5:5 “Your life here on earth has been full of luxury and pleasure. You have made yourselves fat for the day of 
slaughter.” James says that they spent it on themselves with pleasures and luxury and fattened themselves like cows 
for the slaughter. But they didn’t stop there, James 5:6 “You have condemned and murdered innocent people, and 
they do not resist you.” They used the power that comes with wealth to oppress "the innocent or just."  
 
In other words the riches weren’t the problem; it was the way they got their riches. Like we saw a moment ago in 
verse 4, the way they got their wealth and used it caused those who were oppressed to cry out, and the Lord heard 
their prayers. And so now, God who is just, is about to bring judgment upon these rich oppressors. 
 
Loved ones we need to listen careful to what James has been telling us this morning. We need to be careful how we 
obtain our wealth because if we get rich at the expense of others, that will only bring God's wrath upon us. 
Deuteronomy 24:14+15 "Do not cheat poor and needy hired servants, whether they are Israelites or foreigners living 
in one of your towns. Each day before sunset pay them for that day's work; they need the money and have counted on 
getting it. If you do not pay them, they will cry out against you to the Lord, and you will be guilty of sin.”  
 
You see some people are so focused on getting rich, they don’t care who they hurt or take advantage of in the 
process. They don’t care that it’s wrong to think that success can only come by stepping on others. They don’t care 
what Paul says in 1 Timothy 6:9+10 “But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and are caught in the trap of 
many foolish and harmful desires, which pull them down to ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a source of 
all kinds of evil. Some have been so eager to have it that they have wandered away from the faith and have broken 
their hearts with many sorrows”.  
 
You see it’s not riches that are wrong, but the desire to be rich that is wrought with many dangers. As someone once 
said, ‘riches are not wrong if they are the by-product of our endeavours, not the goal of those endeavours.’ Let me 
give you an example, you might want to be a doctor to help the sick, or a plumber because you have the skill or 
interest in these areas, and you might become rich as a by-product because of the value society might place on such 
services. But to go into any profession solely because your goal is to get rich, then you need to be aware that you can 
easily be trapped by the love of money. 
 
So how do we go about receiving our wealth? Well, if we do it honestly and in reward for a job well done, then God 
is not displeased. But if we do it by hurting others and by making wealth our primary object, then we are in danger of 
God's wrath. We also need to be careful how we use our wealth because to spend it on luxurious living when others 
are suffering is wrong. Which is exactly what James is talking about in these few verses. 
 
In fact John tells us in 1 John 3:17 “If we are rich and see others in need, yet close our hearts against them, how can 
we claim that we love God?” John says if we spend all our wealth on ourselves and just ignore those less fortunate 
that ourselves then that is a sign of a lack of love for God in our lives. 
 
In fact when you look right through the New Testament, you can see very clearly that the purpose of working is not to 
obtain wealth for our own gratification, but to help those less fortunate. Paul tells us in Ephesians 4:28 “If you used to 
rob, you must stop robbing and start working, in order to earn an honest living for yourself and to be able to help the 
poor”.  
 
He also tells us in 1 Timothy 6:17-19 “Command those who are rich in the things of this life not to be proud, but to 
place their hope, not in such an uncertain thing as riches, but in God, who generously gives us everything for our 
enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share with others. In 
this way they will store up for themselves a treasure which will be a solid foundation for the future. And then they 
will be able to win the life which is true life.”  
 
You see loved ones Paul practiced what he preached, listen to what he said in Acts 20:34+35 “You yourselves know 
that I have worked with these hands of mine to provide everything that my companions and I have needed. I have 
shown you in all things that by working hard in this way we must help the weak, remembering the words that the 
Lord Jesus himself said, 'There is more happiness in giving than in receiving.'"  
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Because we’re living in the country and society in which we do, we have a lot to be thankful for. But we also have a 
lot we need to beware of because we also live in a society where it is quite easy to become wealthy. We live in a 
society where covetousness or the desire to be rich is not considered sins. We live in a society where heaping up 
treasures for our own gratification is considered an absolute right. And it’s so easy to be influenced by these values. 
 
You see a donkey is a very useful animal and kids love being around them and a trained donkey has learned certain 
commands, and it will stop when it hears the word "Whoa!" And I’m wondering today if we ever take a moment to 
stop and listen to Jesus' when he says, "Woe" and take them to heart. Because when He says, ‘woe to the rich,’ do we 
understand that Jesus is not condemning wealth, money, or resources. His condemnation is in the trust we often put in 
our riches.  
 
Like we looked at earlier, the rich young ruler went away sorrowfully because he "had great wealth." He cared more 
for his "belongings" than he cared for "belonging." When Jesus says, ‘woe to the well fed’ do we understand that it is 
not wrong to eat. It is not even a sin to enjoy good food.  But it is sinful to "live to eat" rather than "eating to live." 
Many people are becoming gluttons and affluence brings with it the temptation to over-indulge.  
 
And so to help ourselves from falling into these traps we need to ask ourselves from time to time, are we laying up 
treasure in heaven, or on earth? Jesus says in Matthew 19:21“If you want to be perfect, go and sell all you have and 
give the money to the poor, and you will have riches in heaven; then come and follow me."  
 
Those who lay up treasure in heaven are those who use their wealth to do good and help the poor and less fortunate. 
Where as those who lay up treasure on earth are actually storing up for themselves miseries and wrath. They face 
misery when they finally understand that their wealth fails them in their time of true need. 
 
Think about it, what good is a Ferrari if you’re faced with a terminal illness and you’re going to spend the rest of your 
life in a hospital? What good is a million pounds in the bank if you loose your husband or wife in a car crash? What 
good is it if you have a big posh family home and a tornado rips right through the middle of it and takes your 
children’s lives? 
 
Your wealth isn’t going to help you in any of these situations. You see wealth fails them in their time of true need and 
they face wrath from God in the Day of wrath that is yet to come. People are feeling the credit crunch and those who 
have spent thousands on a new home are now finding themselves in debt as their homes have lost so much value. 
Many are finding themselves in a situation where their homes are being repossessed because they just can’t afford to 
make the payments. Now this is not always their own fault, sometimes they have lost their jobs or an illness has 
occurred which means they can’t work anymore. 
 
But my point is that even the wealth which is tied up in your own home can become worthless in your time of need. 
These are sobering thoughts loved ones, may we strive only to store up the real everlasting treasures in heaven. 
 
 


