
The rich  

WHCC Sunday July 5th 2020 

 

Readings; 
Deutoronomy 15; 1-11 God’s plan for the land 

James; 5; 1-9 Woe to rich exploiters 

Luke 12;13-21 The rich fool 

 
Michael asked me to speak on James 5;1 and went away. 

I wonder why? Maybe it is a bit touchy. Let’s see. 

How many of you consider your selves rich? 

How many of you consider yourselves poor? 

 

Well, I think we have a problem. 

When I thought through this issue, I saw that it is really all a matter of comparison. 

When Lorraine and I were in Africa in 2008, I made the mistake of showing a few of my workers a picture of our house. They 

were gob-smacked and exclaimed that I must be mega rich. I tried in vain to tell them that I only owned half of it. 

They asked me how many servants we had and I told them that we did not have any and that I had to mow my own lawns and 

vacuum the house. Then the reaction became quite different. They politely told me that they did not believe me! 

 

Comparatively, I was very rich. The local people who we worked amongst had very little of this worlds goods and lived in mud 

huts. 

Here in NZ I consider myself comparatively poor. 

Even if you have $2m you are not considered to be rich compared with many who we read about, even in NZ who are supposed to 

be worth tens of billions of dollars. 

So the question is rather irrelevant because it is all a matter of comparisons. 

 

I think we have to clear up some misconceptions about what the Bible teaches about being rich. 

Does the Bible say it is a sin to be rich? Not at all. The great Patriarch Abraham was very rich. God blessed him and made him to 

prosper. 

Didn’t Jesus have rich friends as well as poor ones? Of course. 



 

One thing the Bible is clear about is that money cannot bring deep joy and peace. Paul speaks about contentment and says that he 

is content with a little or a lot. It does not depend on how much money you have. 

You have all heard the story about the millionare who was always striving for more. When asked when he would have enough he 

said; ‘Just one more million’ 

 

Is there any merit in being poor? 

Well if you lived in rural Africa for a while you would say no- especially in times of famine or sickness. 

 

So what is James on about in this chapter? 

 

Well, let’s look at it. 

 

James slams the rich here in no uncertain terms. 

But why? We have said it is not wrong to be rich. So why is he so brutal in his denunciation?  

 

It seems to me that there are two questions we must ask; 

1. How do people get rich? 

2. How do people use wealth? 

First of all, when you look at the text, James invites these rich people to weep and wail because of the misery that is coming on 

them. 

He then addresses the issues and I invite you to really consider what he says here; 

James says that the wealth they have hoarded up is in a state of decay; clothes not used are rotting and gold and silver are rusting 

away. 

Why does he slam them? 

Consider the next verses; 

V4. Look, he says, you have failed to pay your workers; 

        The cries of your labourers have reached the ears of Almighty God. 

So the issue that James takes up with these rich people is that they have become rich by exploiting others. Their outlook on life is 

diametrically opposed to the revealed will of God. 

It has, of course, always been the same. Back then people became very rich by exploiting others. Even today, here in NZ, we see 

many examples of workers being under paid or not paid at all. We see companies collapsing and owing sub contractors millions of 



dollars while the directors bank their generous allowances and go on holiday! (News on Thurs) . We have even seen a trial of a 

man who is accused of slavery! Here in NZ!! 

It is not wrong to be rich but it IS wrong to get rich by ripping other people off. 

 

But let’s pause here and consider our first reading from Deut 15; 1-11. In v4 the Lord says that there should be no poor among His 

people. God says that if His people live in the land in obedience to His revealed will, everyone will be blessed and there will be 

plenty for everyone. 

You will see in this passage that those who lend to their fellow Israelites were to forgive the debt at the end of a 7 year period. 

In this way, those who have greater ability to generate wealth will help those who have little or no ability. This would mean that 

those who need a helping hand would get it and it would also mean that the rich would not get too rich. 

 

It is interesting to note that further down in v 11, the Lord says ’There will always be poor among you’ 

No doubt you remember these words as Jesus spoke them when He was anointed that time and the disciples said it was a waste- 

that the ointment could have been sold and the money given to the poor.  Jesus was quoting this passage. 

 

I can see why some people would read this and become socialists; i.e. buy into the idea that you take from the rich and give to the 

poor. Communism tries to make all people equal but usually results in everyone becoming poor except for the real rascals who 

exploit the system and secretly become millionaires. It puts paid to the idea of equality in terms of ability. We are not equal in that 

sense. 

But this passage does not say that rich should not be rich. It says that those with greater ability should lend to those with less 

ability so that they can help themselves. 

This is true especially in Isaiah (Isaiah 5;8) Woe to you who add house to house and join field to field until no space is left and you 

live alone in the land. Again in Isaiah 3;15 ‘What do you mean by crushing my people and grinding the faces of the poor’ declares 

the Lord, the Lord Almighty’? 

If you take time to study passages like Deuteronomy 15 in depth, you will see that God wanted those who had greater ability 

would help those with less ability and so there would be less inequality. 

But if His people became hoarders, many of those with fewer talents and abilities would be destitute, bereft of land and the ability 

to generate income. 

Now, I do not believe that the Lord meant that those who have worked really hard to amass wealth should provide free lunches for 

the lazy. 

Both the OT and the NT say people should work. 

But what if the rich give people work but then don’t pay them? 

Then they face the wrath of God. 



 

The second issue is how we use our wealth. 

In the New Testament, Jesus did not promise His followers that if they followed Him they would be wealthy. 

On the contrary, He promised them suffering and hardship. 

Jesus talked about the Church as being an extension of the Kingdom of God and those who believed were called to love one 

another. James takes up that theme and asks ‘How is the love of God shown when you say to a hungry brother ‘God bless you and 

be filled’’ but give them nothing to eat? 

 

It is not wrong to be rich but it is wrong to hoard and to waste our resources on luxuries we don’t need. 

Jesus had something to say in our Gospel reading about the man who was fortunate to have a bumper harvest and decided to 

replace his small barns with much bigger ones so that he could store up his wealth and spend it on himself. Jesus called him a fool 

because he died before he could use any of it! 

Jesus comment; ”This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich towards God;” 

It was right for the man to work his land and to have a great crop and to reap the rewards but it was NOT right for him to grasp it 

all and say that now he would have it all to himself. 

 

How can we be rich towards God? 

To use our wealth in appropriate ways- not to throw it away, not to hoard, not to give free lunches but to use our wealth to further 

the Kingdom of God in every way. I believe that we should take seriously the idea in the Old Testament of giving a 10th of all we 

earn to the Lord. I don’t believe we are under law but it IS a good measure to gauge what we spend our money on. That 10th can be 

shared between the Church, Missions and things like The Barnabas Fund. I think we should be wise in what we give and how 

where we send it. 

I love the story of that chap Letourneau who started out as an engineer in his back shed. He became a Christian and promised God 

a 10th of all he earned. 

His business grew and grew and finally, he was keeping a tenth and giving 90* to the Lord. You see his name on many big road 

working machines even today. 

 

There are other aspects too; 

Every responsible person, according to St Paul, should provide for their own family. (1 Timothy 5;8) 

Every responsible person should provide for their retirement 

It is not wrong to eat well. 

It is not wrong to have a decent house and car. 

It is wrong to hoard more than we can use and to squander large amounts on luxuries.  



Blessed is the one who hears the words ‘Well done good and faithful servant, enter into your rest’ 

  

 

Questions for Home Groups; 

  

1. Do you see the difference between being rich and being an exploiter? 

  

2. What percentage of our wealth should we keep for ourselves, our family and our Future? 

  

3. What was your impression of 'God's Plan' in Deurteronomy  
15; 1-11 

  

4. Why do you think James was so vitriolic about the rich exploiters? 

  

5.What have you personally taken to heart from this passage? 

 


