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Greed and Exploitation (5:1-6)
Again, this section is related to the preceding one: having spoken of self-will and ambition,
James turns to the exploitation of others that often results from human greed. This greed and
exploitation are of course incompatible with true religion ‒ yet there is a great allure to money,
and we must be on our guard against it. Thus James’ condemnation of “rich men” comes with a
solemn warning to us all.

Greed of the Rich

James begins by describing the greed of the rich, expressed in hoarding and accumulation (v2-3):
they have “heaped treasure together.” But they have fallen into a deception, because they have
done all this “for the last days” ‒ they have hoarded, only for their hoard to be taken away.
Three aspects to this deception are brought out.

Firstly, the riches they have hoarded will not last. They will be “corrupted… motheaten…
cankered.” Just as the currency issued during the Japanese occupation of Singapore (“banana
money”) became worthless once that empire fell, so also the money that is traded and
accumulated by the empires of the world will be useless when all the kingdoms of man are
replaced by the everlasting kingdom of God.

Secondly, the riches they have selfishly hoarded will even be a witness against them. All that we
have comes from the Lord, and we are accountable for how we use it. If we are given riches,
and abuse that gift for our own selfish gratification, then “the rust of them” ‒ the waste and
misuse of our resources ‒ will witness against us. Instead of the trusted treasure on which we
pinned all our hopes, these rusted riches will be a source of continual torment in our judgment.

Thirdly, the focus on accumulating riches blinds these rich men to the spiritual reality of their
situation. They are in the last days; this present age is fast coming to a close: they have “heaped
treasure together for the last days.” Not for nothing does Solomon warn us of the “trouble” and
“hatred” that great treasure can bring to our lives and our hearts (Prov. 15:16-17). Not for
nothing does the one who is greater than Solomon speak of the “deceitfulness of riches” (Matt.
13:22), which causes men to be spiritually unfruitful.

Exploitation of the Rich

Next, James describes the exploitation that is perpetrated by the rich. Their greed leads them to
abuse those labourers who have been serving them, by fraudulently keeping back their hire (v4).
It is at the expense of these poor labourers that the rich men live in pleasure and luxury; and
this injustice does not go unnoticed by the “Lord of sabaoth” (the Lord of hosts).
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Once again James employs a striking illustration, in verse 5. Yes, these rich men had “lived in
pleasure on the earth, and been wanton” ‒ but from a spiritual perspective, their only real
profit from this pleasure is as the profit of cows who are being fattened up for the slaughter!
Indeed, by their wickedness they are making themselves ripe for judgment, because they have
“condemned and killed the just.” Yet these just men, though they suffer injustice, do not resist:
by this little note James transitions to the next topic.

ENDURANCE OF TRUE RELIGION (5:7-20)

“The Patience of Job” (5:7-12)
There is a link here also to the opening verses of the epistle (1:2-4). Believers in this life can
expect suffering and affliction; in this fallen world, the just must be unjustly treated. But how
are we to respond? “Be patient therefore, brethren” (5:7) ‒ and here we see the expectation of
this patience (v7-8), its extent (v9), its examples (v10-11), and its epitome (v12).

Expectation of Patience

Verses 7-8 are bracketed by references to “the coming of the Lord.” This is of course a
reference to the second coming of the Lord Jesus, comprehended here in its entirety and
viewed as an end to all suffering, an establishment of perfect justice. This is to be the focus of
our expectation as Christians. We are not to expect all wrongs to be righted and all injustices to
be resolved in this life: God “hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world in
righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained” (Acts 17:31). For that appointed day we
are patiently to wait.

James illustrates this patience using the picture of a farmer who plants his seed, and waits for
the fruit. He waits patiently, with “long patience,” because it will be months before he receives
his harvest. At first he cannot even see any progress at all, because all the growth is under the
surface of the ground: but still he waits, expectantly; until the rains come, the plants grow, and
the harvest is obtained. In like manner we as Christians are to “stablish our hearts,” be firm and
settled in our hope and expectation, stable and unwavering even unto death (v6) ‒ because our
reward is not in this life, but at the coming of the Lord, which even now “draweth nigh.”

Extent of Patience

Another aspect of this patience is brought out in verse 9. Yes, the Judge is coming, to put right
all wrongs, to deliver us from injustice: but we ourselves must also stand before Him, and be
judged! This coming of the Lord, at the appointed day of judgment, extends also to us; and
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therefore this Christian patience extends also to our own hearts. Our duty is not only to bear
injustice externally, but also internally. We are not only to endure without resisting, we are not
even to bear any grudges against others.

Examples of Patience

James mentions the prophets of old, as examples of this patience. These “have spoken in the
name of the Lord,” but received for this service persecution and even death. Yet they continued
to serve, bearing affliction patiently, urging the people to repent and return to their God. These
are counted “happy” (cf. again, 1:2), because they will have their reward when the Lord says to
them, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant.”

James mentions also Job, well-known as an example of patience even in the greatest of
suffering. From his life we learn that God ultimately has a good purpose in our sufferings ‒ Job
was not just a pawn in some cosmic game between God and Satan!

Epitome of Patience

This section ends with “above all things” (v12). The connection here is difficult, but it seems to
relate to the preceding verses in the sense that when we are faced with trial and danger, often
the first thing to be sacrificed is truth. We bend and twist our words, if there is any chance of
getting ourselves out of trouble. In this sense, then, the epitome of patience is maintaining
absolute truthfulness, resisting the temptation to swear falsely in order to escape affliction.
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