Beware

Our series from the New Testament Book of

James, that we are calling Working Faith, has us
in the final chapter of this short book. Today 4
we’ll focus on the first six verses. TAMES 5:1-11

You can see that I've given this message a fairly

ominous title: Beware. When we see a sign that says beware, we understand
that there is certain danger... that we have been warned, and if we do not heed
the warning, then it is on us. It seems to me that is what is going on here in this
passage... so: Beware.

It is a short passage, so let’s read it aloud, together:

Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the
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your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the TAMES 5:1-6

harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty. °> You
have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of
slaughter. " ¢ You have condemned and murdered the innocent one, who was not opposing you. !

Pretty harsh stuff... anyone taking it personally? It is a serious question: How are
we to take these six verses at the beginning of chapter 5? Is that for us? Or
perhaps it is for someone else? Maybe we should call for a division of the house
so we can know just who we are dealing with today... perhaps the rich on the right
and the poor on the left and those who aren’t sure in the middle? Of course, we
wouldn’t do such a thing, but the questions remain. Who is this for? And what do
we do with it?

It could be a warning to not be like these people. It could be a simple
message of beware of riches. That would be consistent with what we see
throughout the Bible, warnings about how wealth can be a snare. It is a simple
warning.

1 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:1-6). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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It could be a message of encouragement to the poor and suffering. It
could be that you noticed that I'm sending a bit of a mixed message; on the title
slide and bulletin and such I've listed todays passage as the first 11 verses, yet I
said we’d focus on just the first 6.

We're going to dive in to verses 6-12 next week,
but I think it is important to consider these first
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The Judge is standing at the door!

be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near.>
TAMES 5:7-9

Being with Jesus, either at His return or as we
go to Him in death, is, and has always been, hope for the poor and suffering.

So, if we read these first verses of chapter 5 and
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» - You have condemned and murdered the innocent one,
who was not opposing you.

We are reminded that He is the Judge... the One | EiEa
who promises:

351t is mine to avenge; I will repay.
In due time their foot will slip;
their day of disaster is near
and their doom rushes upon them.” * (Deuteronomy 32:35)

“Vengeance is mine,” says the Lord. He will deal with the rich oppressors.

So, these verses could be (are) a warning to not be like these people, and
these verses could be (are) a message of encouragement to the poor and
suffering.

And/or... it could be for us... each of us and all of us here today. We didn’t call for
a division of the house, asking each to identify themselves as rich, poor, or
somewhere in between. Truth is... rich or poor is a matter of context.

2 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:8). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
3 The New International Version. (2011). (Dt 32:35). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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While none of us are Queen-of-England rich, or Jeff Bezos rich, on the world
stage even the poorest among us are rich. We may not feel like it since we are
surrounded by wealth, but this sort of wealth is not the norm around the world.
Compared to those who live in places like Haiti, Liberia, or the DRC, even the
poorest among us are truly rich.

If we take on the perspective of history, the wealth of this generation is
enormous; it doesn’t even compare to what was experienced by the original
readers and hearers of this Book of James. Just think of the wealth created over
the centuries. Consider our access to healthcare and clean water and abundant
food. Consider our access to information and transportation and entertainment.
On the grand scale, we are rich.

When reading our Bibles, we often have a choice. We can decide that what we are
reading is for someone else, or we can decide it is for us. While it may be easier
(less painful) to think it is for someone else, I'm confident we are best served to
read the Bible with the perspective that it is for us, whenever possible. Even if it
seems primarily for someone else, considering what it says to us, and means for
us, is always best.

When the Bible speaks of the righteous and the unrighteous, or the rich and the
poor, or the good and the evil... we know which side we want to be on... but we
are likely best served to consider ourselves from the less desired place. If our first
response is that a passage is for someone else, we are often served well to see how
it applies to us.

It is with that perspective that I'll walk through these six verses.
Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming on you. *

This is not a blanket attack on the rich or wealth. Some have taken it that way,
holding up this verse as an anchor for a liberation or socialist theology. To do so
rips it out of the context of the Bible, both the broad context of the entire Bible,
and the narrower context of the Book of James.

4 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:1). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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Their children will be mighty in the land;
1 1 2 the generation of the upright will be blessed.

Wealth and riches are in their houses, and their righteousness endures forever.

Even in darkness light dawns for the upright,
for those who are gracious and compassionate and righteous.
1 . Good will come to those who are generous and lend freely,
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Surely the righteous will never be shaken; they will be remembered forever.
They will have no fear of bad news; their hearts are steadfast, trusting in the LORD.

Their hearts are secure, they will have no fear;
in the end they will look in triumph on their foes.

Blessed are those WhO fear the LORD, They have freely scattered their gifts to the poor. their righteousness endures forever;

their horn will be lifted high in honor.

The wicked will see and be vexed, they will gnash their teeth and waste away;

who find great delight in his commands. L o o rotien
FSALM 112

2 Their children will be mighty in the land;
the generation of the upright will be blessed.
3 Wealth and riches are in their houses,
and their righteousness endures forever.
“Even in darkness light dawns for the upright,
for those who are gracious and compassionate and righteous.
5 Good will come to those who are generous and lend freely,
who conduct their affairs with justice.

6 Surely the righteous will never be shaken;
they will be remembered forever.
"They will have no fear of bad news;
their hearts are steadfast, trusting in the LORD.
8 Their hearts are secure, they will have no fear;
in the end they will look in triumph on their foes.
® They have freely scattered their gifts to the poor,
their righteousness endures forever;
their horn will be lifted high in honor.

19 The wicked will see and be vexed,
they will gnash their teeth and waste away;
the longings of the wicked will come to nothing. >

Here, wealth and riches are held up as an indicator of blessing and
righteousness... but it is clearly a matter of the rich who are “generous and lend
freely, who conduct their affairs with justice.” These are not the rich who hoard
their wealth, spending it only on their pleasures, but rather those who “have
freely scattered their gifts to the poor.”

This aligns with the narrower context of the
Book of James. Last week we were at the end of | ‘spendayearthe,em e

" carry on business and make | money.

chapter 4, where this criticism of those who trust Why, you do not even know what will happen t tomorrow. |

. What is your life? You are a mist

in riches got going... those who boast in arrogant eSS

, Instead, you ought to say, :
1 i “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do thls or that.”
SChemeS' The prOblem 1sn t money’ or . Asit is, you boast in your arrogant schemes.

All such beoasting is evil.

commerce, or wealth; the problem is arrogance. el

5 The New International Version. (2011). (Ps 112:1-10). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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We routinely acknowledge God as our provider. But Our Provider apparently
hasn’t discovered direct deposit. When God provides, He almost always uses the
hands of others.

Don’t we want to be among the hands that He uses? Or do we choose the path
described in verse 2:

2 Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your clothes. * Your gold and silver are corroded. °

Wealth that has rotted may not make a lot of sense to us, since we generally
account for wealth as digits somewhere in the cloud; but in the days of James,
wealth was often counted in terms of the amount of grain in a storehouse.

I'm no expert in storing grain, but I suspect that the best way to keep it from
rotting is the same way we keep anything from going bad... whether it is a
resource like water, or the stuff we have in our pantries and refrigerators. The
way one keeps it from going bad is to keep it moving. I'm sure there are
effective techniques for storing grain over long periods of time, but the sure-fire
way of keeping it from rotting is to keep it moving, to apply it to its purpose. If
you don’t want it to go bad, eat it, use it, take it to market for others... I suppose
that is a truism for all sorts of wealth.

I've met people, a lot of people due to my work over the years as a fundraiser,
who have big plans for future generosity. They have plans for the future, a
wealthy future, when they will tithe and so much more. They have plans to make
big gifts once they have hit it big. And I've seen how these people just end up
sitting on small storehouses of rotting wealth. Friend, if you want God to use
what you have, don’t wait; it seems to me that God always provides the increase
in the transactions, so get it moving, no matter how big or small.

Storehouses of food were a sign of wealth, as were closets full of fine clothes. That
hasn’t changed. Clothing, too, disintegrates, by moths, other pestilence, or simply
time.

6 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:2-3). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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Some like to display their wealth with brands... brands on clothes or cars and
such. But this appearance of wealth is fleeting.

It says that gold and silver are corroded. That is odd. The word corroded could
also be translated as rusted. Part of what makes gold and silver valuable is that it
doesn’t rust or easily corrode. They may tarnish a bit, but gold and silver do not
disintegrate like iron.

Perhaps James is simply pointing to the way all sorts of money loses value; it may
not physically rust, but values change. Anyone uptight about the stock market
these days? It vividly demonstrates that money, in all its various forms, cannot be
trusted.

Their corrosion will testify against you and eat your flesh like fire.”

Rust won’t hurt you, but there are some results of corrosion that are toxic and
might burn... but that isn’t the point. When we put our trust in wealth, and it
fails, it does burn... deeply. Eating “your flesh like fire” puts us in mind of hell
and eternity... which is the point of the next verse.

You have hoarded wealth in the last days.®

I can’t help but think that James had the words of Jesus in mind here:

19“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where
moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and
steal. 2 But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where CQUERIET. 1o g ST

where moths and vermin destroy,
and where thieves break in and steal.

But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven,

moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not
where moths and vermin do not destroy,

. 21 .
break in and steal. “* For where your treasure is, there your BT P ThicT e ot broak In and steol
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The rich described by James are not heavenly il | e

minded; they do not think in terms of last days, but merely their days. They are
earthly minded.

We are going to talk more about last days next 4
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The remaining verses spell out ways that these rich demonstrate their greed.

7 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:3). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
8 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:3). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
9 The New International Version. (2011). (Mt 6:19-21). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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First, they cheat employees:

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.!'°

In that society, pay day was usually every workday. As demonstrated by the
lessons Jesus taught in parables, workers were generally paid at the end of each
workday. They usually needed daily pay for daily bread. If a landowner failed to
pay, it usually meant that people would go hungry.

There are employers here today, several who manage people on behalf of others,
and a few business owners who have employees. I'm confident that you all are
paying employees on time with a fair wage. So, this may not be a specific problem
for us.

But there are other ways in our economy that we are involved in paying, or not
paying, people. Examples might include:

< When we vote to approve initiatives that fund pay for first-responders,
teachers and such.

e When we tip (or don’t), especially in industries (like restaurants) that
relying on tipping.

e When we use something that is offered for free and do nothing to support

the work. (Not to get too personal... but church can be like that. Over-the

There are all sorts of schemes we use to get out of paying... perhaps we should do
better to keep this text in mind.

Second, there is self-indulgence:

3You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of
slaughter. u!!

Our friend Dr. Gordon Anderson will be back with us in October. He has
mentioned that he has some livestock these days (trading a university faculty for
goats and cattle; I think he is finding one group to be simpler than the other).

Merlin and I drove over to visit several weeks ago and saw his cattle... beef cattle
that are being fattened for slaughter (in fact the last time we talked Gordon asked
if I wanted to buy half a bull for the beef).

10 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:4). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
1 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:5). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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I don’t think cattle have many thoughts... but if they did think like us, I suppose
Gordon’s bulls think that have it pretty good these days:

» all the grass they can eat
« asafe a comfortable place to live
e anice guy that carefully attends to every need

But, unbeknownst to the them, they are going to be steaks and hamburgers one
day very soon.

So is the misery that awaits the greedy, dishonest, and ungrateful. Things may be
good today... really good. But the butcher awaits.

The passage ends with verse 6:

®You have condemned and murdered the innocent one, who was not opposing you. '?

There is some debate among scholars about what is precisely meant here.

Some take it quite literally; that there was an innocent person known by James
and his readers, that was literally condemned to death. It isn’t all that farfetched
of an idea. The poor and powerless often get chewed up in systems of justice,
paying dearly because they were either victimized by the rich and powerful, or the
rich and powerful simply turned blind eyes and deaf ears.

Others think that the innocent one is Christ. Again not a farfetched idea since
there is a way that the persistent sin of those who believe crucifies...

the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace.!® (Hebrews 6:6)

These are both plausible, but I think what is really going on here is hyperbole,
words that overstate to make the point that the actions greedy, cheating, self-
indulgent rich take have dramatic impacts on the poor and powerless.

In James day, it could be simply a matter of the poor starving to death. In our day
the injustices could be as simple... but may also be more complex as the poor and
powerless are trapped in systems that keep them down.

In many cases, it is suffering in silence... because of our silence. It brings to mind
the powerful verse we ended on last week.

12 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 5:6). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
13 The New International Version. (2011). (Heb 6:6). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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171f anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do and
doesn’t do it, it is sin for them. '*

We often can do something, whether we think | _

we are rich or poor. We can often give, help, b R L
. e el . ! _ itis sin for them.

serve, and direct. It isn’t just a matter of the rich FEa s ‘

oppressors who do acts of evil and violence; itis BV

also a matter of those who stand by when they

(we) could help.

This life of faith is hard. It is demanding. And it
is worth it.

they odght fo

Perhaps God’s Word from James today is
roughing you up a bit. I get it; James has been |
roughing me up since we started in May. Know ‘' d Sk 0
that if God’s Word is roughing you up, changing
your mind, convicting of sin and such... know that it is motivated by God’s love
for you.

And if you just want to blame me, thinking I’'m making it a bit rougher than it
ought to be... know that I love you too. I am convinced that if we will pay
attention and be open to the hard lessons of Scripture, God will be glorified in the
change made in us and His work through us.

14 The New International Version. (2011). (Jas 4:17). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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