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Upside Down Church  James 1:9-11; 2:1-9; 5:1-6      May 28, 2017 

 Many of you know that I was in Colorado last week because my 

daughter, Melissa, was getting married- a blessed estate described by my 

wife as, “the first step toward the goal of having grandchildren…”  I tell you 

this because this morning we’re continuing a series on the book of James.  

And James, like my wife, is very practical, writing in black and white terms- 

not about grandchildren, but about patience during trials, the power of the 

words we say, the importance of what we do, and about wealth and 

poverty. 

Now James was the brother of Jesus, and you will hear many echoes 

of the teaching of Jesus in this letter.  Perhaps that’s because James knew 

his brother, Jesus, so well.  It’s a short little letter, containing only 5 

chapters.  We’re encouraging everyone to read it each week for the next 

several weeks as we study it together on Sunday mornings.   

 Now James writes in a style that is difficult for a linear thinker like me.  

He jumps from topic to topic, returning to some themes multiple times!  It’s 

a little bit like the Old Testament book of Proverbs.  This morning we’re 

looking at one of the major themes of James: wealth and poverty.  James 

talks about the spiritual implications of each, and how they affect the 

church- how they affect you and me.  Listen as I read what he has to say 

on the topic in chapter 1 and then in chapter 5. 
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9Let the believer who is lowly boast in being raised up, 10and the rich in 

being brought low, because the rich will disappear like a flower in the 

field. 11For the sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the field; its 

flower falls, and its beauty perishes. It is the same way with the rich; in the 

midst of a busy life, they will wither away. (James 1:9-11) 

Come now, you rich people, weep and wail for the miseries that are coming 

to you. 2Your riches have rotted, and your clothes are moth-eaten. 3Your 

gold and silver have rusted, and their rust will be evidence against you, and 

it will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure for the last 

days. 4Listen! The wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you 

kept back by fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached 

the ears of the Lord of hosts. 5You have lived on the earth in luxury and in 

pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. 6You have 

condemned and murdered the righteous one, who does not resist you. 

(James 5:1-6) 

 Wow!  James doesn’t pull any punches, does he?  Let’s see if we can 

unpack these verses.  Who are these rich people?  And why does James 

speak so harshly about them? 

 In chapter 5, it’s clear that James is talking about people who have 

become rich by exploiting others.  He uses this haunting image, 
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“the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by 

fraud, cry out, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the 

Lord of hosts.” (James 5:4)  Common agricultural laborers in New 

Testament times were very poor, usually subsisting day-to-day, and 

absolutely dependent on receiving their wages at the end of every day.  But 

they had no power, and in this case, the owner of the fields refused to pay 

them for the work they had done.  These owners were greedy, and had 

accumulated their wealth by cheating the poor. 

 So, it’s easy to understand and even cheer for James’ harsh words 

against these rich oppressors, just as we are glad today when individuals 

and corporations that cheat poor and middle-class people are caught and 

punished.  We’re glad they get what’s coming to them!  But not everything 

he says about the rich is targeted to those who get rich by scamming 

others.  There are inherent dangers in wealth itself, however it is obtained. 

 Part of the problem with wealth is the temptation to trust it to meet our 

spiritual needs.  Many of us- and I say us, because on a worldwide scale, 

most of us are certainly rich- many of us rely on our wealth for a sense of 

security, for example.  We trust that it will it protect us from the unknowns 

of life.  The house is paid off, so we don’t need to worry about shelter in the 

future.  Our 401K is well-stocked and invested, so we look forward to a 

comfortable retirement.  We trust in money to give us a sense of security. 
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 Others find a sense of their own worth in their wealth.  Having lots of 

money and stuff proves that they are competent and successful people, 

who ought to be respected by others.  Their sense of worth, psychologically 

and spiritually, is tied up in their financial balance. 

 Still others rely on wealth for power.  In addition to political power, 

you can buy a lot of privileges if you have the money.  Poor people don’t 

have these privileges.  When my wife and I flew back from Denver this 

week, we flew with an airline where seating is not assigned; It is supposed 

to be determined by who confirms their ticket first within 24 hours of flight 

time.  We confirmed within a few minutes of the appointed time, yet we 

were shocked to be assigned to the last group of people to board the 

airplane- the dreaded “C” group!  Why?  It turns out that if you pay a 

surcharge, you get bumped in front of everyone else, and apparently, lots 

of people on our flight decided to pay it!  Money can buy privileges. 

 As a matter of fact, for $150.00 you can also get moved to the front of 

the line on all the rides at Universal Studios!  Some cities offer non-violent 

offenders clean, quiet jail cells if they pay $90.00 a night.  And you can 

even buy your way into US citizenship for an investment of $500,000 that 

creates at least 10 jobs.  Wealth buys a lot of power and privileges, as well 

a sense of worth, and security.  So those who are rich face the temptation 

to trust in wealth to meet their needs, instead of trusting in God.  We’re 
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tempted to allow wealth to become an idol that takes the place of God in 

our lives.   

 James warns that trusting in wealth to meet those needs is unwise, 

because wealth can disappear very quickly and without warning. He says 

that their wealth is subject to rust and rot, as wealth was often held in 

metals and elaborate garments in those days.  Today we might talk about 

an unexpectedly sharp decline in the stock market or housing market that 

can take our wealth away, as it did for many of us during the recession a 

few years ago.  If you are relying on your wealth for a sense of security, 

worth, and power, you are standing on shaky ground, says James. 

 On the other hand, the poor, in spite of their misery, often find it 

easier to depend on God to meet their needs.  So the gospel is especially 

good news for them.  When Jesus stated his purpose for coming to our 

world in his first sermon, he said this, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent 

me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, 

and to let the oppressed go free…” (Luke 4:18)  Jesus says he came to lift 

up those who have been put down by the world- the poor, the blind, the 

oppressed.  You see, it is easier for them to find worth and validation and 

security in the Lord, since they have nothing else to rely upon!  James 

picks up this same theme, doesn’t he? 
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 When poor people were asked to describe poverty in a recent global 

survey, they were much more likely to talk about the spiritual dimensions of 

poverty than the physical ones.  A man from Guinea said, “When I stand 

before my children and have nothing to feed them, I feel ashamed.”  A 

woman from Uganda said, “When one is poor, she has no say in public, 

she feels inferior.”  A man from Moldova lamented, “For a poor person 

everything is terrible- illness, humiliation, shame….We are afraid of 

everything; we depend on everyone.  No one needs us.  We are like 

garbage that everyone wants to get rid of.”  The good news of the gospel 

can speak to such people.  It can give them a sense of worth and value, 

because God values each one of us.  And they should experience that 

good news in the church, but James says that wasn’t happening in the 

church of his day. 

My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in 

our glorious Lord Jesus Christ? 2For if a person with gold rings and in fine 

clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also 

comes in, 3and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and 

say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who is poor you say, 

“Stand there,” or, “Sit at my feet,” 4have you not made distinctions among 

yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts?5Listen, my beloved 

brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in 
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faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love 

him? 6But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress 

you? Is it not they who drag you into court? 7Is it not they who blaspheme 

the excellent name that was invoked over you?  8You do well if you really 

fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbor 

as yourself.” 9But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted 

by the law as transgressors. (James 2:1-9)  

 James says that the church’s view and treatment of the poor should 

be different than that which is found in the world, a view that often treats 

the poor as totally responsible for their situation, as lazy parasites, as 

garbage to be thrown out.  That’s a view that’s increasingly common today.  

But everything is turned upside down in the church, as the rich are brought 

low and the poor are raised up!  The early church was a remarkable place.  

Many of its members were slaves or former slaves.  There were also a few 

working-class people.  And sitting alongside them were some rich people, 

even slave owners!  All of these people were mixing on an equal basis in 

the church.  The pastor of the church might even be a slave or former 

slave, and he held spiritual authority over slave owners!  This was unheard 

of in Roman cultures.  Clearly, there were a few bumps along the way, as 

James points out here.  But the goal of equality in the church is clear. 



8 
 

 In many churches this is happening today.  A pastor from India 

reports, “Most of what happens in Christian churches, including even 

miracles, can be duplicated in Hindu and Muslim congregations.  But in my 

area only Christians strive, however ineptly, to mix men and women of 

different castes, races, and social groups.  That’s the real miracle.” 

 Let’s talk turkey for a minute.  This model of the church as a mixture 

of races and social classes is a real struggle for GPC.  We are burdened by 

a belief in our community that we are the rich church, the country club 

church.  That only successful professional people need apply to be 

members here.  And white people at that.  I hope you can see that this kind 

of social segregation is in direct opposition to what both Jesus and James 

are calling us to!  It’s pretty obvious.   

Overcoming our elitist image in our community can only be changed 

by you.  That’s right.  And it will change when you begin to invite all kinds of 

people to come to church with you.  Service people in our stores, 

restaurants, and hospitals.  People who work in and around our homes.  

Home caregivers for those who are in need of such support.  Homeless 

people at Gettysburg CARES.  Will you do it?  All people need to hear and 

experience the gospel, not just people who are like you.  And, I firmly 

believe that the future of GPC depends on it. 
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 James, writing 2000 years ago, has put his finger on issues of wealth 

and poverty that continue to reverberate this morning.  May God open our 

eyes to see, and our hearts to respond. 


