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Today we are ready to begin the last chapter of the book of James and we still have five sermons on it after today. This 

little book of only five chapters is more “content packed” than just about any other book of the entire Bible. And the content 
tends to meet us where life does. That’s the reason I haven’t minded stretching it out over the entire church year. Application 
after application to our lives week after week can be pretty intense. And today’s passage jumps right in again with some pretty 
straight-forward things. It’s about wealth...  

 
William Jennings Bryan (1860-1925), a man you have perhaps read about in history books, an amazing orator and 

three-time nominee for President of the United States, once said, “No one can earn a million dollars honestly.” Now, this was 
before the Depression and a million dollars was pretty serious money. But let's adjust it for inflation.  A million dollars back 
then would be the equivalent of $11,891,000 today. So today Bryan would have to say, “No one can earn 11 million dollars 
honestly.” True? 

 
Tertullian (ca. 155–230), was a church leader and author during the early years of Christianity. He is quoted as saying, 

“Nothing that is God’s is obtainable by money.” Is that true? 
 
Both men seem somewhat cynical about the acquisition and use of wealth. James agrees. 
 
We heard it a few minutes ago, but listen again: (James 5:1-6): 
"Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming upon you.  Your wealth has rotted, 

and moths have eaten your clothes.  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.  Look! The wages you failed to pay the workmen who mowed your 

fields are crying out against you. The cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.  You have lived on 

earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of slaughter.  You have condemned and murdered 

innocent men, who were not opposing you." (James 5:1-6) 
 
The year is 1923 (the same year Bryan made his statement about the $11 million). The place was Chicago’s Edgewater 

Beach hotel. A historic meeting at that time and place has been called one of the most significant financial meetings in the 
history of America. Gathered in one place were multi-millionaires and powerful people who, if they desired, could have 
controlled the media, the utilities and the financial pulse of America. 

Gathered for this conference were the president of a large steel company, the president of the National City Bank of 
New York, the president of a large utility company, the president of the largest gas company in the world, a famous and 
successful wheat speculator, the president of the New York Stock Exchange, a member of the President’s cabinet, an officer on 
Wall Street, the head of the world’s greatest industrial and land monopoly, and the president of the bank of International 
Settlements. 

Ten brilliant and immensely successful and powerful men gathered to evaluate their past accomplishments and lay the 
groundwork for their future successes. In the eyes of the world these men were at the high point of their careers. 

 
A student of history kept track of the lives of these ten men for the following twenty five years. What that man 

discovered was fascinating… I’ll tell you what that was at the end of the sermon… 
 
But first I want you to see that it most certainly was these kinds of people that James had in mind when he wrote that 

first verse of chapter 5. “Now listen, you rich people. . .”  
 
When I first read that I was somewhat relieved that finally James isn’t talking directly to me. I can just relax and sit this 

one out. Maybe he’ll get me next week, but this week I’m OK.  
 
It would be easy to think that because I don’t have what I would consider an abundance of riches. I do OK, certainly, 

but I am not one of the “…you rich people.” But, on closer study, it is clear that this passage applies to many more than just the 
so-called “super rich.” ... Here’s what I mean: Someone has come up with a classification system for people in the areas of 
internal and external wealth. Four categories: 

 
First, those classified as poor without and poor within. In other words, they have very little of this world’s goods and 

know nothing of faith or spiritual things or the peace faith gives. These are the millions that go to bed starving every night. 
Many of these people live in what is called the “10/40 Window,” which refers to the Eastern Hemisphere between 10 and 40 
degrees north of the Equator. Over 80% of the poorest of the world’s poor live in this band that stretches half way around the 
globe. Many of them have no exposure to people of faith nor access to a church. So they are poor without (they have very little 
material goods) and they are poor within (no spiritual light). 

 
The second classification are those who are rich without and rich within. They have it made economically and 

spiritually. Abraham was one. As was Joseph, Daniel, and Job. In the New Testament, godly men like Joseph of Arimathea and 
Barnabas seem to have been wealthy. Faith filled people that God has abundantly blessed. They are rich without (they have 
plenty of stuff) and they are rich within (they have God). 

 
The third classification are those who are poor without and rich within. That’s where most of us would probably 

classify ourselves. We don’t see ourselves as having very much of this world’s goods – at least not enough to be called “rich” 
but we know we are rich within because we have the gift of Jesus in our lives giving us hope and forgiveness and the 
expectation of heaven. 

But the truth is that we are not really the “poor without” are we? Very few of us can remember the last time we were 
significantly hungry and could do nothing about it. We are all well-clothed and clean. We all have homes that protect us from 
the elements. We are all truly blessed. It’s easy to forget that just by being born in this country, we are automatically rich by 
comparison to almost any other part of the world. But we don’t perceive ourselves as being rich. However, biblically speaking, 
we are, in fact, very “rich.” But it's all relative, isn't it? 

 



A young girl who attended an exclusive school for the children of movie stars, producers, and directors in Hollywood 
was asked to write a composition on the subject of poverty. This is the way she started her piece: “Once there was a poor little 
girl. Her father was poor, her mother was poor, her governess was poor, her chauffeur was poor, her butler was poor, and in 
fact, everybody in the whole house was very, very poor.” You see, wealth is a matter of perspective. If any one of us here this 
morning – the poorest among us – were to suggest to some man or woman in many of the countries of the world that we are 
anything other than wealthy – we’d be laughed at. 

 
The fourth category: those who are rich without and poor within. These are people who have material wealth, but who 

don’t have spiritual riches. They live with disposable resources at their command but they do not have that incomparable gift of 
eternal life.  

So - Where are you? Poor within and without - Rich within and without - Poor within but rich without - or - Rich 
within but poor without? 
 

At the end of chapter 4, James was talking about people who make their plans without God –  those who live and plan 
out their lives as though God did not even exist – even the concept of God has no impact on their lives… So in James 5:1-6, 
these are the people he continues to talk about. But now it’s not how they use their time but how they use their treasure. James 
addresses those who use their money as if there is no God. James issues four very practical warnings to the wealthy (and we 
ARE among the wealthy – even though we don’t live our lives without God-awareness – we are rich within...and probably 
without too): 

 
First, James gives a warning against hoarding wealth. (5:1-3) 
 
In the 1st century people didn’t have banks or savings accounts. So they would accumulate wealth in three basic ways. 

First, through food and food stuffs.... Second, through clothing. And third, through precious metals and coins. Those who were 
wealthy ate well, dressed well and spent plenty. 

James suggests that time and disuse (hoarding) will take its toll.  
 
Earthly treasures just don’t last very long – or at least they are unstable. You put your dollars in stocks and bonds, and 

suddenly what you thought you had is now gone. How many of us lost a ton of our retirement funds during the 
housing/financial crash of a few years ago? You put your dollars in a bank, inflation eats away at it. Even the American dollar 
can become devalued overnight. Our houses, Our cars, Our boats are all subject to deterioration, destruction and theft. We can 
do our best but none of it lasts. And even if we are able to hold on to some of our earthly treasures throughout all of our life, 
James’ point is that at death we must finally let go of all of it.  

 
The antidote, of course, it generosity – give a chunk of it away.  The Biblical principle is simple: The one who waters 

will be satisfied but the one who does not water is destined to become stagnant. As believers in Christ we must learn to handle 
our wealth loosely and not hoard it. 

 
James is not talking against careful planning – saving for a rainy day or for retirement or unexpected emergencies. He 

is warning against simple accumulation without regard for others or for Godly works that need support. He is saying that you 
and I are among the rich of the world and as such we need to spread it around a bit… How much do you give in relation to how 
much you keep? That is a very important and telling question. 

 
Then James warns against stealing wealth. (5:4) 
 
 “Look!” he says.  “The wages you failed to pay the workmen who mowed your fields are crying out against you. The 

cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.” 
 
One of the signs of a selfishly rich person is a strong resistance to paying what he or she owes. 
 
Do you remember Leona Helmsley, the New York City hotel operator and real estate investor. In the 1980s she became 

infamous for being prosecuted, and eventually convicted and sentenced to prison, for income tax evasion. At her trial, one of the 
key witnesses against her was a former hotel maid who recounted having heard her say, “Only the little people pay taxes.”  

 
Whenever we get so wrapped up in the pursuit of wealth that we stoop to stealing and cheating, James wants us never 

to forget that there is always someone watching with great interest, ready to judge those who are cheating… Pay what you owe 
– in taxes, in wages, in gratuities, in all things – God is watching… 

 
James then gives a warning against Self-indulgence (5:5)  

 
In verse 5 he writes, “You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day 

of slaughter.”  
It may be OK to spoil the grandkids. It may even be OK to spoil the kids. But when we spoil ourselves, we spoil 

ourselves… Self-indulgence makes us fat and lazy and destroys our self-discipline – makes us live shorter and unhealthy lives – 
causes us to become callous to those around us – deludes us0. 

 into thinking we actually deserve all we’ve been blessed with… Practice a bit of self-restraint in all things. Don’t be so 
short sighted. All things – in the long run –  will go better…  

 
The fourth thing James gives a warning against is oppression. (5:6)  “You have condemned and murdered innocent 

men, who were not opposing you.” He is referring to the fact that, in his society, the rich were taking the less fortunate to court 
and abusing the legal system with their power and influence. The result was that in some cases innocent men were tried and 
convicted of crimes and some even executed…. Power corrupts. You can see it in the newspapers every day. James wants to 
warn us not to use the resources we have to push around the weaker among us… 

 
As believers, we believe in eternity. This world is not our home. We are just here for a time. …Nothing is sadder than a 

person who spends all his or her life pursuing and accumulating wealth not realizing that earthly life is so terribly brief and then, 
just before death realizes he/she has nothing… 



 
Back to 1948 – 25 years after the famous “men of means” meeting in Chicago: The documented evidence is as follows: 
 

• The president of the steel company died bankrupt having lived his last five years on borrowed money; he died 
without a dime of his own.  

• The president of the National City Bank was still alive but living all alone as a recluse.  

• The president of the utility company died a fugitive from justice; he had become a penniless beggar in a 
foreign country.  

• The president of the world’s largest gas company maintained his wealth but had to be institutionalized due to 
insanity. 

• The president of the New York Stock Exchange had just been released from Sing Sing Prison.  

• The member of the President’s cabinet was pardoned from prison so that he could die at home with his family.  

• The wheat speculator died by suicide, as had the Wall Street tycoon.  

• The head of the monopoly in land and industry – also died by suicide – as did the international banking 
president.  

 
 There was a little poem I learned as a child in Sunday School that has stuck with me all my life. I didn’t understand it 
much then at all. But it’s true: “Only one life – ‘twill soon be past. Only what’s done for Christ will last.”  We are rich without - 
let us rejoice at being rich within too. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
i This sermon is an adaptation of a sermon of Rev. Freddy Fritz of the Tampa Bay Presbyterian Church. 


