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We have been considering “Straight Talk from the Epistle of James…” practical guidance for 

living a faithful life.  
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This morning we recognize a theme of stewardship, extrapolating a way of managing our wealth 

against the backdrop of James’ harsh criticism of rich people…but not just any rich people. 

Rather, he condemns those who have ignored God in the management of their wealth. These are 

people who are very good at doing business and making money, but who also go about boasting 

in their ignorance. But beyond that, they have lied, cheated, swindled and defrauded in order to 

enrich themselves.  
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Throughout this fall we have seen that James has made a consistent and interconnected argument 

throughout his epistle. He decries the “wisdom of the world,” which is based on envy and begets 

arrogance. James has shown us that this “logic of envy” is based on a warped perception. It sees 

the world as a closed system of limited resources for which humans are in competition. Envy and 

arrogance are the two sides of this competitive battle. It is envy that spurs the “have nots” to 

violence against those who have what they want; it is arrogance that spurs the “haves” to boast 

over those from whom they have taken in order to “be” who they are.  
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We may think of it as an overt form of “king of the mountain,” with the temporary childish 

victor, chest thrown back, arms akimbo, crowing loudly over the vanquished.  
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This game often plays out in our thinking and our culture as a more secret and sneaky vice, 

whose aggression may be more covert, but no less real and destructive.  
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Coincidentally, my Sunday School class has been studying the Prophet Amos, who similarly 

rails against the rich people of Israel. He addresses his words of destruction against a people who 

complacently do as they please, feeling no responsibility to anyone. These are people who also 

cheat and lie and steal, impoverishing others while enriching themselves.  
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Many of the prophets rail against such ungodly behavior. Take for example, the Prophet 

Zephaniah. He said,  

Zephaniah 1:12 

12 At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps, 
   and I will punish the people 
who rest complacently on their dregs, 
   those who say in their hearts, 
‘The LORD will not do good, 
   nor will he do harm.’ 

Zephaniah speaks against a kind of practical atheism, the notion that God is indifferent to and 

uninvolved in human concerns. The prophets insist, as does the Epistle of James, that God is 

intensely active in the world, that God cares deeply about how we behave and how we treat 

others, and that the day will come when God cannot be avoided! 
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Again, James condemns rich people, explaining that those who hoard their wealth forget God 

and will see their “riches rotted,” their fancy clothes “moth-eaten,” their silver and gold “rusted.” 

And then he continues his scathing criticism to say that the evidence against them will “eat their 

flesh like fire!” James is angry…and presumably God is livid, because these rich have exploited 

their workers and taken advantage of the poor. 
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James clearly got his idea of rusting treasure from Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount.  

(Matthew 6:19-21) You will be familiar with the text, whether you have it memorized or not:  

Jesus says: 

 

19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where 

thieves break in and steal; 20 but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 



moth nor rust[h] consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your 

treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

 

---the only other reference to rust in the Bible comes in the Prophet Ezekiel. 

 

Presumably, we know well what Jesus means by treasures on earth, but what exactly are 

treasures in heaven?  
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This is an old story about a woman of immense wealth. One night she dreamed she went to 

heaven and was met by the angel Gabriel, who proceeded to give her a tour of the celestial city.  
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First, she saw a palatial estate that belonged to her former maid.  
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Then Gabriel showed her a mansion, where her former chauffeur lived.  
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Finally, Gabriel gave her a sneak preview of her home - a shack in the back of the maid's palace. 

 

Taken aback, the woman protested: "But I lived in a palace on earth!" 

 

The angel Gabriel replied, "I'm sorry. This is the best we could do with the material you sent up." 
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The way I read the Bible it is not necessarily being rich that is so upsetting to God, but rather 

how we manage our wealth. If we live by the wisdom of the world…operate by the logic of 

envy…if we hoard our wealth, thinking we have no obligation to God or others, then our riches 

are in danger of rusting away. 
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But we don’t have to live like that. There is a way to rust-proof our treasures on earth so that we 

might avoid the judgment James and the prophets foretell. Luxury and pleasure cannot be first 

and foremost in our plan, otherwise our hearts will fatten, as James puts it.  
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One of the best way to rust-proof our silver and gold is to be generous. The opposite of hoarding 

is giving away. While sometimes the Bible seems to advocate “selling all that we have and 

giving to the poor” – that was a unique instance where Jesus was trying to make a point with a 

particular rich man –  
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we certainly are called to sell “SOME” of what we have and give to the poor, or to the church, or 

to ministries and organizations that seek God’s purposes and work toward God’s justice.  

 

[IMAGE – God and Mammon] 

One of my favorite New Testament theologians Ched Myers talks of “Sabbath economics”… 

the basic struggle of mammon vs. manna. Mammon is the Greek word Jesus uses when he says,  

“no slave can serve two masters ... you cannot serve both God and mammon.” The word can be 

translated “wealth,” and is portrayed as the “love of money” (Luke 16:14).... The economy of 

mammon is one of excess accumulation for some and poverty and deprivation for others. 
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“Manna,” on the other hand, refers to the story from Exodus in which God rains down “bread 

from heaven” (Exodus 16:4). The Hebrew people were instructed to gather neither too much nor 

too little of the manna, but rather enough to meet their needs. In contrast to mammon economics 

of excess and deprivation, this model of manna or “Sabbath” economics stresses God’s 

abundance and provision. That abundance carries with it the accompanying instruction not to 

gather too much lest others go without, and besides, too much could not be hoarded, since it 

would rot and be unusable. Practicing an economy of sufficiency (manna) is no easy task when 

the model of mammon economics dominates. 
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If you find the comparison of Mammon and Manna too cumbersome, maybe it might be boiled 

down to the difference between selfishness and unselfishness. How much do we obsess over our 

own needs, while forgetting the needs of others? How much of our wealth is saved, spent, 

hoarded, used for our own protection, our own gratification, our own purposes, while forgetting 

the purposes of God? George Michael Leader gets at this distinction in one of his healing poems:  
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The world is in need of unselfish souls -- Who would share their last morsel of bread, 

 

Who would give of their love and give of their wealth, -- And like seeds, their compassion they’d 

spread. 
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The world is in need of unselfish souls -- Who would share of their God-given treasure, 

 

With those who are weak and those who are tired, -- And do so in generous measure. 
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The world is in need of those generous souls -- Who will give of their lives and their time, 

 

To provide in this land a strong helping hand, -- And help others to handle the climb. 
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Barbara Brown Taylor insists this kind of thinking is vital for those who would follow Jesus: 

 

To be where God is -- to follow Jesus -- means going beyond the limits of our own comfort and 

safety. It means receiving our lives as gifts instead of guarding them as our own possessions. It 

means sharing the life we have been given instead of bottling it for our own consumption.  
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It means giving up the notion that we can build dams to contain the bright streams of our lives 

and letting them go instead, letting them swell their banks and spill their wealth until they carry 

us down to where they run, full and growing fuller, into the wide and glittering sea. 
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Let me conclude this morning, by reiterating that wealth and possessions do not need to be 

disparaged – it’s all about how we manage them. There are many things money cannot buy, but 

there are some things money can buy… 

 

There was this wealthy parishioner who was dying. His pastor had spent many hours working on 

the parishioner to give his life to God – but to no avail. Now the time had come for the affluent 

parishioner to meet his Maker. "Do you think if I left my entire estate to the church," he asked 

the pastor, "it would guarantee me entrance into heaven?" The pastor thought for a long while, 

struggled with himself, and then said, "It's worth a try." 

 

 


