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Series: James
Sermon: James, Chapter 4

James 5:1-5
Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming upon you.  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.  Look! The wages you failed
to pay the workmen who mowed your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the 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. 

I Timothy 2:1-4
I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people—  for kings
and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.  This is good,
and pleases God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.

Sermon:
One of God’s gifts to us is creating us all unique.  You’re different from me, I’m different from you, your
different from each other.  The greatest gifts we have to give each other is our differences.  What good am I to
anyone else if I’m the same as them?  They already have that.  It’s wonderful how we all can offer something
different to each other.  But what I’m getting at is this: Have you ever done something that made sense to you,
but if you tried to explain it to someone else, it would sound foolish or they just wouldn’t understand?  You
know these feelings, when someone asks you why you did such and such, and even if you explained your line of
reasoning, it still wouldn’t make sense to other people?  Parents - you get this all the time from your kids. 
Where your kids do something totally weird, and you ask why they did that, and they give you an explanation
that totally makes sense to them, but their line of thinking is so far out there?  Last week I mentioned that I had
just gotten back from Denver.  I had left for Denver on a Wednesday for a conference that would begin early on
Thursday.  So, I had some time to kill on the way out.  And as I was traveling, I was studying the Nebraska map. 
Way in the corner of the panhandle, right next to the Colorado Wyoming border was a little triangle.  It said,
Highest point in Nebraska.  I thought “It’s on the way”.  Granted, a two hour detour, but this might be
interesting.  I go past Kimball and hit the last exit in Nebraska.  North to Bushnell, south to no mans land.  I turn
south.  My trusty map would show me the way.  And it was like the twilight zone out there.  I’m used to gravel
roads, grew up on them.  I’m used to wide open spaces, but this was something different.  I went for miles
without seeing a house, a car - just pasture.  Without seeing cows.  I got lost several times, trying to wind my
way to the corner of the state.  The road to take to see the highest point in Nebraska took you south, then west,
then south then east, then north, you felt like you were going in circles.  I had to wait once and let bison cross
the road - and they were not being herded by anybody.  Up in that area, there are bunkers with missiles in them -
a lasting tribute to the cold war.  I passed a small military bunker guarded by a large fence with barbed wire and
two soldiers in a humvee at the entrance, holding assault rifles.  And they watched me go by, probably
wondering why anyone was driving out in the middle of nowhere.  When I get nervous, I chew on things, bubble
gum, pencils, whatever - it used to be fingernails - just a habit I have from my toddler days.  I was chomping on
a pen I had in the car and it exploded.  I had ink down my cheek, and all over my hand.  I thought, “I’m going to
die out here - and forensics would have a hard time deciphering what had transpired.”  Here I am, two hours off
course, no one knows why I’m out here, I’m covered in ink, surrounded by bison, and the national guard is
suspicious.  All in all, I finally find the place, it’s called Panorama Point, which is funny because it’s neither
panoramic nor a point.  You don’t have to walk up a hill to see it, but you can drive right next to it, it’s in the



middle of a pasture surrounded by buffalo.  But there was a stone marker and a guest registry.  I signed my name
in the notepad feeling like I just completed a lifelong quest.  After some more adventures, I made it to Denver
and I told myself not to mention this to Stephanie, because she would ask the question, “Why?”  And I wouldn’t
have a good enough answer to explain myself.  Now that this story works in a sermon, I spilled the beans and I
still didn’t feel adequate enough to explain my line of thinking.  I’m glad I did it, but other people just wouldn’t
understand.

That is what this scripture does for me this morning.  The James passage is filled with jealousy and warnings,
good luck rich people!  You are now fattened for the slaughter.  Whoa, wait a minute.  Sounds a little harsh,
doesn’t it.  It seemed way to harsh, so I coupled it with a passage, also from the New Testement, from Timothy,
where it says, pray for everybody.  We’re all in the same boat together.  The writer of the second passage is
Paul.  He was a preacher to the Gentiles.  Gentiles mean, “Those on the outside”. And for Paul and company,
that meant everyone who wasn’t Jewish.  And I can see the Jewish Christians asking the question, “Why?”  Why
worry about the Gentiles?  They have their gods.  Jesus was a Jew, Jesus ran around with Jews, Jesus tried to
reform Judaism.  We are God’s chosen people.  Why bother with those who are on the outside?  They’ll get
there’s, trust me.  What Paul was trying to get everyone to understand was that Jesus had died for all people. 
God desires everyone to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth.  Paul was given the authority to
public proclaim that Jesus had opened the door for everyone to be saved through him.  Jew or Gentile.  To the
gentiles, this was terrific news, except that they knew nothing of the Jewish traditions.  And in fact, they were
following the Jewish God, made known to them by a Jesus, a Jew from Palestine.  But God looks through
different eyes than we do.  The Jews at the time, God’s chosen people, looked at Paul with a sense of disdain
and probably with disbelief.  But once again, God wants everyone to be saved.  God does not want anyone to be
lost.  God does not want anyone to be on the outside of his family - no matter what we think.  The people of
Paul’s day took favor upon themselves by thinking that they were in and some people were out.  There are days
that I feel like that.  I take solace in the fact that there are some people who will not reach the kingdom.  And if
God asked me to, I would compile a list, color coded if He wants, of those who shouldn’t get to take the ride to
the pearly gates.  But then again, I’m not in charge of the reservation list.  I should probably just make sure that
I’ve got a spot on that train and not worry about who else is going.  Jesus said, “In my Father’s house there are
many rooms.”  and that’s a good thing, because I don’t have to room with some of those people whom I don’t
think should make it.  We like to make judgements, we’d like to think we can call the shots.  But we don’t have
the eyes of God.  God wants everyone to be saved.  Period.  And deep down,  I’m OK with that.  I know God’s
grace is available to all and it comes without cost.  That’s not the part that has me befuddled.  God desires
everyone to be saved and know the truth.  No problem with that statement.  It’s what Paul tells us before that
that gets my confusion going.  I have a hard time figuring out this line of thinking.  Paul was writing to Timothy,
hence the name of the book, I Timothy.  And the very first thing that Paul tells Timothy to do baffles me.  Paul
writes, “First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for
everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all
godliness and dignity.”  Of all people that they should pray for, they need to pray for the kings and those in high
positions - in other words, the wealthy.  And I honestly thought when that clicked with me, I thought, “Why?” 
Why pray for those who don’t need anything?  Shouldn’t you pray for those who are sick?  Shouldn’t you pray
for those who are down?  Shouldn’t prays be used for who needs it most?  We should pray for the poor!  Why
pray for rich people? James has his ideas about rich people, why doesn’t Paul think the same?

It can be interpreted that this passage is referring only to the leaders of the nation, that good government may
prevail.  Paul could be saying that they need to pray for the Emperor so that the nation, the Empire, might
continue in peace and tranquility - something that the emperor has been lacking.  As Paul was writing this, the
Emperor Nero was in power, and Nero was notorious for his persecutions against the new Christians. 
Remember when Rome was consumed by fire, and legend has it, probably wrong, that Nero played his fiddle,
Nero blamed the Christians and imprisoned and killed many believers.  Pray for these guys?  Paul might have
been praying for the leadership of the Empire to leave them alone, as it says, pray for kings and all who are in



high positions, so that we may lead a quiet and peaceful life in all godliness and dignity.  If you remember
Fiddler on the Roof, the high rabbi is asked if there is a blessing for the Czar.  The Rabbi raised his hands in the
air and prayed, “Oh Lord, Keep the Czar far away from us.”  We don’t have a problem praying for our leaders. 
We want them to have good leadership, we want them to make wise decisions.  We pray that they lead our
country into times of peace and prosperity.  I don’t have a problem with that.  But I think Paul was asking
Timothy for something more deeper than praying for leadership skills.  Praying for our leaders still has a sense
of selfishness about it, just in the fact that their leadership abilities directly affect our lives.  We should still do
it, but Paul, I think, was going for something else.  Pray for those who make the decisions, but pray for the
people themselves, even if they didn’t have governmental power.  Timothy, Pray for the rich people of the
world.  And again, I gotta ask “why?”  Aren’t there others that we should be praying for instead?

Look at the rich today and how they are generally treated by others.  They are sometimes treated with jealous
contempt.  What do they know about real life?  It must be nice to be like them!  On the inside, we get a little
excited when we see one of them tumble and collapse.  Despite the fact that most of us would rather be rich than
poor!  We scoff at the ones whom we wish to be.  It’s almost like we put a mark of shame on being rich.  Where
they should feel just a little bit guilty for being well off.  And I know plenty of rich people who feel almost
guilty for making it - like being rich is a bad thing.  In most movies, the rich guy is generally the bad guy and the
poor man is the hero.  That theme plays Hollywood really well.  But most rich people I know aren’t like that. 
They have concerns and worries just like us.  And more often than not, they have more worries than meets the
eye.  The more money you have, the more worries that come with it.  If they have employees, and care about
them, then their burden is much heavier because other people are counting on them for their livelihood.  You
might not like your employer, but you’d better pray for them, because their success helps you out.

But I think that Paul was going for something else.  Other than the worries that the rich have or the power that
they might yield.  Once again, we need to think about how God sees things, and not just how things look to us. 
Like I said, when I thought about praying for the rich, my mind asked, “Why?”  They have everything they need. 
I forgot to look at it from God’s perspective.  When you have everything you need, then it is really difficult to
remember your dependance upon God.  For some, wealth brings with it an attitude of self reliance where we
forget about the bigger picture.  Think about when you pray.  Do you pray more when you need help or when
things are going fine?  I don’t know about you, but my prayer life greatly improves when bad times come.  It’s
easy to forget to pray when you don’t think you need anything.  Who needs God when you don’t have a need? 
Look at it through God’s eyes!  The rich have a harder time finding faith.  How did Jesus put it?  It is easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle than a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven.  Those are scary
words if you are rich!  The rich, more than the poor, have more need our prayers.  Look at it through God’s eyes. 
In the Beatitudes we read, “Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven...blessed are the
meek, for they will inherit the earth...blessed are those who are persecuted (by the rich and powerful), for theirs
is the kingdom of heaven.”  In God’s eyes, the poor already have everything!  They have the future, they shall
live and go on.  In God’s eyes, the poor already possess everything.  From our perspective, that’s not the case -
but I tell you this: When Christ asks us to leave everything behind and follow him, who has the easier time? 
The poor man who has little to give up, or the rich man who has treasures?  From God’s perspective, the rich
and wealthy need our prayers because it might be harder to see what real treasure is all about.

So to the average janes and joes out there, remember to pray for the rich.  I know that sounds wrong and weird,
but they are the ones who need our prayers most.  God wants everyone to be saved and none left behind.  God
wants everyone to find the truth.  If you consider yourself comfortable and/or well to do - don’t feel guilty about
being well off.  There is no shame in being rich.  Most of us would like to join you.  Being wealthy is not a sin. 
It’s what you do with your wealth that matters.  Don’t forget what real treasure looks like.  It has little to do with
gold or Franklins or Pension plans.  At the closing of this short letter to Timothy, Paul gives Timothy a little
advice: “Command those who are rich in the present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth,
which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. 



Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share.  In this way they
will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life
that is truly life.”  God doesn’t want to lose any of his children.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.


