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Part 14 – Riches that Rot  
 
James 5:1-6  
This passage in James is the climax of this letter’s 
theme on “the rich.” Throughout the book, the rich are 
never referred to as brothers. We may rightly surmise 
that the rich are unbelieving landowners who oppress 
the laborers who work their fields. Those laborers are 
most likely the Jewish-Christians of the Dispersion to 
whom James is writing. The goal of this theme of the 
rich, in this letter, is to highlight how riches rot away. 

They fade. They offer no hope. And so the rich should not be shown partiality. They should not 
be favored. The goal is not to get the rich to like Christians, it’s not for Christians to aspire to 
that kind of self-indulgent wealth. It’s not to rise up and overthrow the rich. The goal is that 
Christians would hope in their Savior and not in the rich or riches. 
 
The Bible doesn’t condemn having money or being wealthy. What James and all of Scripture 
does condemn is the idolatry of money, wealth, riches – the sinful use of wealth and the sinful 
gain of wealth. Godly people can have lots of money and things, but the issue is where their 
heart is. Wealth can be a stumbling block for the rich, the poor and everyone in between. Riches 
are a strong temptation, which is why Jesus says in Matthew 19:23-24, “Truly, I say to you, only 
with difficulty will a rich person enter the kingdom of heaven. 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.” So 
as wealthy people in this country at this day and age, we need to hear this message with the 
power of Jesus’ first sermon, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 4:17). 
We must listen as James outlines how, “No one 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” (Matthew 6:24). Here in James 5:1-6, we are given a stark picture of 
“the rich” who live for the love of money. 
 
Main idea: The security and wealth the rich strive for can only be truly, eternally found in the 
gospel of Jesus. 
 
As we walk through these verses, I want you to hear (1) the condemnation of those who do not 
repent, (2) the warning and call for us, believers in Jesus, to repent and (3) the grace we have in 
Christ. 
 
True judgment comes from God (v. 1-3) 

 “you rich” – Unbelieving, idolatrous, dishonest, wealth-hoarders who are oppressing their 
workers (most likely those in the Jewish-Christian communities that James is writing to). 
(James 2:6-7, 1 Timothy 6:10) 

 James takes up the mantel of prophet much like the Old Testament prophets who prophesied 
against the unbelieving nations. (Isaiah 13:6)  

 We should heed this as a warning. It is written against rich unbelievers in the first century, but 
we should hear this as a warning shot on our own tendencies towards idolatry – like a cannon 
ball that goes whistling by our heads. 

 It’s a grace to be warned of the coming judgment. The grace is that while we still live, we are 
called to turn to Christ. In His death, He took God’s judgment for us. In His resurrection, He 
conquered that death. 
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 “gold and silver have corroded” – These are not true treasures. They do not serve you beyond 
this life. Think of the great pharaohs in Egypt who were buried with all their possessions and 
wealth, what good did it do them? (Luke 12:15-21). 

 “their corrosion will be evidence against you” – It’s almost as if we can picture the court scene 
with God, the just judge, asking the one who put his hope in his wealth to save him, “What is 
the fruit of your life? What evidence do you have that you should enter my heaven?” And the 
rich man points to his riches, a paltry, moth-eaten, rusted-out heap of trash. That evidence 
has poisoned him and now speaks against him, condemning him. The same spoilage and rust 
that consumed his riches will also consume him. Riches rot and if we put our trust in them, 
they will rot us as well (Ezekiel 7:19).  

 
True justice comes from God (v. 4-6)  

 The rich did the opposite of Leviticus 19:9-10.  

 When you worship stuff – clothes, gold, silver, material possessions – you will become like 
what you worship. Therefore, you will treat people made in the image of God as if they are 
stuff. You become as soulless as the stuff you worship. 

 The cries of the defrauded workers have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. But for the rich 
who repent and believe in Christ, He steps in and intercedes for them. His cries come before 
the Father. He has paid the eternal debt that was owed. 

 “You have lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence” – This hits pretty close to home 
for us in the U.S. We do have great wealth and luxury/comfort/ease is a stated goal of our 
culture, as is self-indulgence. You need look no further than the chocolate section of the 
candy aisle or a new car dealership to find this. 

 Application: Here’s a diagnostic question for you. How would you fill in this sentence: “Life will 
be good/right/whole when I have _________.” Consider how you filled in that sentence. Is it 
something that will rot? Is it something that will fade, rust or corrode? Does it have eternal 
value? 

 
True salvation comes from God 

 Repent and believe in Jesus is the call to the rich. (Jeremiah 18:7-8, Matthew 19:23-26) 

 All our true riches are in Jesus and they are eternal. (1 Timothy 6:17-19)  
 
Practical application: 
What is a biblical way to view wealth? 

 Use your wealth in light of the coming judgment. It will pass away so use it wisely and 
cheerfully. “God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7). 

 Biblical view of wealth/possessions (quote attributed to Kevin DeYoung): 
o Christians should enjoy them the most. 
o Need them the least 
o Give them away most freely 


