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Living the Good/Godly Life:           Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Attitude toward Affluence and Adversity     February 24, 2019 
James 5:1-11 and Numbers 14, selected verses 
 
5Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming 
on you.  2Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your clothes.  3Your 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.  4Look!  The wages you failed 
to pay the workers who mowed your fields are crying out against you.  The cries 
of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.  5You have lived on 
earth in luxury and self-indulgence.  You have fattened yourselves in the day of 
slaughter.  [a]6You have condemned and murdered the innocent one, who was not 
opposing you. 
7Be patient, then, brothers and sisters, until the Lord’s coming.  See how the 
farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop, patiently waiting for the 
autumn and spring rains.  8You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s 
coming is near.  9Don’t grumble against one another, brothers and sisters, or you 
will be judged.  The Judge is standing at the door! 
10Brothers and sisters, as an example of patience in the face of suffering, take the 
prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord.  11As you know, we count as blessed 
those who have persevered.  You have heard of Job’s perseverance and have seen 
what the Lord finally brought about.  The Lord is full of compassion and mercy. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
As you listen/read this passage from James, keep in mind that the recipients of 
letters were first of all, expecting the imminent return of Jesus and second, they 
were under the rule of the Romans who were persecuting Christians.  
Also the themes that began earlier in the letter continue through this passage:  
themes of concern for the poor, and how to survive suffering.  James issues a 
warning to the wealthy, and encouragement to those who are facing adversity. 
 
PRAY 
 
Lord, speak…for we, your servants, are listening….Amen! 
 
Washington State has been in the national news over recent months due to the 
measles epidemic, which has cast the spotlight on the need for immunizations.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+5%3A1-11&version=NIV#fen-NIV-30360a
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We are blessed to live during a time and in a place where certain diseases can be 
successfully eradicated through immunization.  However, there is one disease, 
which could become an epidemic if it isn’t already; and for which there is no 
immunization: “Affluenza”! 
 
Just what is “affluenza”?  It’s been around for centuries, judging from James’ 
letter!  It crosses international borders.  It is defined follows: 
…"a painful, contagious, socially transmitted condition of overload, debt, anxiety, 
and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more".1 
 
This condition called “affluenza” has been around since the first century according 
to James, and its consequences are always negative.  While a very small minority 
of the population in that time was wealthy, how they used their wealth and 
affluence is what concerns James.  
 
Speaking in a prophetic voice, James has a warning for the wealthy: Judgement is 
coming, but it’s not too late to change your ways!   
And what are the charges against them? 
 
They have engaged in the “dogged pursuit of more”, and living the good life (not a 
godly life!)  They have layup earthly treasures that do not satisfy, hence the need 
for more.  (How much is enough?)  They accumulate land which they hire others 
to work for them, in addition to acquiring lavish clothing, gold and silver.  All of 
these are temporary, subject to moth, decay, tarnish.  At the time, clothing was 
considered a measure of wealth because the average person possessed only one 
tunic at a time!  Which goes to the point that John the Baptist said, “Anyone who 
has two shirts should share with the one who has none, and anyone who has food 
should do the same.” (Matt.3:11) 
 
Are you familiar with Marie Kondo, the lifestyle consultant who has become a 
Netflix sensation?  “Less is more” is the premise of her best-selling book, The Life 
Changing Magic of Tidying Up.  Her method involves emptying one’s closet.  Then 
one by one, each item is sorted.  If the item “sparks joy”, it goes back in the 
closet.  If it doesn’t, donate it. Reportedly thousands of Americans have been 

                                                           
1 (Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic, John de Graaf, David Wann & Thomas H. Naylor, and * Dart, 
Tom (6 February 2014). 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Infectious_disease
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anxiety
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waste
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Affluenza:_The_All-Consuming_Epidemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Naylor
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divesting themselves of joyless possessions.  Thrift stores and the Salvation Army 
have been recipients of a “wealth” of donations.  Quite a contrast to the lifestyle 
of Jesus’ original followers!  
(source: Patty Wetli, “Marie Kondo Has Everyone ‘Tidying Up,’ And Chicago’s 
Thrift Stores Are Reaping the Rewards,” Block Club Chicago (1-11-19) 
 
In addition to this self-indulgent lifestyle and “the pursuit of more”, the wealthy 
also exploit those whom they hire to work their fields.  This only adds to the 
existing oppression, perpetuating a cycle of poverty which is inescapable. 
 
The choice to pursue such a lifestyle is short-sighted in the present, but also 
ignores eternity.  James warns that judgment will be harsh for those who do not 
use their wealth in generous and charitable ways, to improve the lot of the poor, 
the imprisoned, the widowed and orphaned. (Matthew 25:31-46) 
 
When our son Adam was about 6 years old he had come home from playing with 
Matthew, a friend who lived a block away.   
Adam announced: “Mom, Mathew’s family is rich!” 
“What makes you say that?” 
“His family lives in a two-story house!” 
 
I’m not sure how Adam decided on that as the criteria for determining wealth, but 
regardless, as middle class Americans we are “rich” compared to the majority of 
people in the world.  
 
Given that, the question for us is the same as for the people to whom James 
wrote: How do we use our “wealth”?  Do we trust more in our 401ks, investing 
more in earthly assets than in God’s Kingdom?  Do we use our wealth in pursuit of 
a self-indulgent lifestyle that exploits others in the process, OR do we perceive 
our wealth as God’s blessing, which we can freely share with others? 
 
Sadly, the arrogance of “affluenza” can lead to an attitude that one is exempt 
from the rules that apply to everyone else!  Hence, the exploitation of others for 
one’s own gain is still alive and well today.  
 
For example, it happens to those of both political parties.  Someone is nominated 
for a particular appointment within the government, but during the vetting 
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process it is discovered that the individual failed to pay Social Security, state and 
federal unemployment taxes for their nanny or housekeeper, often for several 
years or more!* (Oops!) This is just one contemporary example, no doubt we 
could document more.  You get the point. * 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/18/us/politics/mick-mulvaney-taxes.html) 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/16/us/politics/heather-nauert-withdraws-
un-ambassador.html)  
 
Next James shifts his focus to those who are experiencing adversity.  Twice he 
urges the exercise of patience in the face of suffering, encouraging perseverance. 
 
Now I don’t know about you, I don’t “do patience” very well!  I want patience, but 
I want it yesterday!  Hurry up, Lord, what are You waiting for? 
 
James promises that if we are patient and if we persevere, the outcome will be an 
abundant yield or harvest.  In other words, the outcome will be positive!  Good 
things will happen!  Ultimately, Christ himself will return, and the persecution will 
end!  But how are we to cope in the mean time? 
 
James uses an agricultural metaphor of planting and harvesting.  I’m no farmer, 
and only a very part-time, amateur gardener.  But I do understand that trying to 
grow anything requires patience.  Timing is everything. 
 
Friends of ours came up from California last April, expressly to visit the blooming 
tulip fields in the Skagit River Valley.  Have you been there?  It truly is worth the 
visit at least once in one’s lifetime.  They ordered some bulbs, and last fall I 
received in the mail, an assortment of tulip bulbs with instructions for planting. 
 
To me, the whole process is counter-intuitive.  I took what looked like a dead 
onion, dug a hole in the soil about 6 inches deep, stuck the bulb in the ground and 
covered it up with dirt.  I buried those bulbs!  Last October!  And I’ve been waiting 
ever since!  My hope is that when spring comes, that my patience will pay 
off…that those bulbs will begin to push through that soil, first the leaves/stems 
and finally the actual tulips will bloom!  But so far? Nada! Nothing. 
 
Am I patient?  Hmm.  What is the alternative?  I have no choice. 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/18/us/politics/mick-mulvaney-taxes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/16/us/politics/heather-nauert-withdraws-un-ambassador.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/16/us/politics/heather-nauert-withdraws-un-ambassador.html
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There are seasons in our lives…and in our spiritual lives.  There are times when 
our faith is full, lively, we readily sense God’s love and presence.  And there are 
seasons when we experience spiritual dryness…a life-lessness that may threaten 
to undo us.  These seasons may be precipitated by our own choices, or by 
circumstances beyond our control.  In either case, we may believe we have lost 
our faith, or that God has lost his grip on us. 
 
The truth is this: no matter what we are going through—be it a season of 
adversity and suffering or a season of thriving, God is always present even though 
there seems to be evidence to the contrary!  The promise of God is to never leave 
us or forsake us!   
 
Not unlike the bulbs planted 6 inches under the soil…for months, there is no 
apparent growth.  Nothing appears to be happening from our vantage point.  
However, below the surface, in the depths of the earth, something is indeed 
happening!  Roots must grow down deep into the earth, bringing water and 
nutrients up into the bulb in order that it can grow up and push through the 
surface of the soil.  
 
God is at work in unseen ways, below the surface.  We may not be able to 
perceive what God is doing, however that does NOT mean that nothing is 
happening. 
 
God can use these seasons of dormancy in our lives. 
However, when patience is in short supply, we can become frustrated.  
What do we do then?  
Grumble!  Grouch! Gripe!  Get the picture?   
 
However, grumbling has its consequences! 
Arthur Bundrage entered a bank in Syracuse, New York and demanded $20,000 
from a teller.  When he got home, he discovered he’d been shortchanged.  
Outraged, he stormed back to the bank to grumble and complain about their 
customer service. That’s when he was arrested! 
(Source: Associated Press) 
 
God makes it very clear that grumbling is not becoming of his people. 
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The passage from Numbers, chapter 14, tells about the Israelites who had been 
rescued from oppression and slavery in Egypt.  The story of the Exodus 
demonstrates God’s graciousness; for he heard their cries and Pharaoh let them 
go.  God parted the water of the Red Sea, where they crossed on dry land.  
Furthermore, God provided food and everything they needed during their forty 
years of wandering in the wilderness.  They were in the wilderness that long as a 
consequence of their disobedience to God.  Now they are preparing—at long 
last—to enter the Promised Land!  One would think that given this experience, 
the Israelites would be filled with gratitude to God!  If they were, it didn’t last 
long.  Very soon they began to complain…to grumble, grouch and gripe. James 
warns us against grumbling as well, lest we too incur the judgement of God! 
 
What is the antidote for grumbling?   
 
Gratitude for God’s generous mercy and compassion (5:11). 
John Henry Jowett, a British preacher of an earlier generation, said this about 
gratitude: "Gratitude is a vaccine, an antitoxin, and an antiseptic."  
What did he mean? He meant that gratitude, like a vaccine, can prevent the 
invasion of a disgruntled, discouraged spirit.  Like an antitoxin, gratitude can 
prevent the affects of the poisons of cynicism, criticalness, and grumbling.  Like an 
antiseptic, a spirit of gratitude can soothe and heal the most troubled spirit.  (John 
Yates, "An Attitude of Gratitude”) 
 
There are occasions in our lives when what we consider to be the best thing can 
turn out to be the worst, and vice versa.  The story is told of a wise man who lived 
in ancient China on the northern frontier.  One day, his horse ran away.  When 
neighbors tried to console him, he said: “What makes you so sure it isn’t a good 
thing?”  Months later, the horse returned along with a splendid stallion.  
Neighbors congratulated him, but he replied: “What makes you so sure it is a 
good thing?”  
 
The wise man’s son loved to ride that stallion, but one day the stallion reared up. 
The son fell off, breaking his hip.  He could not walk.  Neighbors tried to console 
the father, but he said, “What makes you so sure this isn’t a blessing?” 
 
Not long after, armies from across the northern border invaded the land.  All the 
able-bodied men were called up to defend the country.  Nine out of ten men in 
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his community died.  Because the son could not walk, he was allowed to remain 
home to care for his now aging father. 
 
Many things happen in life, both good and not so good.  How we understand 
them depends on our perspective.  Can God use even the tragedies, the difficult 
and unfair situations in our lives to bring about a positive outcome?  I’m not 
talking about “making lemons out of lemonade”, but something much deeper and 
more profound. 
 
Jesus Christ, who himself was perfect, suffered greatly at the hands of us sinners. 
He died the death of a common criminal.  And yet, God raised him to new and 
everlasting life, offering the same to us.   
 
The Apostle Paul wrote:  
10I want to know Christ and experience the mighty power that raised him from the 
dead.  I want to suffer with him, sharing in his death, 11so that one way or another 
I will experience the resurrection from the dead!  (Philippians 3:10-11 NLT) 
 
Affluence and adversity—we cannot escape the influence of either in our lives—
but how we respond, the attitudes we adopt, and the actions we take—will be 
what separates us as Christ-ones.  Let us encourage one another to use our 
affluence for the Kingdom, and to persevere in the midst of adversity. 
 
May God give us grace and gratitude, wisdom and humility as we share this 
journey of faith together! 
 
PRAY. 
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Numbers 14:1-12, 18-23, 26-28 
Context: This episode follows the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt, their 
wanderings in the wilderness and God’s gracious provision for them. 
In Chapter 13, Joshua and Caleb have just returned from spying out the 
Promised Land, and have made their report to Moses and the people. 
 
Numbers 14 - The People Rebel   (NIV) 
14That night all the members of the community raised their voices and wept 
aloud.  2All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole 
assembly said to them, “If only we had died in Egypt!  Or in this wilderness!  3Why 
is the LORD bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword?  Our wives and 
children will be taken as plunder.  Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to 
Egypt?”  4And they said to each other, “We should choose a leader and go back to 
Egypt.” 
5 Then Moses and Aaron fell face down in front of the whole Israelite assembly 
gathered there.  6Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh, who were 
among those who had explored the land, tore their clothes 7and said to the entire 
Israelite assembly, “The land we passed through and explored is exceedingly 
good.  8If the LORD is pleased with us, he will lead us into that land, a land flowing 
with milk and honey, and will give it to us.  9Only do not rebel against the LORD. 
And do not be afraid of the people of the land…their protection is gone, but the 
LORD is with us.  Do not be afraid of them.” 
10But the whole assembly talked about stoning them.  Then the glory of the LORD 

APPEARED AT THE TEnt of meeting to all the Israelites.  11The LORD said to Moses, 
“How long will these people treat me with contempt?  How long will they refuse 
to believe in me, in spite of all the signs I have performed among them?  12I will 
strike them down with a plague and destroy them, but I will make you into a 
nation greater and stronger than they.” 
At this point, Moses intercedes for the Israelites and tells the Lord that his 
reputation among the nations would be damaged if he did such a thing.  Moses 
reminds God of God’s very own self-description: 
18‘The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion.  Yet 
he does not leave the guilty unpunished; …19In accordance with your great love, 
forgive the sin of these people, just as you have pardoned them from the time 
they left Egypt until now.” 
20The LORD replied, “I have forgiven them, as you asked.  21Nevertheless, as surely 
as I live and as surely as the glory of the LORD fills the whole earth, 22not one of 
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those who saw my glory and the signs I performed in Egypt and in the wilderness 
but who disobeyed me and tested me ten times—23not one of them will ever see 
the land I promised on oath to their ancestors…. 
26The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: 27“How long will this wicked community 
grumble against me?  I have heard the complaints of these grumbling Israelites. 

28So tell them, ‘As surely as I live, declares the LORD, I will do to you the very thing 
I heard you say… 

In the verses that follow is God’s judgement against the grumbling Israelites: 
with the exception of Joshua and Caleb, none of those of the generation who 
grumbled and rebelled, would enter the Promised Land.  Instead they would die 
in the wilderness, but their descendants would be able to enter it. 
 


