
Lesson 16 – A WORD TO THE RICH                 James 5:1-6

The issue of riches and material possessions was a real problem in the early 
churches because there was a significant divide between the rich and the poor.  The rich 
were often hated because of ill-gotten gain (such as the publicans) and because many of 
them neglected the poor and flaunted their wealth.  They considered riches to be a sure 
sign of God’s favor, and believers often wondered why God would favor those rich people 
who were unbelievers and idolaters with such blessings.  God’s Word tells us that riches 
are often a curse (Psalm 73:12-17; Jer. 12:1-3; Luke 12:13-21).  And even within the 
congregations of believers, some who were rich, because of their selfishness and 
boasting in their wealth, were despised by the poor.  Some of them neglected the poor 
and flaunted their wealth even in the worship services (1 Cor. 11:17-22).  God’s Word 
instructs and warns all believers how to deal with our natural desires for riches and 
material gain (Matt. 6:19-34).  And it instructs and warns professing believers whom God 
has blessed with riches how to live in honor of Christ, for the good of His people, and the 
spread of the Gospel.  In the following verses, James deals with those who are rich in the 
world and who claim to believe in and love Christ and love His people but who are 
consumed with the love of money to the point of neglecting faith and love for the Lord and 
the good of others, especially brethren in Christ (1 Tim. 6:9-10).

True believers need to be reminded that although there is nothing sinful about 
seeking to better ourselves financially, as long as we use all lawful means, but never to 
the neglect of recognizing the greater spiritual riches we have in Christ and continuing to 
seek His glory and the riches of His righteousness as our highest state, even if we are not 
rich in money and materials (Eph. 1:3-7; 3:8; Php. 4:19-20).

(5:1) – “Go to now, ye rich men, weep and howl for your miseries that shall come 
upon you.”   James is not addressing all who are rich, but those who profess faith in 
Christ, but who misuse their riches for selfish purposes.  Their real god is themselves and 
their money.  Some wealthy men love Christ, love others and make good use of their 
riches for the glory of God, the preaching of the Gospel and the relief of human suffering.  
So, again, James writes to rich men who assemble with the church, who profess religion, 
but who, notwithstanding their profession, are not rich toward God, but are laying up 
treasures for themselves, boasting of their wealth and not making use of their substance 
for the glory of God and the good of others.  He tells them, in essence, to repent of this 
attitude and the actions that come with it in consideration of judgment to come, the eternal 
miseries that await all unbelievers and hypocrites.  It is not possible that a man can know 
and love Christ who loves material wealth, has no compassion for the needy, and does 
not give of himself and his substance to preach the Gospel around the world (1 John 
3:17, 18; Luke 12:19-21).
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(5:2-3) – “Your riches are corrupted, and your garments are motheaten.  Your gold 
and silver is cankered; and the rust of them shall be a witness against you, and 
shall eat your flesh as it were fire. Ye have heaped treasure together for the last 
days.”  Material riches, clothes, estates, houses and lands are all corruptible things and 
will one day rot and lie in ruins (1 Cor. 7:31). Your gold and silver are rusting on the shelf 
and in bank vaults while people are in need of the basic necessities of life and certainly in 
need of the Gospel for salvation and eternal life.  The decay and rust of this wealth will 
come forth as a testimony against you at the judgment and it will prove to be a burning fire 
that will torment you in hell (Luke 16:25).  We all need to realize that when we stand 
before God at Judgment, it will not matter how much money or materials we had on earth.  
The only thing that will matter is how we stand with Christ – either in Him, washed in His 
blood and clothed in His righteousness imputed, or on our own.  All who are in Christ will 
be blessed forever and ever.  All who stand on their own, rich or poor, will be damned 
forever!

'You heap treasure for the last days.' in your selfishness and covetousness you 
gather together riches, valuables, gold and silver for a rich and prosperous old age.  
Instead of comfort, you will find that you have accumulated the wrath of God (Matt. 
6:19-21).  If we belong to Christ, the Lord has made us stewards of His grace and of the 
gifts of His grace whether they be spiritual or material.  Let us be good stewards, putting 
to use for His glory and the happiness of others all that passes through our hearts or 
hands (Luke 6:33-38).

(5:4) – “Behold, the hire of the labourers who have reaped down your fields, which 
is of you kept back by fraud, crieth: and the cries of them which have reaped are 
entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth.”  Here, James deals with those who 
gained part of their wealth by oppressing others, such as those who worked for them.  
This is ill-gotten gain in not paying their employees and workers fair and just wages.   
James is saying, “You have prospered abundantly through their labor; by working them for 
a pittance and not sharing with them, you have become rich.”  Their cries for vengeance 
and justice have come to the ears of the Lord of hosts (Lev. 19:13; Jer. 22:13).

(5:5-6) – “Ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton; ye have 
nourished your hearts, as in a day of slaughter.   Ye have condemned and killed the 
just; and he doth not resist you.”  Here on earth, you have enjoyed luxurious living, 
while others have labored for bare necessities.  Like beasts that are fattened up by the 
farmer for the slaughter, you are fattening yourselves for God's wrath.  When men add to 
the misery and bitterness of others (when it is in their power to relieve this misery), the 
oppressed cannot change this injustice, but God can (Rom. 12:19; Heb. 10:30).                                
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