
Why Are the Rich Told to Weep and Wail?

NURU YA UPENDO www.wingulamashahidi.org | 1

(A Theological Reflection on James 5:1–6)

Now listen,  you rich people,  weep and wail  because of  the misery
that  is  coming on you.

James 5:1,  NIV

1. Wealth Itself Is Not Sinful—But It’s Spiritually Dangerous

The Bible never condemns wealth itself. In fact, Scripture contains
many examples of godly individuals who were wealthy: Abraham
(Genesis 13:2), Job (Job 1:3), David (1 Chronicles 29:28), and Joseph of
Arimathea (Matthew 27:57). Prosperity can be a blessing from God
(Deuteronomy 8:18). However, when wealth becomes an idol or is
acquired or maintained through unjust means, it becomes spiritually
toxic.

James 5 addresses not just the possession of riches, but the abuse of
wealth and power, particularly through oppression and greed. The rich
in this passage are condemned not for being rich, but for their unjust
treatment of the poor and their moral apathy.
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2. James 5:1–6: A Prophetic Warning to Oppressors

James speaks prophetically in this passage—his tone resembles that of
Old Testament prophets like Amos and Isaiah who fiercely condemned
social injustice.
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Full  Passage (James 5:1–6,  NIV):

[1]  Now listen,  you rich people,  weep and wail  because of  the
misery that  is  coming on you.

[2]  Your wealth has rotted,  and moths have eaten your clothes.

[3]  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.

[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.

[5] You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have
fattened yourselves in the day of  slaughter.

[6]  You have condemned and murdered the innocent one,  who was
not opposing you.
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Key Observations:

Verse 3: “You have hoarded wealth in the last days.”

This alludes to eschatological urgency—they are storing treasures on
earth while judgment looms (see Matthew 6:19–21).

Verse 4: The unpaid wages “cry out.” This echoes Deuteronomy
24:14–15, which warns against oppressing hired workers, especially the
poor.

Verse 5: They have “fattened themselves for the day of slaughter,”
symbolizing moral blindness and spiritual arrogance (cf. Romans 2:5).

3. God Hears the Cry of the Oppressed

James says, “The cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the
Lord Almighty.” This image is rooted in the character of God as a
righteous Judge who defends the cause of the poor.
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The Lord is  a  refuge for  the oppressed,  a  stronghold in times of
trouble.

Psalm 9:9,  NIV 

 

He upholds the cause of  the oppressed and gives food to the
hungry.

Psalm 146:7,  NIV

This reveals a consistent biblical theme: God is not indifferent to
injustice. In Exodus, the Lord heard the cry of Israelite slaves (Exodus
2:23–25), and He continues to hear every voice lifted in suffering and
injustice today.

4. The Righteous Employer: A Model from Job
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In contrast to the oppressive rich, the Bible offers Job as a model of
ethical, godly wealth. He cared for his servants as equals before God.

Job 31:13–15 (ESV):

13 If  I  have rejected the cause of  my manservant or  my
maidservant,  when they brought a complaint  against  me,

14 what then shall  I  do when God rises up? When he makes
inquiry,  what shall  I  answer him?

15 Did not  he who made me in the womb make him? And did not
one fashion us in the womb?

Job understood human dignity, the equality of all people before God,
and the accountability of the powerful. This is a picture of what
righteous stewardship looks like.

5. Jesus and Wealth: A Consistent Warning

Jesus also warned about the spiritual danger of riches:
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How hard it  is  for  the rich to enter the kingdom of  God!

Luke 18:24,  NIV 

 

Woe to you who are rich,  for  you have already received your
comfort.

Luke 6:24,  NIV

The call of the gospel is not to shame the wealthy but to redeem
them—to call them into righteous, generous, and humble living that
reflects the kingdom of God.

6. What Does This Mean for Us Today?

You may not consider yourself rich in global terms, but if you have
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anyone working for you—whether an employee, a domestic worker, or a
contractor—you are responsible before God for how you treat them.

Application Points:

Pay fair and timely wages (Leviticus 19:13).

Respect the dignity of every worker.

Listen to the concerns of those under your authority.

Use your wealth to serve, not exploit (1 Timothy 6:17–19).

7. A Call to Repentance and Justice

James’ urgent cry—“Weep and wail!”—is not just a condemnation but a
call to repentance. There is still grace available for the wealthy who
turn from oppression and embrace righteousness.
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If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our
sins and purify  us from all  unrighteousness.

1 John 1:9,  NIV

Final Exhortation

Be a righteous steward of whatever God has given you. Let your wealth
be a tool for compassion, not exploitation. Be like Job—just, humble, and
God-fearing—and blessings will follow.

Command them to do good,  to  be rich in good deeds,  and to be
generous and willing to share.

 1 Timothy 6:18,  NIV

May the Lord bless you and lead you in justice, mercy, and
righteousness.
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