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The Bible does not teach that money itself is evil, but rather that it is extremely 
dangerous when it falls into the hands of those who are prone to sin. Jesus calls it 
“unrighteous Mammon” (Luke 16:9-11), because those who get their hands on it 
often use it sinfully. Money is like a loaded gun: it can be extremely useful in certain 
situations, but you’ve got to use it carefully, or you may hurt others and yourself. Or 
another analogy is, money is like fire. Used properly and under control, fire is a helpful 
tool. But if it is used carelessly or with evil intent, it can become a powerful force that 
destroys both property and life.
     When combined with the fallen, greedy, selfish human heart, money can quickly 
corrupt. That’s why Jesus said (Matt. 19:23-24), after the rich young ruler walked 
away from salvation, “Truly I say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter the 
kingdom of heaven. Again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” The disciples were 
astonished and said (verse 25), “Then who can be saved?” Jesus replied (verse 26), 
“With people this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” In other words, 
it takes nothing less than the power of God to save us from the dangers of greed and 
selfishness that are bound up with wealth.

1: Wealth can be a dangerous trap that leads people to eternal destruction.
James shows three ways that wealth can become a trap that leads to spiritual destruction:
• To be rich without God is to be short-sighted in light of eternity.
• To be rich without God gives temporary comfort and ease, but long-term misery.
• To be rich without God provides short-term advantages, but long-term loss.

JAMES 5: 1-3 Look here, you rich people: Weep and groan with anguish because 
of all the terrible troubles ahead of you. 2 Your wealth is rotting away, and your fine 
clothes are moth-eaten rags. 3 Your gold and silver are corroded. The very wealth you 
were counting on will eat away your flesh like fire. This corroded treasure you have 
hoarded will testify against you on the day of judgment. 

In these times, there were three main indicators of wealth. James uses three terms 
to point to the temporary nature of each. First, there was grain. You could store it in 
large bins or silos. But James says of it (5:2), “Your riches have rotted.”
    Second, there was clothing. In a world where most of the poor only had the clothes 
on their backs, it was a sign of wealth to have more than one change of clothes 
(reference Genesis 45:22; Joshua 7:21; Judges 14:12; 2 Kings 5:5, 22).
    Third, there was gold and silver. James knew these metals were not subject to 
rust. But he is using irony to make his point. When God brings judgment, even these 
precious metals will be doomed to corruption.
    James is forcefully making the point that wealth is temporary and that judgment 
and eternity are ahead.
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2: We should be careful not to use wealth in an ungodly manner.
Although there are far more dangers than James lists here, he hits four ungodly 
uses of wealth: hoarding (James 5:2-3); cheating people out of money (James 
5:4); living in luxury while disregarding the needs of others (James 5:5); and, 
hurting innocent people for the sake of gain (James 5:6). These seem to move 
in a progression from least to worst. Yielding to what may seem like a small sin 
always exposes us to worse sins. In the early stages, some sins seem horrific and 
impossible for us to commit. But if we yield to the seemingly harmless sins, pretty 
soon we find ourselves excusing or justifying what formerly seemed impossible.

Hoarding: These rich people had so much stuff that it was rotting in storage. What 
good are silos full of grain if, when you go to get a bag full, it’s spoiled or full of 
mold? What good are ten changes of clothes if, when you go to get something 
out of the closet, it’s moth-eaten? What good is a bank vault full of jewels if you’re 
afraid to wear them for fear of being robbed? The Bible commands us to provide 
for our families’ and our own needs, but it condemns hoarding our money and 
possessions when it can be put to use to further the Lord’s work or to help others. 
We must search for balance.
Cheating people out of their money: James was denouncing wealthy landowners 
that were cheating their laborers out of their hard-earned wages. Whether they 
were not paying them the full amount promised or cheating them on the pretext 
that they had not fulfilled their quotas or whatever, we don’t know. But it was a 
common enough problem to be mentioned several times in the Bible. Leviticus 
19:13 states, “You shall not oppress your neighbor, nor rob him. The wages of a 
hired man are not to remain with you all night until morning.” 
Living in luxury while disregarding: The Bible is clear that there are godly 
rich people and there are ungodly poor people. Salvation is by grace through 
faith in Christ alone (Eph. 2:8-9). But the rich man’s selfish indulgence and lack 
of compassion for the poor reflected his godless, selfish focus in life. James’ 
indictment of fattening their hearts in a day of slaughter (5:5) points to the 
imminence of the day of judgment. Like unreasoning cattle, they just go on 
fattening themselves every day with no thought of others. But their selfish 
lifestyles only incur greater guilt.
Hurting innocent people for gain:  Some think that James is speaking of literal 
murder. Others say that he is speaking figuratively, or looking at the practical 
outcome of the rich cheating the poor out of their wages and thus their daily bread. 
The word “condemned” points to the use of the legal system to take advantage of 
the poor. Perhaps by bribing judges or by hiring powerful lawyers, the rich were 
wrongfully taking land or houses from the poor, or forcing them into a lifetime of 
indentured slavery. If you had confronted them, the rich would have protested, “It 
was all legal! We didn’t break the law!” But what is technically legal is not always 
moral or right. While we may never kill someone for the sake of our own financial 
gain, we should be careful never to hurt others for our own financial gain.
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