
“The Judgment of the Wicked” 
(James 5:1-6) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  There is a great deal of injustice in the world.   
a.  People get away with crimes everyday.   
b.  Unbelievers, even Christians, sin against one another, don’t ask forgiveness, 

and are not reconciled.   
 
2.  One comfort we have as Christians is that these injustices will not go 

unpunished.   
a.  Our sins against one another as Christians have been punished in Christ.   

(i)  This doesn’t excuse us from doing what’s right.   
(ii)  But it does remind us that God’s justice has been satisfied, and because it 

has, ours should be as well.   
 

b.  But for unbeliever, if they get away with their crimes here, they won’t when 
they stand before God.   
(i)  There is a day of judgment coming when everyone’s works will be 

examined by God (2 Cor. 5).   
(ii)  Then everyone will receive the consequences of his actions.   
(iii)  It is to this comforting truth that James now turns.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  It appears that James has been addressing another group besides believers 
indirectly in his letter:  the rich, who would sometimes come into the assembly 
(2:2).   
a.  He wanted those who were poor not to be discouraged by those who were 

rich (1:9-11).   
(i)  The poor often feel like failures; they’ve missed out on the things the 

world has to offer.   
(ii)  But James wanted them to know that they were more likely to be exalted 

in God’s kingdom, to be truly rich.   
(iii)  The rich would eventually fade away and lose all they had.   
(iv)  But the Christian, being content with food and covering, would 

eventually receive the true riches.   
 

b.  Apparently, they were tempted to show favoritism to the rich (2:1-7).   
(i)  They would honor the rich, pay special attention to them, give them the 

places of honor.   
(ii)  At the same time, they would dishonor the poor by ignoring them and 

giving them no place to sit.   
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(iii)  But it was the rich who oppressed them, dragged them into court, 
blasphemed Christ (vv. 6-7).   

(iv)  While again, it was the poor God had chosen to be rich in faith and heirs 
of the kingdom (v. 5).   
(a)  Those who don’t have enough need to trust God more.   
(b)  It is not dishonoring to be in that position, but God-honoring.   

 
c.  James also appears to have them in mind in our text from last week.   

(i)  It would be the rich who would arrogantly boast of going to another city, 
spending time there, making a profit (4:13-17).   

(ii)  The fact that James points out to them again the brevity of life, as he did 
the rich earlier (1:10), is another indicator.   

 
2.  Those whom James dealt with more indirectly, he now addresses directly.   

a.  The rich will one day receive justice for their crimes, on the one hand.   
b.  But the poor they’ve oppressed, on the other, will receive relief.   
 

3.  This is what we’ll be considering today:   
a.  This evening, we’ll consider the importance of patience in waiting for God’s 

vindication.   
b.  This morning, we’ll consider the judgment of the wicked.  I want us to 

consider two things:   
(i)  What their future is going to be like.   
(ii)  Why their future judgment will be this way.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  What is the future the Lord has stored up for the wicked? (vv. 1-3).  Obviously, the 
answer is judgment.  Let’s not forget that it’s not just the rich who will be judged, 
but all the wicked.   
1.  James implies they thought they were going to increase their happiness by 

gaining more possessions.   
a.  So many believe that the way to true happiness is through money.   

(i)  Money can buy you just about anything the world has to offer.   
(a)  Obvious things such as houses, cars, boats, expensive toys.   
(b)  Influence:  money talks.   
(c)  Companionship, “friends”:  the prodigal son had friends, as long as he 

had money, but not the kind we’d be interested in.   
(d)  Less stress:  at least over finances.   

 
(ii)  The presumption is that these things can make you happy.   
 

b.  This is what James says the rich were gaining:   
(i)  Money:  Gold and silver.   
(ii)  Things to buy with that money:  Garments.   
(iii)  Through which they might gain influence, companionship, friends.   
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c.  They thought these things would make them happy, and perhaps they did for 
a time.   
(i)  The author to the Hebrews speaks of sin as a passing pleasure (11:25).   
(ii)  We know it is, otherwise no one would be interested in it.   

 
2.  But instead of bringing them ultimate pleasure, James tells us these things 

would ultimately bring them pain.   
a.  He writes, “Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which are 

coming upon you” (v. 1).   
(i)  Instead of being happy about what they’ve done, they should be moaning.   
(ii)  There are miseries ahead:   

(a)  He refers either to the destruction of Jerusalem, which would have 
more dire consequences for the rich, than the poor, since they had more 
to lose.   

(b)  Or to the misery they would receive on the Day of Judgment, when 
God pronounced their sentence and they were cast into the Lake of 
Fire.   

 
b.  On that day, whatever was gain to them, they will lose.   

(i)  Their riches will not help them, but hurt them.   
(ii)  The things they desired so strongly to have, they will now strongly desire 

to be rid of.   
(a)  James writes, “Your gold and your silver have rusted; and their rust 

will be a witness against you and will consume your flesh like fire.  It is 
in the last days that you have stored up your treasure!” (v. 3).   

(b)  As we’ll see in a moment, the sins they committed to get this treasure 
will be exposed by this treasure.   

(c)  Instead of storing up treasures for themselves on earth, they have 
stored up wrath for themselves in hell.   

(d)  It will consume them like fire:   
(1)  It consumed them literally in A.D. 70.   
(2)  And would continue to do so throughout all eternity.   

 
c.  The very thought of these things should make them howl and weep.   
d.  Jesus said, “But woe to you who are rich, for you are receiving your comfort 

in full.  Woe to you who are well-fed now, for you shall be hungry.  Woe to 
you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep” (Luke 6:24-25).   

 
B.  Why would it bring them pain?  Is it wrong to have riches?  Why are they 

deserving of such punishment (vv. 4-6)?   
1.  Few Christians are rich, but some are.  There is nothing wrong with riches in 

themselves.   
2.  But the way one becomes rich makes the difference.  Look at the reasons for 

their misery:   
a.  They were covetousness (v. 3):   
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(i)  Their garments were eaten by moths; their gold and silver had rusted; 
meaning they had held onto and not used it.   

(ii)  We are to do good with what God gives us, honor Him, not covet and 
hoard.   

(iii)  Because they laid up their treasures for themselves and didn’t use them 
to benefit others, they have rusted, and their rust would be a witness 
against them.   

 
b.  They were holding back the wages of their workers (v. 4):  “Behold, the pay 

of the laborers who mowed your fields . . . has been withheld by you.”   
(i)  They needed these laborers to harvest their fields, and so hired them, 

probably for as little as they could, and then refused to pay them.   
(ii)  But the workman is worthy of his wages (Luke 10:7; 1 Tim. 5:18).   
(iii)  The money they withheld from their workers bears witness against them.   

 
c.  The laborers cried to the Lord and He heard:  “The outcry of those who did 

the harvesting has reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth” (v. 4).   
(i)  Sometimes we think God doesn’t hear when we bring the injustices done 

against us to His throne, but He does.   
(ii)  He is called the Lord of Sabaoth (Hosts) as He is the Defender of the 

defenseless.   
(iii)  He has many troops of angels at His disposal to send to our rescue.   
(iv)  He even uses the demons, the weather, etc., to deal out His wrath.   
(v)  But even if we don’t see His justice in this life, we will see it in the next.   

 
d.  They wasted their wealth on earth on self-pleasure, rather than using it for 

God’s glory:  “You have lived luxuriously on the earth and led a life of 
wanton pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter” (v. 5).   
(i)  The Lord doesn’t forbid pleasure, but He does forbid living for pleasure.   
(ii)  We are to be preparing ourselves for heaven, not to stay here on earth.   
(iii)  Prosperity tends to makes us the slaves of pleasure rather than God.  Our 

Lord says in Hosea 13:6, “As they had their pasture, they became 
satisfied, and being satisfied, their heart became proud; therefore they 
forgot Me.”   

(iv)  Their god became their bellies (Phil. 3:19).   
(v)  If we live for pleasure, pleasure becomes our god, and we abandon the 

true God.   
 
e.  Finally, they condemned and killed the righteous man:  “You have 

condemned and put to death the righteous man; he does not resist you” (v. 6).   
(i)  When anyone stood in their way, they took them to court, had them 

condemned – perhaps through bribes.   
(ii)  The righteous were either unwilling or unable to resist.   
(iii)  And they were put to death.   
 

f.  It was for all these things that James pronounces judgment against them.   
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III.  Application.   

A.  These are very serious sins; but it’s not for these alone that God will condemn the 
wicked.  Any sin that we live in unrepentantly, can and will condemn us on that 
day.   
1.  Paul writes, “Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the 

kingdom of God?  Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor 
adulterers, nor effeminate, nor homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor 
drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, will inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 
6:9-10).   

2.  He writes to the church at Rome, “But because of your stubbornness and 
unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and 
revelation of the righteous judgment of God, who will render to each person 
according to his deeds:  to those who by perseverance in doing good seek for 
glory and honor and immortality, eternal life; but to those who are selfishly 
ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and 
indignation” (2:5-8).   

3.  “Little children, make sure no one deceives you; the one who practices 
righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous; the one who practices sin is of 
the devil; for the devil has sinned from the beginning. The Son of God appeared 
for this purpose, to destroy the works of the devil.  No one who is born of God 
practices sin, because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is 
born of God.  By this the children of God and the children of the devil are 
obvious: anyone who does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor the one 
who does not love his brother” (1 John 3:7-10).   
a.  The Christian can’t live in sin, because God’s Spirit will not let him go that 

way without a fight, a fight that will always bring him back.   
b.  But the unbeliever does, and because he does, he will receive death, unless he 

repents.   
 
B.   But there is hope.   

1.  God is patient, waiting on the sinner to repent.   
a.  “Or do you think lightly of the riches of His kindness and tolerance and 

patience, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance?” 
(Rom. 2:4).   

b.  He offers to the sinner life, if he will only repent and believe.   
 
2.  If you are outside of Christ this morning, this hope is directed at you.   

a.  The Day of Judgment is coming; God will condemn the wicked because He is 
just.   

b.  But if you turn from your sins, trust in Jesus Christ, and obey Him from the 
heart, you will be saved.   

c.  Consider these things this morning; run to Christ, and be safe!   
d.  This evening, we’ll see what James has to say to us as Christians in light of 

the oppression of the wicked.  Amen.   


