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Warning to the Corrupt Rich 
James 5:1-6 

Intro 
Corruption in the world has grown by leaps and bounds like never before and it is rampant 
everywhere.  
United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres said on International Anti-Corruption Day, 
December 9, 2018. “The annual costs of international corruption amount to a staggering $3.6 trillion 
in the form of bribes and stolen money.” 
Corruption can take many forms: bribery, embezzlement, money laundering, tax evasion and 
cronyism, to name a few. Whatever its shape, corruption always comes at someone's expense, and it 
often leads to weaker institutions, less prosperity, denial of basic services, less employment and more 
environmental disasters. 
 
The United Nations said that "Fighting corruption is a global concern because corruption is found in 
both rich and poor countries, and evidence shows that it hurts poor people disproportionately. It 
contributes to instability, poverty and is a dominant factor driving fragile countries towards state 
failure." 
 
In the passage we are about to look at today, James writes of the corruption and greed of the rich 
oppressors. 
 
Context 
At the beginning of chapter 5 James addresses how the love of money corrupts. In Scripture, the 
Apostle Paul warns, “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that 
some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs” (1 Tim. 6:10). 
Not money is evil but “the love of money”. 
 
In this passage James first states the fact of the coming judgment. He lists four crimes against which 
the judgment will come upon the corrupt rich oppressors. 
1/ Hoarded wealth (verses 2-3) 
2/ Unpaid wages (verse 4) 
3/ Extravagant luxury and self-indulgence (verse 5) 
4/ Murder of innocent people (verse 6) 
 
James 5:1-6 
In chapter 5 James begins with the strongest condemnation of the rich oppressors. His strong rebuke 
has caused some Bible students to argue that James is referring to those outside the church. But 
James addresses his readers in the second person and he is aiming his rebuke at those who were in 
some way associated with the church. 
 
In any church we will find some who claim to be believers but claim a superficial allegiance to Christ. 
Their lifestyle reveals that they do not walk in obedience and follow God’s will. Their love or lust for 
money betrays their true faith. 
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In James 4:4 he talks about them, “You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the 
world means enmity against God? Therefore, anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world 
becomes an enemy of God.” 
James is not condemning all wealthy people, but those who are guilty of hoarding, committing fraud, 
living extravagantly and of oppressing the poor. 
 
James 5:1 
“Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are coming upon you.” 
James is instructing the rich oppressors to “weep.” To weep is to lament and to have sorrow. 
James adds another word, “howl” which is more intense and refers to shrieking and screaming. This is 
a serious warning that James gives to these rich corrupt oppressors. To weep and to howl is to have 
uncontrollable grief and to despair over the coming judgment. 
 
James continues to describe the coming judgment on the evil rich. He says “your miseries are coming 
upon you.” The corrupt rich will suffer overwhelming trouble when they stand before the Lord in 
judgment. Jesus warned the evil rich of the coming judgment. In Luke 6:24-25 Jesus said, “But woe to 
you who are rich, for you have already received your comfort. Woe to you who are well fed now, for 
you will go hungry. Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep.” 
Folks, there is a great day of reckoning for those who are corrupt in their wealth. It will be the most 
horrible day in their life when they face the Great White Throne Judgment spoken of in Revelation 
20: 11-15.  
 
The Sin of Hoarded Wealth (James 5:2-3) 
“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.” 
The rich oppressors have so much wealth stored up that it “has rotted” and their clothes have been 
eaten by moths. In biblical times wealth was measured not only by an abundance of money but by 
such commodities as grain, oil and expensive clothes. 
 
The sad fact was that the rich had hoarded so much food and clothing that it was going to waste. 
Their sin was that they were so greedy that the poor were starving and were in rags and the rich 
oppressors did nothing to help them. 
 
I came across a sad story about John Wendel and his sisters at the beginning of the 20th century. They 
received a huge inheritance from their parents, yet they were some of the most miserly people of all 
time. They spent little of the money that was given to them, and did all they could to keep their 
wealth for themselves. John influenced five of his six sisters not to marry, and they lived in the same 
house in New York City for 50 years. When the last sister died in 1931, her estate was valued at more 
than 100 million dollars, yet her only dress was one she had made for herself and had worn for 
twenty five years. 
What a disturbing sad end. But that is what James speaks of in hoarding wealth. 
 
James goes on to say that their gold and silver corroded which was an indication of how long they 
hoarded their wealth in not using it to help the poor. James warns them that “their corrosion will 
testify against them” It will be a witness to their greed that they had far more than they could ever 
use or even pay their workers who were deprived of their wages. 
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The phrase “eat your flesh like fire” is a graphic description that their greed and corruption will result 
in their own destruction. The wicked will face the fires of hell. 
 
The statement of “hoarded wealth in the last days” indicates that James had the future judgment in 
mind.  
 
The Sin of Unpaid Wages (James 5:4) 
“Look! 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.” 
The rich exploited the poor and withheld the pay that the labourers deserved. These rich employers 
acquired their wealth by illegal means. They hired the labourers, promised to pay them a specific 
amount; the men completed the work but never were paid. God gives a strict warning to those who 
withhold the fair pay of the workman’s wages. In Jeremiah 22:13 we read, “Woe to him who… makes 
his own people work for nothing, not paying them for their labour.” 
 
The workers complained about their unfair treatment and their cries “reached the ears of the Lord.” 
The Lord hears the cries of His suffering people and he will vindicate them in due time; especially in 
the coming judgment. 
  
The Sin of Extravagant Luxury (James 5: 5) 
“You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of 
slaughter.” 
The wicked rich increased their wealth by corruption and by hoarding and then added to their sin by 
using their riches for their own selfish pleasures and self-indulgence. James uses three verbs to 
describe their extravagant lifestyles. 
1/ Living in Luxury: They were living the soft life of luxury at the expense of others. 
2/ Self –indulgence: They were extravagant and wasteful with their riches, only pursuing their selfish 
pleasures. 
3/ Fattened yourselves: The rich are pictured as giving themselves everything their hearts desired and 
have fatten themselves with the pleasures of life. Little do they know that they will be facing the “day 
of slaughter” or the Day of Judgment? 
 
The Sin of Murdering the Innocent (James 5:6) 
“You have condemned and murdered the innocent one, who was not opposing you.” 
James makes a final charge against the wealthy oppressors that of murder. Not only were they guilty 
of hoarding wealth while others suffered in poverty; not only did they cheat their workers out of 
earned wages, and not only did they live in self–indulgent luxury, but they had literally caused an 
innocent—or righteous—person to die.  
 
The wealthy oppressors had great power in the judicial system of the day. Unfortunately, then as 
now, court systems can be a rigged depending on who has the most money. The wealthy can drag 
poor people into court on charges, legitimate or not. And with little resources to defend themselves 
in a corrupt system, the poor are helpless against such tactics. In James's time a poor person who was 
sued would usually lose what little they had left. As a result, they may have been unjustly executed or 
simply left to die of starvation.  
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James concludes his condemnation of these wealthy oppressors who were false believers. The 
warning in this passage is not only for the rich in James’ era but for our time also. At the beginning we 
looked at the world corruption and of how money and wealth has been embezzled, especially by the 
wealthy. If these people do not repent and reform their ways they will pay in the end. It will be the 
most horrible day in their lives when they face the judgment of God. 
 
Conclusion 
All the money in the world today will be worthless when Christ returns. We need to be accumulating 
the kind of treasurers that will be much more worth in God’s eternal kingdom. 
F. B. Meyer used to say, “what you invest in ministering to others is capital laid up in God’s bank.” 
 
In Matthew 6:19-21 Jesus said, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and 
vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 20 But store up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven, where moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For 
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 
 
The souls we have helped come to know Christ, the things we have done to influence others for Him, 
the prayers, the kindnesses, the smiles that have touched souls, these are some of the things that 
turn into our “treasures in heaven?” Do you know where the great danger in having wealth lies? It 
can cause us to focus our complete attention on this world, and we begin to live for this world and in 
the end waste our time, our energy and money on what is not eternal. 
 
Compared to the time James was writing this epistle we today are well off and wealthy. Am I 
generous or stingy?  Am I selfish or unselfish? Am I anxious about my needs being met? Do I give to 
the Lord what is due to Him and do I do it cheerfully or do I begrudge it and hold back? Am I content 
and satisfied with having what I need or do I complain because I don’t have what I want? 
 
The preoccupation with money can turn us away from God.  We often worship things and devote our 
time and attention to accumulation, storing, showing off our STUFF.   
 
What would the world look like if everyone was content with being provided with what they need 
and stopped being greedy.  Sharing fairly, serving each other.  The Christ like character should 
manifest an attitude of kindness, fairness, contentment, faith, generosity and above all else LOVE. 
Love for the needy and downcast. 
Jesus said, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, 
you did for me.’ (Matt. 25:40). 
 


