
THE RICHES OF POVERTY 

JAMES 2 v 5-7 

 

Listen, my dear brothers and sisters: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world 

to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him?  But you have insulted 

the poor.  Is it not the rich who are exploiting you?  Are they not the ones who are dragging you into 

court?  Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of the one to whom you belong? 

 

If we trace the history of Christianity, one of the things we will notice is that it has always had a special 

message for the poor.  We see this in the ministry of Jesus.  In his first sermon preached in the synagogue at 

Nazareth, Jesus made this statement; Luke 4 v 18a “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed 

me to preach good news to the poor”.  The first beatitude states; Matthew 5 v 3 “Blessed are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”.  Luke emphasises this point even more; Luke 6 v 20 “Looking at 

his disciples, Jesus said: Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God”.  When Jesus was 

banished from the synagogues he walked on the open roads, sat on the hillside, stood by the seaside, and 

preached to the crowds of common people who were thrilled to hear his message.  In the days of the early 

church after Pentecost it was to the common people that the street preachers preached.  The message of 

Christianity was that those who mattered to no one else mattered to God.  Abraham Lincoln said; “God 

must love the common people because he made so many of them”. 

James has something important to say about the place of the poor in the kingdom of God; 2 v 5.  God has 

graciously elected the poor to salvation.  James is not saying that the rich and the wise and the great are 

excluded from God’s kingdom.  Neither is he saying that all poor people are automatically promised God’s 

kingdom because they are poor.  Nevertheless, because the gospel offered so much to the poor and 

demanded so much from the rich, the reality was that many poor people came into the church.  The common 

people heard Jesus gladly.  Rich people, like the rich young ruler, after meeting Jesus went away sorrowful 

because he had great possessions.  James is not shutting the door on the rich.  He is saying that the gospel is 

particularly attractive to the poor.  One of the reasons for this is that the gospel extends an open and warm 

welcome to people who have no one to welcome them.  The gospel puts a value on a person who is regarded 

by the world as valueless. 

James traces the Christian’s salvation back to the sovereign choice of God.  Thus, the many poor people who 

had embraced the gospel could stand as powerful testimony to God’s own attitude.  These people who were 

poor as far as everyday material things were concerned, were in fact rich in the sight of God.  Their 

inheritance consists of the kingdom which God has promised to those who love him.  The kingdom of God 

was the focus of Jesus’ preaching.  He presented himself as the one through whom God’s reign was even 

then being realized.  But the fullness of its power and the riches of its blessings are still in the future; 

Matthew 25 v 31 & 34.  Douglas Moo wrote; “Christians, however poor in material possessions they 

may be, both possess spiritual wealth presently and anticipate greater blessings in the future.  It is 



from this spiritual vantage-point, not the material, that Christians should judge others.  Whether 

believers or unbelievers, people should not be evaluated by Christians according to the standards of 

the world”. 

In the society which James was part of the rich oppressed the poor; v 6. The rich dragged the poor into the 

law-courts, probably because they had huge debts.  If a creditor, a rich man, met a debtor, a poor man, he 

could seize him by the neck of his robe, nearly throttling him and literally drag him to the law-courts.  That 

is what the rich did to the poor.  They had no sympathy for them.  James is not condemning riches, but he is 

condemning the conduct of rich people who didn’t show any sympathy.  The rich also abused the name by 

which the Christians are called; v 7.  A Christian takes the name of Christ; a Christian is called after Christ.  

The rich and the masters often insulted the name ‘Christian’.  One reason for this was that when slaves 

became Christians, they became very different people.  This meant that the master had less reason to act 

harshly towards their slaves. 

What are the lessons we learn from what James is saying?  It is possible to be poor in this world and rich in 

the next, or rich in this world and poor in the next.  Or we could be poor in this world and poor in the next, 

or rich in this world and rich in the next.  It depends on what we do with Christ and the material wealth he 

has given to us.  God promises his kingdom to ‘those who love him’ v 5b.   

We also learn something important about God’s choice based on his grace.  It forces us to relate to people on 

the basis of God’s purpose and not on the basis of human merit or social status.  Warren Wiersbe wrote; “A 

‘class church’ is not a church that magnifies the grace of God”.  In his life Jesus broke down the walls 

between the rich and the poor.  During my ministry as General Secretary of The Bible Society in Northern 

Ireland I visited the Bible Society of Egypt in Cairo.  One day I was taken to the garbage village on the 

outskirts of the city.  I visited a large Orthodox church hewn out of a rock.  In the midst of the rubbish and 

stench the village produced I realised in a powerful way the place the poor have in the kingdom of God.  

People may be very poor in this world, but they are rich in the sight of God.   

Let’s not forget that each one of us is spiritually poor.  God has chosen us to be rich so that by loving him, 

one day we will inherit his kingdom.                                 


