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Good morning, church family! Before we jump into our study of James 5, I 

want to take just a moment to express my deep and sustained gratitude to 

all of you. I am so deeply thankful for the kindness of your patience during 

these extended medical leaves and attribute my healing and recovery to 

your prayers—you have been a tool in the hand of God for my stored 

health. There has not been a single day that I have not been overwhelmed 

with thankfulness.1  

 

I also want to express how encouraged I am by the men of this church who 

have risen to the occasion, not only to bear the burdens of my 

responsibilities—that’s humbling—but to also rise up and ensure that God’s 

word was heralded faithfully each week. In a church our size, to have so 

many men who can gladly take on the rigor of preaching and teaching 

God’s word is a sure sign that we are truly a church of the Word. And how 

blessed we have been by their ministry. And how thankful I am for the 

compassionate, Spirit-filled ministry of our elder team. Thank you!  

 

[Prayer]  

 

As you know by now, James is not in the habit of sugar coating anything. 

James’s ministry is very similar to the Old Testament prophets in sense that 

he can both confront and comfort in the same breath. In fact, the first 6 

verses of chapter five are a pronouncement of woe, a pronouncement of 

condemnation to those who abuse wealth by oppressing the poor. But vss. 

7-11, as we will see next week, immediately follow as words of comfort to 

the suffering. And actually these two passages are meant to stand together 

because the condemnation of the one and the comfort of the other 

correspond and both point to the inescapable justice and mercy of God.  

 

1 By the way, if any of you find yourselves partially incapacitated during a time of medical recovery, I 

want to recommend the benefit of memorizing God’s word. “Idle” time can be a great danger. Our minds 

are not only vulnerable to temptation, discouragement, and worry, but when we add pain to idleness, 

we can easily become self-absorbed. During the first half of my recovery, I alternated between taking 

short walks and lying flat on my back. So I set my heart to re-memorizing portions of James while I was 

 

In fact, the judgment of God on the wicked wealthy oppressors of vss. 1-6, 

strengthens the comfort of God’s suffering people in vss. 7-11 where he 

urges them to patiently endure until Christ returns. The essence is this: 

God’s righteous judgment is inescapable for the wicked, therefore God’s 

suffering people can patiently endure in the hope of Christ’s return. God’s 

justice will be served.  

 

So I am suggesting to you that James is not addressing the church in vss. 1-6. 

Rather, he is addressing the wicked oppressors outside the church who 

cannot hear him, yet he addresses them for the benefit the church who can 

hear him. This is a literary device called apostrophe—not the little squiggle, 

but a literary device. Apostrophe is “speaking to people who are not 

present, for the benefit of those who are.”2  

 

This was a common feature of the OT prophets. “Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 

Amos, Obadiah, and Nahum denounced nations such as Egypt, Edom, 

Babylon, and Assyria even though no one from those nations would hear 

them.”3 Why? Because God’s pronouncement of judgment on the wicked 

gave God’s people hope that they would be vindicated and God’s justice 

would be served to their oppressors.  

 

We have several hints that James is addressing not the church, but their 

wicked oppressors in vss. 1-6. First, he emphatically uses the term brothers 

in chapter 4 (3 times) and later in chapter 5 (5 times), yet he does not 

address his listeners as brothers, but as “you rich” in vss. 1-6. Furthermore, 

James speaks unrelenting of condemnation and gives no exhortation or 

instruction to repent. Just doom.   

 

So when James says in vs. 1, “Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your 

miseries which are coming upon you,” this is not a general denunciation of 

people who have more money than the average person. We know from the 

walking and memorizing portions of Job while I was laying down. How helpful, encouraging, and 

productive it was to fix my mind on God’s word. So I commend the same to you.  
2 Craig Blomberg and Mariam Kamell, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the 

New Testament: James, pg. 220.  
3 Daniel Doriani, Reformed Expository Commentary: James, pg. 166.  



context of these 6 verses that James is addressing those who have attained 

wealth unjustly, are hoarding that wealth at the expense of others, and are 

using their wealth to further defraud and destroy innocent, poor people. Vs. 

1 is a pronouncement of judgment against those who abuse others to get 

wealthy and abuse their wealth by further oppressing others.  

 

So, we can’t just read vss. 1-6 as saying that it’s wrong to be wealthy. 

Wealth was often seen as a sign of God’s blessing in the OT and many 

imperfect yet godly forefathers had great wealth: Abraham, Joseph, Job, 

David, and Solomon. Money is itself is not evil, but the hearts that control it 

are impure and prone to many temptations. Money can be used for good, 

and it can be used for excess and deviant power.  

 

So, this pronouncement of woe in vs. 1, “come now, you rich, weep and 

howl for your miseries that are coming upon you,” is meant to feed a 

biblical worldview that says… 

 

We must fear God and fix our hope on Him rather than the 

uncertainty of riches because those who set their heart on 

temporal, earthly gain at the expense of others will face the justice 

of divine judgment.  

 

James voices God’s certain and severe judgment on wealthy oppressors by 

issuing 4 charges against them:  

 

 The first charge is… 

1. Vain and wasteful hoarding provokes God’s judgment (James 5:2-

3). 

 

[vs. 2-3] I don’t know if you have thought of hoarding as a sin. At first it may 

seem like a rather mild vice. But the hoarders in vss. 2-3 are not just people 

who never throw anything away. Nor is it taking place in a culture of plenty, 

where there is still an abundance on the shelves at Walmart. Rather it was a 

culture in which hoarding food and resources could easily mean that others 

would have to go without—like toilet paper in a pandemic or food in a 

famine.  

 

James is addressing a situation in which the gross materialism by some was 

causing hardship for others. The resources that they were hoarding was 

making waste of what could provide for others.  

 

This was complete vanity because not only would their excess food rot and 

their garments get chewed up by moths, they were stockpiling earthly 

wealth at the expense of starving their souls. Their temporal, earthly wealth 

would spoil while their eternal account remained bankrupt.  

 

In vs. 3 he goes on to say, “your gold and silver have rusted.” We all know 

that gold and silver doesn’t rust. It’s possible he’s referring to poor quality gold that 

contained impurities therefore tarnished. But given the context, James is most likely 

using the term metaphorically here to say that their gold and silver will be 

worthless in the day of judgement. Their “rust” will be evidence that their 

godless treasure is of no value to their soul before God. They have focused 

on earthly treasure at the expense of heavenly treasure. And this reveals 

the condition of their heart. As Jesus said, “Do not lay up for yourselves 

treasures upon earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break 

in and steal. But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 

moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; for where 

your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” 

 

“It is in the last days that you have stored up your treasure” (3). You have 

spent your life accumulating earthly junk and when the day of judgment 

comes, it will all be gone in a moment—you will have nothing; destitute, 

hungry, naked—your only possession, a rebellious heart that accuses you 

before a holy God. A God who offered himself to you in love with all of His 

infinite, eternal riches, yet you rejected his offer for fleeting, worthless junk. 

Beware! Materialism will consume and condemn your soul before God.  

 

James seems to echo the words of Ezekiel 7:19: “They cast their silver into 

the streets, and their gold is like an unclean thing. Their silver and gold are 

not able to deliver them in the day of the wrath of the LORD. They cannot 

satisfy their hunger or fill their stomachs with it. For it caused them to 

stumble into sin.” 

 

When James says their vain treasure will consume their flesh like fire, he’s 

speaking of ultimate destruction—hell. So if James is speaking of the future 



judgment, why does he speak in the past tense in vs. 2? This is what we call 

a prophetic perfect in Greek, where the prophet speaks of something so 

certain to happen according to God’s decree, that he speaks of it in past 

tense as though it had already happened. [Vss. 1-3] 

 

 The second charge is… 

2. Fraudulent oppression of the poor provokes God’s judgment (4). 

 

[vs. 4] The situation that is being addressed here is that of wealthy 

landowners who would hire day laborers to work in their fields. The way this 

worked is that a day laborer would work for the day and get paid at the end 

of that day. Most of these day laborers were poor and relied on that day’s 

wages to feed their families at the end of the day.  

 

This was such a critical situation that God established laws to protect day 

laborers. Deuteronomy 24:14-15 says, “You shall not oppress a hired servant 

who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your countrymen or one of your 

aliens who is in your land in your towns. You shall give him his wages on his 

day before the sun sets, for he is poor and sets his heart on it; so that he may 

not cry against you to the LORD and it become sin in you.”4  

 

What is so sinister about this situation is that at the end of the day, these 

poor manual laborers had exhausted themselves and depleted their 

strength only to go home empty-handed, hungry, and unable to replenish 

their strength or feed their families. They had been lied to—defrauded. The 

wealthy landowners are getting wealthier, and the day laborers are being 

pressed to the point of starvation.  

 

These wealthy oppressors seemed to be above justice and the poor below 

its reach. Yet James reminds them that their cries for justice have reached 

the ears of the Lord Almighty, literally the Lord of Sabaoth, the Lord of 

hosts, the Lord who is the commander of the armies of heaven. This is a 

word of judgment for the oppressors and a word of hope for the oppressed.  

 

 
4 Cf. Leviticus 19:13 
5 Thomas Manton, Crossway Classic Commentaries: James, pg. 298. 

Thomas Manton, a puritan preacher from the 1600’s, describes the Lord of 

Sabaoth, the Lord of hosts, as the “commander-in-chief of all the creatures 

[and creation]—angels, men, thunders, lightnings, storms, showers, lions, 

fevers, etc. They are all at his call, waiting for His word [of command].”5 He 

is the God of the living and the dead, so that whether in this life or at the 

final judgment, no man will escape the justice of God. What an incredible 

word of hope and encouragement this must have been for these poor, 

oppressed people. “As little as they are [in this world], they have a great 

Champion.”6 Our hope for justice is not ultimately found in men or human 

systems but in God.  

 

This reminds me of 1 Peter 3:12, “The eyes of the Lord are toward the 

righteous and His ears attend to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is 

against those who do evil.” If you ever believe you can commit a wrong and 

escape justice, you have believed a lie, for “we must all appear before the 

judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds 

in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad” (2Cor 

5:10). Oh, how we need the fear of God to restrain our greedy hearts.   

 

 The third charge is… 

3. Unrestrained self-indulgence provokes God’s judgment (5).  

 

[vs. 5] Here James denounces the foolishness of excessive self-indulgence. 

These rich people have fixed their hearts on insatiable luxury as though self-

indulgence is the highest aim in life. But in their pleasure-seeking craze, they 

have no awareness of the pending doom of God’s judgment.  

 

I want to draw attention to the words “on the earth”—“you have lived 

luxuriously on the earth and led a life of wanton pleasure…” (5). Notice that 

their hearts are earth-bound with no consciousness of the God of heaven. 

They are like cows who only look down all day as they graze continuously, 

not knowing that with every bite they are fattening themselves for day of 

slaughter (a term that represents the day of God’s judgment).  

 

6 Ibid., pg. 299.  



There is a great difference between living comfortably and living 

excessively. The danger of having plenty is that the soul can become self-

indulgent and untamed.7 This is why Proverbs 30:8-9 offer this plea: “give 

me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, 

lest I be full and deny you and say, “Who is the LORD?” or lest I be poor and 

steal and profane the name of my God.”  

 

It is good to not have too little and to not have too much. This is why 

generosity is so important for a healthy Christian life. Not only to give as an 

act of worship or a means of supporting ministry or meeting the needs of 

others, but also keeping materialism and greed in check in our soul. Or as 

Randy Alcorn put it, “giving is the…antidote to materialism. God prospers 

me not to raise my standard of living but to raise my standard of giving.”8 A 

life of generosity reminds us that we are here to serve God’s interests and 

that we don’t merely exist for self-serving interests.  

 

 The final charge that James issues is… 

4. Ruthless and violent injustice provokes God’s judgment (6).   

 

[vs. 6] James is most likely speaking of death or murder figuratively here. It 

appears the wealthy, had corrupted the judicial system, using it to take 

advantage of the poor. For example, the wealthy could take poor farmers to 

court, stripping them of their land and hiring them back as sharecroppers or 

day laborers to work the land for miniscule wages. Unable to keep up with 

paying their debts, they could be thrown into debtors’ prison where they 

would die. Or it could be that by simply withholding their wages, these 

wealthy oppressors are responsible for the starvation of their unpaid 

workers.  

 

At any rate, the greed of these ruthless men is resulting in the death of the 

innocent, who don’t resist or likely have no power to resist because the 

justice system has been corrupted by the rich.  

 

Now we see the full character of those whom James calls “the rich.” They 

are not condemned because they have more money than the average 

 
7 Manton, 301.  

person. They face God’s judgment because they have hoarded at the 

expense of others, defrauded the poor for personal gain, made earthly 

luxury their treasure rather than God, and have used their power to corrupt 

justice to the point that people die unjustly.  

 

So what benefit is it to the church to hear James pronounce judgment on 

these rich oppressors? Well, first, it’s a source of encouragement. For those 

suffering unjustly, this is a message of hope. God hears the cries of His 

people, and His justice will prevail even when human justice fails.  

 

Second, it serves as a warning for the church to not envy the rich or follow 

their example. If God will judge the wicked who do not fear Him, how much 

more ought we to walk in the fear of the Lord as His children? We are not 

exempt from the temptation to set our hope on the deceitfulness of riches. 

Even the poor are tempted to envy and greed.  

 

One of the ways that we can check our hearts to make sure that money and 

its power has not become an idol in our life is to assess our finances against 

the purposes Scripture outlines for the proper use of whatever wealth God 

entrusts to us. God has entrusted money to us:  

1. To invest in God’s kingdom interests through the local church and 

missions. 

2. To provide for the basic necessities of our family (1Tim 6:8) 

3. To generously contribute to the needs of others (1Tim 6:18) 

4. To save wisely for the future 

5. For proper enjoyment (not excessive but within reason) 

6. All of these are to be done with a heart of worship, knowing that all 

we have ultimately belongs to God and is to be used for His 

purposes.  

 

1 Timothy 6 provides a helpful summary: “Instruct those who are rich in this 

present world not to be conceited or to set their hope on the uncertainty of 

riches, but on God, who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy. Instruct 

them to do good, to be rich in good [a]works, to be generous and ready to 

share, storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the 

8 Randy Alcorn, The Treasure Principle, pgs. 56, 73.  



future, so that they may take hold of that which is truly life.” (1Tim 6:17-

19).  

 

When we step back and look at the big picture, vss. 1-6 are about much 

more than money. What are you spending your life on? Are you walking in 

the fear of God with a proper view of eternity in your heart? Is God your 

treasure or earthly things that will all be gone in a day? Are you living every 

day of your life in view of the last day?  

 

We don’t want to be like the man Jesus spoke of in Luke 6. Jesus said 

"Beware, and be on your guard against every form of greed; for not even 

when one has an abundance does his life consist of his possessions." 

 16 And He told them a parable, saying, "The land of a certain rich man was 

very productive. 

 17 "And he began reasoning to himself, saying, 'What shall I do, since I have 

no place to store my crops?' 

 18 "And he said, 'This is what I will do: I will tear down my barns and build 

larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 

 19 'And I will say to my soul, "Soul, you have many goods laid up for many 

years to come; take your ease, eat, drink and be merry."' 

 20 "But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night your soul is required of 

you; and now who will own what you have prepared?' 

 21 "So is the man who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward 

God." 

 

True wealth is not earthly or material. True wealth is walking in a favorable 

relationship with God who provides for us now and promises an incalculable 

inheritance in eternity.  

 

Those who are truly wealthy are those who come to Jesus in their spiritual 

poverty and the indebtedness of their sin to receive His mercy and 

forgiveness and as a result are reconciled to God and made His heirs to 

enjoy the abundance of His blessing eternally.  

 


