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ECONOMIC TRIALS 
(James 1:9-12) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 18 

November 2007 

Let the brother of low degree rejoice in that he is exalted: But the rich, in 

that he is made low: because as the flower of the grass he shall pass away. 

For the sun is no sooner risen with a burning heat, but it withereth the grass, 

and the flower thereof falleth, and the grace of the fashion of it perisheth: so 

also shall the rich man fade away in his ways. Blessed is the man that 

endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, 

which the Lord hath promised to them that love him. 

(James 1:9-12) 

Introduction 
Pastor and author Gordon J. Keddie has written (concerning the United Kingdom) in his 

commentary on James, “The ‘standard of living’ and the inequalities we feel between ourselves and 

our neighbours are the twin fountains of much of the day to day frustration that people in this 

country feel with respect to things economic.” 

No doubt, we can all relate to this. We have a sinful tendency to keep up with the Joneses, and we 

tend to measure the value of our lives according to our material possessions. At any given time, it is 

almost certain that we are all faced with some sort of economic trial. For many, it is a question of 

making ends meet at the end of the month. Others are concerned about providing for their children. 

A man I recently met expressed his opinion that parents ought to leave for their children ten times 

the material possessions that they themselves have. I assure you, this will not be true in my case! 

The authors of the New Testament recognised this temptation and addressed the issue of 

contentment in several places. The author of Hebrews perhaps summarised it best: “Let your 

conversation be without covetousness; and be content with such things as ye have” (Hebrews 13:5). 

Contentment is an important issue for the believer to grapple with. We constantly fight against 

covetousness, and battle to have confidence in Christ rather than in our legal tender. Jackson Brown 

sang that advertisers “lay their claim to the heart and soul of the spender,” and he was absolutely 

correct. Advertisers tell us that we simply cannot be happy apart from their various products. 

James tackles this economic trial head on in vv. 9-12, and he tells us in no uncertain terms what we 

are to rejoice in. He makes the point powerfully that it is in Christ alone that we find our 

significance. James deals in this section with two brothers—one wealthy and one poor—and exhorts 

both to rejoice in the Lord (vv. 9-11). He then closes the section by noting the blessing shared by 

rich and poor (v. 12). Whether you consider yourself wealthy or poor, this passage of Scripture 

speaks directly to your economic trials. Let us consider this text and learn from it that we might be 

prepared to successfully respond to our economic trials. 
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Two Brothers 
In the first part of this section, James addresses two brothers with the same spiritual inheritance but 

with very different material circumstances. This, of course, is a reality in any local church. How do 

we address this reality? What should be our response to the various trials faced by brothers of 

various material standing? The key, as James will show us, is a proper (biblical) estimation of true 

wealth. 

The Poor Brother 

The apostle begins by addressing the poor brother: “Let the brother of low degree rejoice in that he 

is exalted” (v. 9). 

The operative word in this section, and in the epistle as a whole, is the word “brother.” This is a 

word that James uses 19 times in his five chapters. It is significant here because it highlights the fact 

that, regardless of your socioeconomic standing in society, belief in Christ places you as a brother in 

the family of God. 

The term “low degree” has the idea of one who barely rises above the ground. It speaks of one of 

humble circumstances. In the words of Douglas Moo, it describes one who is “low down on the 

socioeconomic scale; one who is relatively poor and powerless.” 

And yet, in a stroke of irony, James tells the brother who barely rises above the ground to “rejoice” 

or “boast” in his “exaltation.” The word “exaltation” speaks of achieving great heights. It is the 

same word that Paul used of Jesus’ being exalted by His Father (Philippians 2:9-11). Thus, James is 

essentially saying, “Let those who have not risen very high rejoice that they have reached such 

heights!” 

We often associate boasting with sinful arrogance, but the word that James uses here for “rejoice” 

literally means “to joyfully exult.” It is translated in the New Testament variously as “glory” 

(Romans 5:3), “joy” (Romans 5:11) and “boast” (Romans 2:17). Boasting is not always sinful, and 

James uses the word here in a positive sense. 

The believer of low degree—the one who does not figure highly on the world’s socioeconomic 

scale, who doesn’t boast of a platinum credit card and fly first class to destinations around the 

world—is to rejoice because he is exalted in Christ. Material wealth means nothing in the eternal 

scheme of things; it is far more important to have one’s inheritance in Christ. 

We should understand that both the poor and the prosperous undergo financial trials. John 

Blanchard has noted that the wealthy believer might be tempted to desert God, whilst the poor 

believer might be tempted to doubt God. In either case, the temptation is to abandon one’s loyalty to 

Christ, and in each case the temptation is overcome by rejoicing that, in real terms, you have been 

exalted, that you have true riches in Christ. “The sole basis of our confidence,” writes Moo, “needs 

to be in our identification with Jesus Christ.” Or as Keddie puts it, “The humble circumstances are 

temporary; the exalted personal relationship with the Lord is permanent.” 

The fundamental issue here is that of having a proper value system, and in order to have a proper 

value system we require biblical wisdom (cf. v. 5). As we saw in our previous study, wisdom is the 

ability to see the big picture. The fool thinks, “I have many possessions and am therefore valuable 
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and significant.” The wise person, on the other hand, rejects physical possessions as the measure of 

significance and rejoices in being exalted in Christ at the right hand of the Father. 

I was astounded to read recently of a man who spent R100 million on a 24-carat diamond, which he 

named after his 12-year-old daughter. What an absolute waste of money! With all the needs in our 

world today, that money could be spent far more constructively. 

A baseball player in the United States recently asked for $300 million for a three year contract to 

play for the New York Yankies. They refused to pay him this amount and so he threatened to leave 

the club. He later returned and accepted their offer of a mere $275 million. When interviewed, the 

owner of the club stated that this player had made a “great sacrifice” to remain part of the New 

York Yankies! Clearly, this man has a problem with his value system. 

When, by the kind providence of God, we find ourselves battling materially, it is an opportunity for 

us to evaluate our value system. What is it that gives us significance? The size of our house? The 

type of car we drive? Where we sit on the aeroplane? The size of our bank balance? The colour of 

our credit card? Or do we find our significance in the fact that we are exalted in Christ? 

Would you place yourself in the company of this poor brother? Then be encouraged that economic 

trials are a very real means by which we develop Christlike character. Jesus Christ Himself had no 

place to lay His head, and yet He was thoroughly significant in Himself. “It is not your material 

resources that takes you through the testings of life,” notes Warren Wiersbe. “It is your spiritual 

resources.” 

The Prosperous Brother 

Though James shifts gears in vv. 10-11 from the poor brother to the prosperous brother, his appeal 

is essentially the same: proper valuation. He wants rich and poor alike to understand what is really 

important. He does not issue an indictment against wealth per se, but encourages a proper 

perspective regarding wealth and salvation. He desires both the rich and the poor to live life with an 

eternal perspective. Concerning the rich, he writes: 

But the rich, in that he is made low: because as the flower of the grass he shall pass away. For the 

sun is no sooner risen with a burning heat, but it withereth the grass, and the flower thereof falleth, 

and the grace of the fashion of it perisheth: so also shall the rich man fade away in his ways. 

(James 1:10-11) 

Some have argued, because James does not specifically address “the rich” as a “brother,” that he is 

speaking of a believer in v. 9 and of an unbeliever in vv. 10-11. I don’t think this is the case. On the 

contrary, I believe that “brother” is implied. “Let the brother of low degree rejoice in that he is 

exalted: But the rich [brother], in that he is made low” (vv. 9-10). 

The word translated “made low” is the same word translated “low degree” in v. 9. Thus, the wealthy 

believer ought not to boast in his material wealth, but he should boast in the fact that he has been 

made low by the grace of God in order that he might be made wealthy in Christ. To put it in Jesus’ 

words, “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). If you 

consider yourself rich, then your significance comes the same way as that of the poor: It is in Christ 

alone. 
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The Treasure of Salvation 

It is often the case that the more a person accumulates materially, the harder it is to get through to 

them spiritually. It is often true that professing believers fail to survive God’s blessings. People are 

easily ruined by prosperity, and thus it is clearly a display of God’s grace when He humbles the 

wealthy person to realise their poverty of spirit. Salvation is the great leveller; let the rich rejoice in 

that! Derek Tidball has stated it well: 

The low position of the rich believer is the same low position that every Christian shares. We all bow 

to request mercy and forgiveness of our sins. The rich believer knows the ground is level at the foot 

of the cross. 

The believing rich man understands (or at least needs to understand) that he is ultimately dependent 

upon God. He needs this conscious awareness. Sometimes, prosperity is more of an economic trial 

than poverty. In times of poverty we quickly recognise the need to pray for our daily bread; during 

times of prosperity we all too often find ourselves giving into the temptation to self-sufficiency. 

I recently began reading a sociological study on the church growth movement, and it is interesting 

to note that many mega churches are built on socioeconomic philosophies. Sadly, whilst many of 

these churches tell people what they want to hear (in terms of socioeconomic prosperity), they often 

do not tell people what they need to hear (in terms of satisfaction in Christ alone). James will not do 

the same; instead, he tells his rich readers to rejoice in their poverty of spirit. 

John MacArthur summarises James’ point well: “Trials are the great equalizer, bringing all of 

God’s children to dependence on him. Wealth does not bring God closer, nor does poverty keep him 

further away.” Indeed, in God’s economy, “salvation is about the reversal of one’s status before 

God. God’s kingdom is an upside down one and his economy works in the reverse way to ‘normal’” 

(Tidball). 

The Transience of Stuff 

Whilst we are easily tempted to boast in our material wealth, James warns us that what we have is 

transient; it has no eternal value. “As the flower of the grass he shall pass away. For the sun is no 

sooner risen with a burning heat, but it withereth the grass, and the flower thereof falleth, and the 

grace of the fashion of it perisheth: so also shall the rich man fade away in his ways” (vv. 10-11). 

It is important to note that the word “perisheth” here does not indicate that James is speaking of an 

unbeliever. All he is saying is that, just as grass eventually withers and dies in the scorching heat of 

the sun, so the rich man and his riches will one day fade. I recently heard Don Carson tell of a man 

in Chicago who saved for many years to purchase a Cadillac, and when he died he asked to be 

buried inside the vehicle. Evidently, he thought he could take his car with him, but the Bible makes 

it quite clear that we came into this world with nothing and we take nothing with us when we leave. 

Whilst all our earthly possessions fade, our relationship with Christ does not. That is the reason that 

the rich believer must rejoice in Christ: It is the only thing he has that will not one day fade. Just a 

few days of scorching heat without rain and grass quickly turns yellow. This is even truer in the 

Middle East than in South Africa. Almost overnight, grass can go from a rich green to a bland 

yellow. And that, says James, is what our material possessions are like. We have riches today, and 
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nothing tomorrow. Just as the poor need uplifting, the rich need humbling. The gospel accomplishes 

both, because it shows us that which is of lasting value. 

Of course, the Bible does not condemn wealth itself; nor does it teach that there is anything 

inherently blessed about poverty. Liberation theology teaches that the poor have a special place in 

God’s heart; that the poor are, by virtue of their poverty, closer to God than the wealthy. The Bible 

teaches no such thing. Scripture teaches that God is close to those who are poor of spirit, even if 

they are materially as wealthy as Donald Trump. Similarly, those who are proud in spirit are far 

from God, even if they are as poor as church mice. 

The word “ways” in v. 11 can also be rendered “pursuits.” The picture is perhaps one of a 

businessman. He may work as hard as he can to accumulate wealth, but if his life is taken from him, 

nothing that he has gained materially in this world is of any benefit to him. 

It is easy for us in this life to get caught up in accumulating possessions. I was recently in the 

United States visiting my brother-in-law and we went together to Home Depot. As we walked up 

and down the aisles, I found myself on several occasions commenting to him that I had a weakness 

for particular products that I saw. Later, we went to another store and, seeing some other items on 

sale, I again noted that I have a real weakness for those things. Eventually, I said to him, “You 

know, I have a lot of weaknesses!” The more I saw the more I wanted. Of course, there is nothing 

wrong with having earthly possessions, as long as it is not on earthly possessions that we place our 

highest value. 

Wealth is a blessing, but it is not the greatest blessing. The greatest blessing is to know that you are 

in Christ and to know that you are therefore exalted in Christ, seated at the right hand of the Father. 

In the context in which James is writing, and in the context in which New Testament believers 

lived, there are probably few, if any, reading this who can claim to be poor. Paul said that we should 

be content with food and clothing, and thus anything more than that qualifies biblically as wealth. 

As wealthy, we need to be very careful of the temptation to amass possessions. We must be careful 

of thinking that surplus income is intended only to make us more comfortable. We must be careful 

of placing our confidence in our possessions, or in our bank balance; we must be sure that our 

confidence is in Christ alone. As Jesus Himself said, “Ye cannot serve God and mammon” 

(Matthew 6:24). Commenting on this, Richard Foster writes, “According to Jesus, behind money 

are very real spiritual forces that energize it and give it a life of its own. Hence, money is an active 

agent, it is a low to itself and is capable Old Testament inspiring devotion.” 

One reason that people depart from the faith is that they place their highest value on money and 

earthly possessions, rather than on the fact that, by God’s grace, they have been humbled to know 

Christ. Let us be very careful that our trust is located correctly. 

One Blessing 
Both poverty and prosperity are economic trials. How we handle these trials tests the genuineness of 

our profession. Jesus illustrated this truth in His parable of the soils. 
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But he that received the seed into stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and anon with 

joy receiveth it; Yet hath he not root in himself, but dureth for a while: for when tribulation or 

persecution ariseth because of the word, by and by he is offended. He also that received seed among 

the thorns is he that heareth the word; and the care of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches, 

choke the word, and he becometh unfruitful. But he that received seed into the good ground is he 

that heareth the word, and understandeth it; which also beareth fruit, and bringeth forth, some an 

hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. 

(Matthew 13:20-23) 

Having dealt with the two brothers, each with his own unique economic trial, James now draws 

attention to a common blessing shared by the two: “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for 

when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love 

him” (v. 12). 

The word “endureth” means “to stay with,” “to hold on” or “to wait for.” It speaks often, when used 

in the New Testament, of being patient in tribulation. Consider just a few such references: 

• Matthew 10:22—“And ye shall be hated of all men for my name's sake: but he that endureth to the 

end shall be saved.” 

• Matthew 24:13—“But he that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved.” 

• Romans 12:12—“Rejoicing in hope; patient in tribulation; continuing instant in prayer.” 

• 2 Timothy 2:10, 12—“Therefore I endure all things for the elect’s sakes, that they may also obtain 

the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory ... If we suffer, we shall also reign with him: 

if we deny him, he also will deny us.” 

• Hebrews 10:32—“But call to remembrance the former days, in which, after ye were illuminated, ye 

endured a great fight of afflictions.” 

James pronounces a blessing on those who endure “temptation,” which, in this context, speaks of 

the assaults on our faith both in poverty and prosperity. Those who endure through this temptation 

“shall receive a crown of life.” 

When the New Testament speaks of crowns, it speaks of the final end of salvation. At the point of 

conversion, we are saved from the penalty of sin. For the rest of our lives we are being continually 

saved from the power of sin. One day, at our death or the Lord’s return, we will be saved finally and 

fully from the very presence and pleasure of sin. Jesus Christ will return to earth one day, and there 

will be a general resurrection of the dead. Unbelievers will be raised and banished to eternity in the 

lake of fire. Believers will be raised and welcomed into the very presence of God for all eternity. 

We will receive a glorified body, and that will be the crowning point of salvation. The New 

Testament identifies several crowns in addition to the crown of life: the incorruptible crown (1 

Corinthians 9:25), the crown of righteousness (2 Timothy 4:8), and the crown of glory (1 Peter 5:4). 

Each of these is simply a description of the finality of salvation. 

Life is not about amassing wealth; it is about knowing God. Everyone ever born will live forever, 

but eternal life, as defined biblically, is to know God and His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ (John 
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17:3). The blessing of full and final salvation is given here to those who endure through their 

trials—whether of poverty or prosperity—to the very end for the glory of God. 

The question that remains is, what is it that will help us persevere? What made the difference in 

Matthew 13 between two soils that failed to produce lasting fruit and the soil which produced with 

perseverance? The difference can be stated in one word: love. “The crown of life” is “promised” by 

the Lord “to those who love him” (v. 11). What is the motivation for our endurance? It is love for 

God. What keeps us going when we are poor, can hardly make ends meet, and are tempted to feel as 

if God has abandoned us? It is love for God. What is it that keeps us focused on Christ instead of 

our wealth when blessing is piled upon blessing? It is love for God. 

This concept of love for God is not unique to James. The apostle Paul wrote, “If any man love not 

the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be Anathema Maranatha” (1 Corinthians 16:22). Peter wrote of God: 

“Whom having not seen, ye love; in whom, though now ye see him not, yet believing, ye rejoice 

with joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8). John added his voice: “He that loveth not 

knoweth not God; for God is love ... And we have known and believed the love that God hath to us. 

God is love; and he that dwelleth in love dwelleth in God, and God in him” (1 John 4:8, 16). Again, 

“For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments: and his commandments are not 

grievous” (1 John 5:3). 

Conclusion 
Whatever economic trial you are facing—whether poverty or prosperity—you must respond with 

wisdom. Ask God to help you see the big picture. Pray that you will see His love for you in your 

circumstances, and the more you experience His love, the more you will grow in your love for Him. 

And the more you love God, the more faithful you will be to Him. May God give us the grace to 

endure the trial, fuelled by love for Him, one day crowned by Him. 

AMEN 
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