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FOREWORD 
 

John has done a service to us in this little book where he has 

brought together a handful of John Wesley’s sermons on 

money and riches, by printing the texts of each, and then 

following up with a “review” section, where he interacts 

with each, holding a sort of class discussion. In the discus-

sion, he brings in others from John Calvin to Gordon Gekko; 

and often plays off Wesley against Wesley, recognizing that 

no single sermon is complete or final. Wesley was known 

for using a whole Bible approach to the Bible; and here he 

takes a whole Wesley approach to Wesley. Sometimes he 

corrects one sermon with another, sometimes he chides 

Wesley for his extremism, and at other times moderates 

Wesley using Wesley himself. All this brings Wesley him-

self into the discussion group of his own sermons which is 

absolutely delightful. This little book is a keeper; and you 

will repeatedly be tempted to skip the Wesley sermon; and 

skip directly to the discussion group! I thoroughly enjoyed 

this!  

Dr. Keith Drury  

Professor of Religion Emeritus 

Indiana Wesleyan University 
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PREFACE 
 

Over the course of about one year, I had been studying the 

history of Christian economic ethics. It began with R. H. 

Tawney’s Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, Leland 

Ryken’s Worldly Saints, and Kathleen MacArthur’s The 

Economic Ethics of John Wesley. By the time I listened on 

audio to all of Wesley’s five economic sermons, and com-

piled reviews for each of them, to make sure I understood 

the gist of them—I had a pretty solid grasp on the economic 

ethics of the Puritans, from which he drew his own financial 

ethics. He was the main preacher of these ethics in the age 

of Adam Smith. While there were many values that they 

communicated over the centuries, his emphasis was on the 

avoidance of luxury; not forgetting God if riches increase; 

sufficient philanthropy to the poor, the widow, and the or-

phan; honesty in business; and the love of neighbor in all 

economic activities. Wesley is also known for his simple 

economic formula: “gain all you can, save all you can, give 

all you can,” from his sermon “The Use of Money.” But 

when you look at his other economic sermons, you can see 

that they build on one another; and sometimes refer to the 

same things. He was masterful at clearing up certain Bible 

verses that warn about the spiritual dangers of money and 

riches. I haven’t read anyone else who has made these 

things so clear. What a fitting antidote these sermons are to 

the poisonous message of today’s prosperity preachers! 
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THE USE OF MONEY 

Sermon 50 

(1760) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

If you only read one of Wesley’s financial sermons, then 

this one would be the most complete in its scope. It presents 

a simple economic formula for Christians to follow: gain all 

you can, save all you can, and give all you can. He expects 

Christian men to work hard at their jobs and honestly. He 

expects them to save money, but only in order to meet their 

family’s needs; and never to spoil them with luxury items. 

He is a radical philanthropist and believes that the poor, 

widows, and orphans should be generously provided for; but 

granted, only when calculated from a family’s benevolence 

fund, which is gathered from the “overplus” or surplus 

money that a man earns: that money which is leftover, after 

the family’s most basic needs of food, clothing, and shelter 

have been met. 
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The Use of Money 
 

I say unto you, Make unto yourselves friends of the mam-

mon of unrighteousness; that, when ye fail, they may re-

ceive you into the everlasting habitations. 

Luke 16:9 

 

1. Our Lord, having finished the beautiful parable of the 

Prodigal Son, which he had particularly addressed to those 

who murmured at his receiving publicans and sinners, adds 

another relation of a different kind, addressed rather to the 

children of God. “He said unto his disciples,” not so much 

to the scribes and Pharisees to whom he had been speaking 

before,––“There was a certain rich man, who had a steward, 

and he was accused to him of wasting his goods. And calling 

him, he said, Give an account of thy stewardship, for thou 

canst be no longer steward.” (Verses 1, 2.) After reciting the 

method which the bad steward used to provide against the 

day of necessity, our Saviour adds, “His lord commended 

the unjust steward” namely, in this respect, that he used 

timely precaution; and subjoins this weighty reflection, 

“The children of this world are wiser in their generation than 

the children of light:” (verse 8:) those who seek no other 

portion than this world “are wiser” (not absolutely; for they 

are one and all the veriest fools, the most egregious madmen 

under heaven; but, “in their generation,” in their own way; 

they are more consistent with themselves; they are truer to 

their acknowledged principles; they more steadily pursue 

their end) “than the children of light;”––than they who see 

“the light of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 

Then follow the words above recited: “And I,”––the only-
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begotten Son of God, the Creator, Lord, and Possessor of 

heaven and earth and all that is therein; the Judge of all, to 

whom ye are to “give an account of your stewardship,” 

when ye “can be no longer stewards;” “I say unto you,”––

learn in this respect, even of the unjust steward,––“make 

yourselves friends,” by wise, timely precaution, “of the 

mammon of unrighteousness.” “Mammon” means riches or 

money. It is termed “the mammon of unrighteousness,” be-

cause of the unrighteous manner wherein it is frequently 

procured, and wherein even that which was honestly pro-

cured is generally employed. “Make yourselves friends” of 

this, by doing all possible good, particularly to the children 

of God; “that, when ye fail,”––when ye return to dust, when 

ye have no more place under the sun,––those of them who 

are gone before “may receive you,” may welcome you, into 

the “everlasting habitations.” 

 

2. An excellent branch of Christian wisdom is here incul-

cated by our Lord on all his followers, namely, the right use 

of money––a subject largely spoken of, after their manner, 

by men of the world; but not sufficiently considered by 

those whom God hath chosen out of the world. These, gen-

erally, do not consider, as the importance of the subject re-

quires, the use of this excellent talent. Neither do they un-

derstand how to employ it to the greatest advantage; the in-

troduction of which into the world is one admirable instance 

of the wise and gracious providence of God. It has, indeed, 

been the manner of poets, orators, and philosophers, in al-

most all ages and nations, to rail at this, as the grand cor-

rupter of the world, the bane of virtue, the pest of human 

society. Hence, nothing so commonly heard, as: 
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Nocens ferrum, ferroque nocentius aurum: 

“And gold, more mischievous  

than keenest steel.” 

 

Hence the lamentable complaint, 

 

Effodiuntur opes, irritamenta malorum. 

“Wealth is dug up, incentive to all ill.” 

 

Nay, one celebrated writer gravely exhorts his countrymen, 

in order to banish all vice at once, to “throw all their money 

into the sea:” 

 

In mare proximum, 

Summi materiem mali! 

 

But is not all this mere empty rant? Is there any solid reason 

therein? By no means. For, let the world be as corrupt as it 

will, is gold or silver to blame? “The love of money,” we 

know, “is the root of all evil;” but not the thing itself. The 

fault does not lie in the money, but in them that use it. It may 

be used ill: and what may not? But it may likewise be used 

well: it is full as applicable to the best, as to the worst uses. 

It is of unspeakable service to all civilized nations, in all the 

common affairs of life: it is a most compendious instrument 

of transacting all manner of business, and (if we use it ac-

cording to Christian wisdom) of doing all manner of good. 

It is true, were man in a state of innocence, or were all men 

“filled with the Holy Ghost,” so that, like the infant Church 

at Jerusalem, “no man counted anything he had his own,” 
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but “distribution was made to everyone as he had need,” the 

use of it would be superseded; as we cannot conceive there 

is anything of the kind among the inhabitants of heaven. 

But, in the present state of mankind, it is an excellent gift of 

God, answering the noblest ends. In the hands of his chil-

dren, it is food for the hungry, drink for the thirsty, raiment 

for the naked: it gives to the traveller and the stranger where 

to lay his head. By it we may supply the place of an husband 

to the widow, and of a father to the fatherless. We maybe a 

defence for the oppressed, a means of health to the sick, of 

ease to them that are in pain; it may be as eyes to the blind, 

as feet to the lame; yea, a lifter up from the gates of death! 

 

3. It is therefore of the highest concern that all who fear God 

know how to employ this valuable talent; that they be in-

structed how it may answer these glorious ends, and in the 

highest degree. And, perhaps, all the instructions which are 

necessary for this may be reduced to three plain rules, by the 

exact observance whereof we may approve ourselves faith-

ful stewards of “the mammon of unrighteousness.” 

 

I. 1. The first of these is (he that heareth, let him under-

stand!) “Gain all you can.” Here we may speak like the chil-

dren of the world: we meet them on their own ground. And 

it is our bounden duty to do this: we ought to gain all we can 

gain, without buying gold too dear, without paying more for 

it than it is worth. But this it is certain we ought not to do; 

we ought not to gain money at the expense of life, nor 

(which is in effect the same thing) at the expense of our 

health. Therefore, no gain whatsoever should induce us to 

enter into, or to continue in, any employ, which is of such a 
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kind, or is attended with so hard or so long labour, as to im-

pair our constitution. Neither should we begin or continue 

in any business which necessarily deprives us of proper sea-

sons for food and sleep, in such a proportion as our nature 

requires. Indeed, there is a great difference here. Some em-

ployments are absolutely and totally unhealthy; as those 

which imply the dealing much with arsenic, or other equally 

hurtful minerals, or the breathing an air tainted with steams 

of melting lead, which must at length destroy the firmest 

constitution. Others may not be absolutely unhealthy, but 

only to persons of a weak constitution. Such are those which 

require many hours to be spent in writing; especially if a 

person write sitting, and lean upon his stomach, or remain 

long in an uneasy posture. But whatever it is which reason 

or experience shows to be destructive of health or strength, 

that we may not submit to; seeing “the life is more” valuable 

“than meat, and the body than raiment.” And if we are al-

ready engaged in such an employ, we should exchange it as 

soon as possible for some which, if it lessen our gain, will, 

however not lessen our health. 

 

2. We are, secondly, to gain all we can without hurting our 

mind any more than our body. For neither may we hurt this. 

We must preserve, at all events, the spirit of an healthful 

mind. Therefore we may not engage or continue in any sin-

ful trade, any that is contrary to the law of God, or of our 

country. Such are all that necessarily imply our robbing or 

defrauding the king of his lawful customs. For it is at least 

as sinful to defraud the king of his right, as to rob our fellow 

subjects. And the king has full as much right, to his customs 

as we have to our houses and apparel. Other businesses there 
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are, which however innocent in themselves, cannot be fol-

lowed with innocence now at least, not in England; such, for 

instance, as will not afford a competent maintenance with-

out cheating or lying, or conformity to some custom which 

not consistent with a good conscience: these, likewise, are 

sacredly to be avoided, whatever gain they may be attended 

with provided we follow the custom of the trade; for to gain 

money we must not lose our souls. There are yet others 

which many pursue with perfect innocence, without hurting 

either their body or mind; and yet perhaps you cannot: either 

they may entangle you in that company which would de-

stroy your soul; and by repeated experiments it may appear 

that you cannot separate the one from the other; or there may 

be an idiosyncrasy,––a peculiarity in your constitution of 

soul, (as there is in the bodily constitution of many,) by rea-

son whereof that employment is deadly to you, which an-

other may safely follow. So I am convinced, from many ex-

periments, I could not study, to any degree of perfection, 

either mathematics, arithmetic, or algebra, without being a 

Deist, if not an Atheist: and yet others may study them all 

their lives without sustaining any inconvenience. None 

therefore can here determine for another; but every man 

must judge for himself, and abstain from whatever he in par-

ticular finds to be hurtful to his soul. 

 

3. We are, thirdly, to gain all we can without hurting our 

neighbour. But this we may not, cannot do, if we love our 

neighbour as ourselves. We cannot, if we love everyone as 

ourselves, hurt anyone in his substance. We cannot devour 

the increase of his lands, and perhaps the lands and houses 

themselves, by gaming, by overgrown bills (whether on 
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account of physic, or law, or anything else,) or by requiring 

or taking such interest as even the laws of our country for-

bid. Hereby all pawn-broking is excluded: seeing, whatever 

good we might do thereby, all unprejudiced men see with 

grief to be abundantly overbalanced by the evil. And if it 

were otherwise, yet we are not allowed to “do evil that good 

may come.” We cannot, consistent with brotherly love, sell 

our goods below the market price; we cannot study to ruin 

our neighbour’s trade, in order to advance our own; much 

less can we entice away or receive any of his servants or 

workmen whom he has need of. None can gain by swallow-

ing up his neighbour’s substance, without gaining the dam-

nation of hell! 

 

4. Neither may we gain by hurting our neighbour in his 

body. Therefore we may not sell anything which tends to 

impair health. Such is, eminently, all that liquid fire, com-

monly called drams or spirituous liquors. It is true, these 

may have a place in medicine; they may be of use in some 

bodily disorders; although there would rarely be occasion 

for them were it not for the unskillfulness of the practitioner. 

Therefore, such as prepare and sell them only for this end 

may keep their conscience clear. But who are they? Who 

prepare and sell them only for this end? Do you know ten 

such distillers in England? Then excuse these. But all who 

sell them in the common way, to any that will buy, are poi-

soners general. They murder His Majesty’s subjects by 

wholesale, neither does their eye pity or spare. They drive 

them to hell, like sheep. And what is their gain? Is it not the 

blood of these men? Who then would envy their large es-

tates and sumptuous palaces? A curse is in the midst of 
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them: the curse of God cleaves to the stones, the timber, the 

furniture of them. The curse of God is in their gardens, their 

walks, their groves; a fire that burns to the nethermost hell! 

Blood, blood is there: The foundation, the floor, the walls, 

the roof are stained with blood! And canst thou hope, O thou 

man of blood, though thou art “clothed in scarlet and fine 

linen, and farest sumptuously every day;” canst thou hope 

to deliver down thy fields of blood to the third generation? 

Not so; for there is a God in heaven: therefore, thy name 

shall soon be rooted out. Like as those whom thou hast de-

stroyed, body and soul, “thy memorial shall perish with 

thee!” 

 

5. And are not they partakers of the same guilt, though in a 

lower degree, whether Surgeons, Apothecaries, or Physi-

cians, who play with the lives or health of men, to enlarge 

their own gain? who purposely lengthen the pain or disease 

which they are able to remove speedily? who protract the 

cure of their patient’s body in order to plunder his sub-

stance? Can any man be clear before God who does not 

shorten every disorder “as much as he can,” and remove all 

sickness and pain “as soon as he can?” He cannot: for noth-

ing can be more clear than that he does not “love his neigh-

bour as himself;” than that he does not “do unto others as he 

would they should do unto himself.” 

 

6. This is dear-bought gain. And so is whatever is procured 

by hurting our neighbour in his soul; by ministering, sup-

pose, either directly or indirectly, to his unchastity, or in-

temperance, which certainly none can do, who has any fear 

of God, or any real desire of pleasing Him. It nearly 
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concerns all those to consider this, who have anything to do 

with taverns, victualling-houses, opera-houses, play-

houses, or any other places of public, fashionable diversion. 

If these profit the souls of men, you are clear; your employ-

ment is good, and your gain innocent; but if they are either 

sinful in themselves, or natural inlets to sin of various kinds, 

then, it is to be feared, you have a sad account to make. O 

beware, lest God say in that day, “These have perished in 

their iniquity, but their blood do I require at thy hands!” 

 

7. These cautions and restrictions being observed, it is the 

bounden duty of all who are engaged in worldly business to 

observe that first and great rule of Christian wisdom with 

respect to money, “Gain all you can.” Gain all you can by 

honest industry. Use all possible diligence in your calling. 

Lose no time. If you understand yourself and your relation 

to God and man, you know you have none to spare. If you 

understand your particular calling as you ought, you will 

have no time that hangs upon your hands. Every business 

will afford some employment sufficient for every day and 

every hour. That wherein you are placed, if you follow it in 

earnest, will leave you no leisure for silly, unprofitable di-

versions. You have always something better to do, some-

thing that will profit you, more or less. And “whatsoever thy 

hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.” Do it as soon as 

possible: no delay! No putting off from day to day, or from 

hour to hour! Never leave anything till to-morrow, which 

you can do to-day. And do it as well as possible. Do not 

sleep or yawn over it: put your whole strength to the work. 

Spare no pains. Let nothing be done by halves, or in a slight 
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and careless manner. Let nothing in your business be left 

undone, if it can be done by labour or patience. 

 

8. Gain all you can, by common sense, by using in your 

business all the understanding which God has given you. It 

is amazing to observe, how few do this; how men run on in 

the same dull track with their forefathers. But whatever they 

do who know not God, this is no rule for you. It is a shame 

for a Christian not to improve upon them in whatever he 

takes in hand. You should be continually learning, from the 

experience of others, or from your own experience, reading, 

and reflection, to do everything you have to do better to-day 

than you did yesterday. And see that you practise whatever 

you learn, that you may make the best of all that is in your 

hands. 

 

II. 1. Having gained all you can, by honest wisdom and un-

wearied diligence, the second rule of Christian prudence is, 

“Save all you can.” Do not throw the precious talent into the 

sea: leave that folly to heathen philosophers. Do not throw 

it away in idle expenses, which is just the same as throwing 

it into the sea. Expend no part of it merely to gratify the 

desire of the flesh, the desire of the eye, or the pride of life. 

 

2. Do not waste any part of so precious a talent merely in 

gratifying the desires of the flesh; in procuring the pleasures 

of sense of whatever kind; particularly, in enlarging the 

pleasure of tasting. I do not mean, avoid gluttony and drunk-

enness only: an honest Heathen would condemn these. But 

there is a regular, reputable kind of sensuality, an elegant 

epicurism, which does not immediately disorder the 
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stomach, nor (sensibly, at least) impair the understanding. 

And yet (to mention no other effects of it now) it cannot be 

maintained without considerable expense. Cut off all this 

expense! Despise delicacy and variety, and be content with 

what plain nature requires. 

 

3. Do not waste any part of so precious a talent merely in 

gratifying the desire of the eye by superfluous or expensive 

apparel, or by needless ornaments. Waste no part of it in 

curiously adorning your houses; in superfluous or expensive 

furniture; in costly pictures, painting, gilding, books; in el-

egant rather than useful gardens. Let your neighbours, who 

know nothing better, do this: “let the dead bury their dead.” 

But “what is that to thee?” says our Lord: “follow thou me.” 

Are you willing? Then you are able so to do! 

 

4. Lay out nothing to gratify the pride of life, to gain the 

admiration or praise of men. This motive of expense is fre-

quently interwoven with one or both of the former. Men are 

expensive in diet, or apparel, or furniture, not barely to 

please their appetite, or to gratify their eye, their imagina-

tion, but their vanity too. “So long as thou dost well unto 

thyself, men will speak good of thee.” So long as thou art 

“clothed in purple and fine linen, and farest sumptuously 

every day,” no doubt many will applaud thy elegance of 

taste, thy generosity and hospitality. But do not buy their 

applause so dear. Rather be content with the honour that 

cometh from God. 

 

5. Who would expend anything in gratifying these desires if 

he considered that to gratify them is to increase them? 
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Nothing can be more certain than this: daily experience 

shows, the more they are indulged, they increase the more. 

Whenever, therefore, you expend anything to please your 

taste or other senses, you pay so much for sensuality. When 

you lay out money to please your eye, you give so much for 

an increase of curiosity,––for a stronger attachment to these 

pleasures which perish in the using. While you are purchas-

ing anything which men use to applaud, you are purchasing 

more vanity. Had you not then enough of vanity, sensuality, 

curiosity before? Was there need of any addition? And 

would you pay for it, too? What manner of wisdom is this? 

Would not the literally throwing your money into the sea be 

a less mischievous folly? 

 

6. And why should you throw away money upon your chil-

dren, any more than upon yourself, in delicate food, in gay 

or costly apparel, in superfluities of any kind? Why should 

you purchase for them more pride or lust, more vanity, or 

foolish and hurtful desires? They do not want any more; 

they have enough already; nature has made ample provision 

for them: why should you be at farther expense to increase 

their temptations and snares, and to pierce them through 

with more sorrows? 

 

7. Do not leave it to them to throw away. If you have good 

reason to believe they would waste what is now in your pos-

session, in gratifying, and thereby increasing, the desire of 

the flesh, the desire of the eye, or the pride of life; at the 

peril of theirs and your own soul, do not set these traps in 

their way. Do not offer your sons or your daughters unto 

Belial, any more than unto Moloch. Have pity upon them, 
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and remove out of their way what you may easily foresee 

would increase their sins, and consequently plunge them 

deeper into everlasting perdition! How amazing then is the 

infatuation of those parents who think they can never leave 

their children enough! What! cannot you leave them enough 

of arrows, firebrands, and death? not enough of foolish and 

hurtful desires? not enough of pride, lust, ambition, vanity? 

not enough of everlasting burnings? Poor wretch! thou fear-

est where no fear is. Surely both thou and they, when ye are 

lifting up your eyes in hell, will have enough both of the 

“worm that never dieth,” and of “the fire that never shall be 

quenched!” 

 

8. “What then would you do, if you was in my case? If you 

had a considerable fortune to leave?” Whether I would do it 

or no, I know what I ought to do: this will admit of no rea-

sonable question. If I had one child, elder or younger, who 

knew the value of money; one who, I believed, would put it 

to the true use, I should think it my absolute, indispensable 

duty to leave that child the bulk of my fortune; and to the 

rest just so much as would enable them to live in the manner 

they had been accustomed to do. “But what, if all your chil-

dren were equally ignorant of the true use of money?” I 

ought then (hard saying! who can hear it?) to give each what 

would keep him above want; and to bestow all the rest in 

such a manner as I judged would be most for the glory of 

God. 

 

III. 1. But let not any man imagine that he has done any-

thing, barely by going thus far, by “gaining and saving all 

he can,” if he were to stop here. All this is nothing, if a man 
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go not forward, if he does not point all this at a farther end. 

Nor, indeed, can a man properly be said to save anything, if 

he only lays it up. You may as well throw your money into 

the sea, as bury it in the earth. And you may as well bury it 

in the earth, as in your chest, or in the Bank of England. Not 

to use, is effectually to throw it away. If, therefore, you 

would indeed “make yourselves friends of the mammon of 

unrighteousness,” add the third rule to the two preceding. 

Having, first, gained all you can, and, secondly saved all you 

can, then “give all you can.” 

 

2. In order to see the ground and reason of this, consider, 

when the Possessor of heaven and earth brought you into 

being, and placed you in this world, he placed you here not 

as a proprietor, but a steward: as such he entrusted you, for 

a season, with goods of various kinds; but the sole property 

of these still rests in him, nor can be alienated from him. As 

you yourself are not your own, but his, such is, likewise, all 

that you enjoy. Such is your soul and your body, not your 

own, but God’s. And so is your substance in particular. And 

he has told you, in the most clear and express terms, how 

you are to employ it for him, in such a manner, that it may 

be all an holy sacrifice, acceptable through Christ Jesus. 

And this light, easy service, he has promised to reward with 

an eternal weight of glory. 

 

3. The directions which God has given us, touching the use 

of our worldly substance, may be comprised in the follow-

ing particulars. If you desire to be a faithful and a wise stew-

ard, out of that portion of your Lord’s goods which he has 

for the present lodged in your hands, but with the right of 
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resuming whenever it pleases him, first, provide things 

needful for yourself; food to eat, raiment to put on, whatever 

nature moderately requires for preserving the body in health 

and strength. Secondly, provide these for your wife, your 

children, your servants, or any others who pertain to your 

household. If when this is done there be an overplus left, 

then “do good to them that are of the household of faith.” If 

there be an overplus still, “as you have opportunity, do good 

unto all men.” In so doing, you give all you can; nay, in a 

sound sense, all you have: for all that is laid out in this man-

ner is really given to God. You “render unto God the things 

that are God’s,” not only by what you give to the poor, but 

also by that which you expend in providing things needful 

for yourself and your household. 

 

4. If, then, a doubt should at any time arise in your mind 

concerning what you are going to expend, either on yourself 

or any part of your family, you have an easy way to remove 

it. Calmly and seriously inquire, “(1.) In expending this, am 

I acting according to my character? Am I acting herein, not 

as a proprietor, but as a steward of my Lord’s goods? (2.) 

Am I doing this in obedience to his word? In what scripture 

does he require me so to do? (3.) Can I offer up this action, 

this expense, as a sacrifice to God through Jesus Christ? (4.) 

Have I reason to believe, that for this very work I shall have 

a reward at the resurrection of the just?” You will seldom 

need anything more to remove any doubt which arises on 

this head; but by this four-fold consideration, you will re-

ceive clear light as to the way wherein you should go. 

 



23 

 

5. If any doubt still remain, you may farther examine your-

self by prayer according to those heads of inquiry. Try 

whether you can say to the Searcher of hearts, your con-

science not condemning you, “Lord, thou seest I am going 

to expend this sum on that food, apparel, furniture. And thou 

knowest, I act herein with a single eye as a steward of thy 

goods, expending this portion of them thus in pursuance of 

the design thou hadst in entrusting me with them. Thou 

knowest I do this in obedience to the Lord, as thou com-

mandest, and because thou commandest it. Let this, I be-

seech thee, be an holy sacrifice, acceptable through Jesus 

Christ! And give me a witness in myself that for this labour 

of love I shall have a recompense when thou rewardest 

every man according to his works.” Now if your conscience 

bear you witness in the Holy Ghost that this prayer is well-

pleasing to God, then have you no reason to doubt but that 

expense is right and good, and such as will never make you 

ashamed. 

 

6. You see then what it is to “make yourselves friends of the 

mammon of unrighteousness,” and by what means you may 

procure, “that when ye fail they may receive you into the 

everlasting habitations.” You see the nature and extent of 

truly Christian prudence so far as it relates to the use of that 

great talent, money. Gain all you can, without hurting either 

yourself or your neighbour, in soul or body, by applying 

hereto with unintermitted diligence, and with all the under-

standing which God has given you;––save all you can, by 

cutting off every expense which serves only to indulge fool-

ish desire; to gratify either the desire of flesh, the desire of 

the eye, or the pride of life; waste nothing, living or dying, 
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on sin or folly, whether for yourself or your children;––and 

then, give all you can, or, in other words, give all you have 

to God. Do not stint yourself, like a Jew rather than a Chris-

tian, to this or that proportion. “Render unto God,” not a 

tenth, not a third, not half, but all that is God’s, be it more 

or less; by employing all on yourself, your household, the 

household of faith, and all mankind, in such a manner, that 

you may give a good account of your stewardship when ye 

can be no longer stewards; in such a manner as the oracles 

of God direct, both by general and particular precepts; in 

such a manner, that whatever ye do may be “a sacrifice of a 

sweet-smelling savour to God,” and that every act may be 

rewarded in that day when the Lord cometh with all his 

saints. 

 

7. Brethren, can we be either wise or faithful stewards un-

less we thus manage our Lord’s goods? We cannot, as not 

only the oracles of God, but our own conscience, beareth 

witness. Then why should we delay? Why should we confer 

any longer with flesh and blood, or men of the world? Our 

kingdom, our wisdom is not of this world: heathen custom 

is nothing to us. We follow no men any farther than they are 

followers of Christ. Hear ye him: yea, to-day, while it is 

called to-day, hear and obey his voice! At this hour, and 

from this hour, do his will: fulfil his word, in this and in all 

things! I entreat you, in the name of the Lord Jesus, act up 

to the dignity of your calling! No more sloth! Whatsoever 

your hand findeth to do, do it with your might! No more 

waste! Cut off every expense which fashion, caprice, or 

flesh and blood demand! No more covetousness! But em-

ploy whatever God has entrusted you with, in doing good, 
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all possible good, in every possible kind and degree to the 

household of faith, to all men! This is no small part of “the 

wisdom of the just.” Give all ye have, as well as all ye are, 

a spiritual sacrifice to Him who withheld not from you his 

Son, his only Son: so “laying up in store for yourselves a 

good foundation against the time to come, that ye may attain 

eternal life!” 
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—————————— 

 

REVIEW 

 

This is probably the best-known sermon by Wesley on eco-

nomic ethics. It was this one that Kathleen MacArthur heav-

ily relied on for The Economic Ethics of John Wesley. There 

are three main principles that Wesley uses in his formula of 

economic ethics: 

 

1. Gain all you can.  

 

2. Save all you can.  

 

3. Give all you can.  

 

Under the heading of “gain all you can,” he says that you 

should work as hard as you can, and as honestly as you can, 

in your business. You should also save as much money as 

you can, to meet the bare necessities of life: providing for 

your family, food, clothing, and shelter. Wesley believed 

that surplus earnings or savings should never be spent on 

superfluities or luxury items. He believed that money should 

only be spent on needs; and never on wants. Any amount of 

“overplus,” or surplus of money, should be donated pri-

vately to the poor, widows, and orphans. Anything that 

could be called an unnecessary desire that does not involve 

the bare necessities of life, he called a superfluity, such as a 

lake house or speedboat. Such things only encourage a life-

style of Epicurean pleasures. For Wesley, there appears to 

be no middle ground. You can’t have the best of both 
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worlds: you can’t serve both “God and mammon” (Matt. 

6:24), is interpreted to mean, you cannot both give to the St. 

Vincent de Paul Society and own a lake house with a speed-

boat. You can’t have a both/and view of having some luxu-

ries and doing some philanthropy—you have no choice—

you need to have an either/or view of these things. You 

can’t be a luxury-loving philanthropist, but must afford 

yourself no pleasures at all—giving 100% of your surplus 

money away to those who are less fortunate. Philanthropy 

should be calculated from the “overplus” of your monthly 

income; and be put into a benevolence fund. The St. Vincent 

de Paul Society and street beggars should be the priority—

Christian poor and non-Christian poor; and after that, or-

phans and widows. 

   On this point, Calvin and myself would differ from Wes-

ley. I think he was too extreme on this point; and most likely 

because he was never a father, and wasn’t a husband for 

more than eight years. And he wasn’t the most attentive, 

nurturing husband there ever was, from the looks of it: he 

was often away from his wife on ministry trips. I would say 

that the dynamics of family life call for a moderate allowance 

of wants and superfluities, in order for there to be a sense of 

joy in the household, in order to remove the spirit of drudg-

ery from the home—so that the children are free to play; and 

the wife and husband have recreations, and can relieve 

themselves from the anxieties and pressures of the work 

week and school week. Solomon supports Calvin’s view: 

“This is what I have observed to be good: that it is appropri-

ate for a person to eat, to drink and to find satisfaction in 

their toilsome labor under the sun during the few days of life 

God has given them—for this is their lot. Moreover, when 
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God gives someone wealth and possessions, and the ability 

to enjoy them, to accept their lot and be happy in their toil—

this is a gift of God. They seldom reflect on the days of their 

life, because God keeps them occupied with gladness of 

heart” (Eccl. 5:18-20). It seems that Wesley would refuse to 

view such superfluous possessions as “gifts of God,” even 

though they might enable families to relieve the burdens in 

their lives. His commentary on Ecclesiastes 5:18 says: “His 

portion—Of worldly goods; he hath a better portion in 

Heaven. This liberty is given him by God, and this is the 

best advantage, as to this life, which he can make of them.” 

There seems to be a degree of reasonableness here, at least 

with eating and drinking, but he enumerates no other kinds 

of worldly goods as liberties; and says that living in Heaven 

is far better than any worldly goods we may have down here, 

(which is true,) but as if to divert your attention away from 

the subject that Solomon is considering: that it’s okay to en-

joy some worldly goods in this life as gifts of God! It looks 

to me, as if Wesley expects Christian families to live like an 

order of Catholic saints, living in complete self-denial. I 

don’t think this is a practical recommendation for the eco-

nomics, or the psychology, of the Christian family. Would 

you have them to live like the Amish? No television, no pool 

tables, no ping pong tables, no video games, no guns, no 

volleyball nets, no cheap fishing boats? Some of the ex-

treme independent fundamental Baptists and holiness peo-

ple live this way. Wesley did establish the Kingswood 

School for Methodist children—and from what I know, it 

was overly strict like those groups are, and was almost run 

like a monastery.  
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   All things in moderation, said Calvin; and I have to agree 

with him. But I agree with Wesley in his later sermons, 

when he associates “riches” with millionaires. The luxuries 

enjoyed by those men would likely go far beyond the 

boundaries of this moderate view held by Calvin. Richard 

Baxter also supported the moderate view of entertainments, 

even to the point of saying, “There are many shows that are 

desirable and laudable, (as of strange creatures, monsters, 

rare engines, activities, etc.) the sight of which it is lawful 

to purchase, at a proportionable price”—although he would 

have likely supported only watching cleaned up movies on 

ClearPlay or VidAngel—“but when the exercise is unlawful 

(as all stage-plays are that ever I saw, or had just information 

of; yea, odiously evil; however it is very possible that a com-

edy or tragedy might with abundance of cautions be lawfully 

acted), it is then (usually) unlawful to be a spectator either 

for money or on free cost” (Chapters from A Christian Di-

rectory, p. 132). 

   Money in this sermon is called the “mammon of unright-

eousness” (Luke 16:9), because it is usually made by evil 

means and used for evil purposes. This does not mean that 

money is evil in itself: only to say, that as a tool in the world, 

it is often misused by evil men. Wesley said that “we ought 

to gain all we can gain, without buying gold too dear, with-

out paying more for it than it is worth” (1.1). That is to say, 

not only that we should buy gold coins as a tool for saving 

and investing in the literal sense; but also in the symbolic 

sense, that we should not allow ourselves to be pushed into 

jobs that make us work harder than is necessary for our 

paychecks. Wesley said that people should avoid getting in-

volved in sinful businesses that involve robbing, cheating, 
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and stealing from people; to avoid doing business activities 

which are unhealthy, for example, leaning on your stomach 

at a desk for too long—and we may suggest he would sup-

port the use of these new adjustable stand-up desks which 

have been on the market for a few years now; to avoid doing 

dangerous jobs that might expose you to harsh chemicals, 

or extremely hard manual labor, and frequent exposure to 

workplace injuries, which is what Comenius sees in his vi-

sion he called, “The Pilgrim Examines the Order of the 

Tradesmen,” in ch. 9 of The Labyrinth of the World and the 

Paradise of the Heart. Algebra, believe it or not, is for the 

first time here spoken against as something that Wesley felt 

could have drawn him away from God, and into deism or 

atheism. I can see what he means, because whenever a per-

son crowds their mind with too much of something—even 

if it is a harmless scientific activity—that person runs the 

risk of distancing his mind from God, the Bible, and theol-

ogy. But he also says that some mathematicians can also 

find the time for faith in God and Bible study; and allows 

for a diversity of dispositions, gifts, and callings in the econ-

omy. 

   Vice industries should be avoided—alcohol, tobacco, and 

gambling businesses—or anything that produces harmful 

addictions. Surgeons and doctors often harm their patients 

with bad side-effect medications: and so even a medical ca-

reer should be pursued with certain cautions. Bars are bad 

places to work. Idleness is out of the question, because it 

allows people to get into silly and unprofitable diversions, 

to procrastinate about important things, indulge in too much 

leisure, take too many naps, and not be guided by common 

sense. Christians, however, should improve on their 
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business skills and knowledge, and read and study to be the 

best businessmen they can, while at the same time applying 

Biblical ethics to their work activities.  

   Under the heading of “save all you can,” he says you 

should have a safe at home and a safe deposit box at the 

bank. He once again underlines that all forms of luxury 

should be avoided: Epicureanism, gluttony, drunkenness, 

the desire of the flesh, delicacy, variety, expensive clothes, 

expensive furniture, expensive home décor, and expensive 

friends—what we today call “keeping up with the 

Joneses”—all of which is vanity, and sensuality, and should 

be avoided. Spoiling children with too many superfluities, 

or what Baxter called “need-nots,” are nothing but tempta-

tions for them. By doing this, we only train them to be ma-

terialistic and open them up to be demon-possessed children 

of Mammon (Matt. 6:24). Jesus said, “If anyone causes one 

of these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, 

it would be better for them to have a large millstone hung 

around their neck and to be drowned in the depths of the 

sea” (Matt. 18:6). I agree with this view. Immoderately 

spoiling children with expensive toys, the kind which most 

other children do not have the advantage of enjoying, is to 

train them up in the way of the snobs, who look down on 

their inferiors. Children should be taught the value of a dol-

lar; and to be humble, and meek, and thankful for the gifts 

of God. 

   Under the heading of “give all you can,” we come back to 

providing for your family as the number one priority: char-

ity begins at home. But if you have an “overplus,” or surplus 

of money that goes above and beyond the necessary ex-

penses of the month, then some of that money should be 
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given to the poor of the church, to beggars in the street, to 

widows, and orphans. You should do this in obedience to 

Scripture as a financial and spiritual sacrifice; and expect a 

reward in Heaven for it, if you go about it privately. There 

should be no sloth, no waste, and no covetousness in your 

life.  
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THE DANGER OF RICHES 

Sermon 87 

(1780) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

This sermon strongly discourages the desire to be rich, ei-

ther by well-gotten gain or ill-gotten gain. There are so 

many temptations to become obsessed with worldly goods, 

which are associated with having great wealth, that the seri-

ous Christian should avoid wealth like the plague. It makes 

men resistant to self-denial; and fills them with vices like 

sensuality, the desire of ease, hedonism, snobbery, Epicure-

anism, scientism, deism, and atheism. Of special concern is 

that snobbery, which Wesley calls “the pride of life,” and 

prevents humility from developing in men. 
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The Danger of Riches 
 

They that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and 

into many foolish and hurtful desires, which drown men in 

destruction and perdition. 

1 Timothy 6:9 

 

1. How innumerable are the ill consequences which have 

followed from men’s not knowing, or not considering, this 

great truth! And how few are there even in the Christian 

world, that either know or duly consider it! Yea, how small 

is the number of those, even among real Christians, who un-

derstand and lay it to heart! Most of these too pass it very 

lightly over, scarce remembering there is such a text in the 

Bible. And many put such a construction upon it, as makes 

it of no manner of effect. “They that will be rich, say they, 

that is, will be rich at all events, who will be rich, right or 

wrong; that are resolved to carry their point, to compass this 

end, whatever means they use to attain it; they fall into temp-

tation, and into all the evils enumerated by the Apostle.” But 

truly if this were all the meaning of the text, it might as well 

have been out of the Bible. 

 

2. This is so far from being the whole meaning of the text, 

that it is no part of its meaning. The Apostle does not here 

speak of gaining riches unjustly, but of quite another thing: 

His words are to be taken in their plain obvious sense, with-

out any restriction or qualification whatsoever. St. Paul does 

not say, “They that will be rich by evil means, by theft, rob-

bery, oppression, or extortion; they that will be rich by fraud 

or dishonest art; but simply, “they that will be rich:” these, 
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allowing, supposing the means they use to be ever so inno-

cent, “fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish 

and hurtful desires, which drown men in destruction and 

perdition.” 

 

3. But who believes this? Who receives it as the truth of 

God? Who is deeply convinced of it? Who preaches this? 

Great is the company of preachers at this day, regular and 

irregular. But who of them all, openly and explicitly, 

preaches this strange doctrine? It is the keen observation of 

a great man, “The pulpit is a fearful preacher’s strong-hold.” 

But who even in his strong-hold, has the courage to declare 

so unfashionable a truth? I do not remember, that in three-

score years, I have heard one sermon preached upon this 

subject. And what author, within the same term, has de-

clared it from the press?—At least, in the English tongue? I 

do not know one. I have neither seen nor heard of any such 

author. I have seen two or three who just touch upon it; but 

none that treats of it professedly. I have myself frequently 

touched upon it in preaching, and twice in what I have pub-

lished to the world: once in explaining our Lord’s Sermon 

on the Mount, and once in the discourse on the Mammon of 

unrighteousness.1 But I have never yet either published or 

preached any sermon expressly upon the subject. It is high 

time I should;—that I should at length speak as strongly and 

explicitly as I can, in order to leave a full and clear testi-

mony behind me, whenever it pleases God to call me hence. 

 

 
1 Wesley’s sermon: “The Use of Money.” 
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4. O that God would give me to speak right and forcible 

words; and you to receive them in honest and humble hearts! 

Let it not be said, “They sit before thee as my people, and 

they hear thy words; but they will not do them. Thou art unto 

them as one that hath a pleasant voice, and can play well on 

an instrument; for they hear thy words, but they do them 

not!” O that ye may “not be forgetful hearers, but doers of 

the word,” that ye may be “blessed in your deed!” In this 

hope I shall endeavour, 

 

I. To explain the Apostle’s words. And, 

 

II. To apply them. 

 

But, O! “who is sufficient for these things?” Who is able to 

stem the general torrent? To combat all the prejudices, not 

only of the vulgar, but of the learned and the religious 

world? Yet nothing is too hard for God! Still his grace is 

sufficient for us. In his name then, and by his strength, I will 

endeavour, 

 

I. To explain the words of the Apostle. 

 

1. And, first, let us consider, What it is to be rich? What 

does the Apostle mean by this expression? 

 

The preceding verse fixes the meaning of that: “Having food 

and raiment,” (literally coverings; for the word includes 

lodging as well as clothes,) “let us be therewith content.” 

“But they that will be rich;” that is, who will have more than 

these; more than food and coverings. It plainly follows, 
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whatever is more than these is, in the sense of the Apostle, 

riches; whatever is above the plain necessaries, or at most 

conveniences, of life. Whoever has sufficient food to eat, 

and raiment to put on, with a place where to lay his head, 

and something over, is rich. 

 

2. Let us consider, secondly, What is implied in that expres-

sion, “They that will be rich.” And does not this imply, first, 

They that desire to be rich, to have more than food and cov-

erings; they that seriously and deliberately desire more than 

food to eat, and raiment to put on, and a place where to lay 

their head, more than the plain necessaries and conven-

iences of life? All, at least, who allow themselves in this 

desire, who see no harm in it, desire to be rich. 

 

3. And so do, secondly, all those that calmly, deliberately, 

and of set purpose, endeavour after more than food and cov-

erings: that aim at and endeavour after, not only so much 

worldly substance, as will procure them the necessaries and 

conveniences of life, but more than this, whether to lay it 

up, or lay it out in superfluities. All these undeniably prove 

their “desire to be rich” by their endeavours after it. 

 

4. Must we not, thirdly, rank among those that desire to be 

rich, all that, in fact “lay up treasures on earth?” a thing as 

expressly and clearly forbidden by our Lord as either adul-

tery or murder. It is allowed, 1, That we are to provide ne-

cessaries and conveniences for those of our own household: 

2, That men in business are to lay up as much as is necessary 

for the carrying on of that business: 3, That we are to leave 

our children what will supply them with necessaries and 
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conveniences after we have left the world: and, 4, That we 

are to provide things honest in the sight of all men, so as to 

“owe no man anything.” But to lay up any more, when this 

is done, is what our Lord has flatly forbidden. When it is 

calmly and deliberately done, it is a clear proof of our desir-

ing to be rich. And thus to lay up money is no more con-

sistent with good conscience, than to throw it into the sea. 

 

5. We must rank among them, fourthly, all who possess 

more of this world’s goods than they use according to the 

will of the Donor: I should rather say, of the Proprietor; for 

He only lends them to us as Stewards; reserving the property 

of them to himself. And, indeed, he cannot possibly do oth-

erwise, seeing they are the work of his hands; he is, and must 

be, the possessor of heaven and earth. This is his unalienable 

right; a right he cannot divest himself of. And together with 

that portion of his goods which he hath lodged in our hands 

he has delivered to us a writing, specifying the purposes for 

which he has intrusted us with them. If therefore we keep 

more of them in our hands than is necessary for the preced-

ing purposes, we certainly fall under the charge of “desiring 

to be rich.” Over and above, we are guilty of burying our 

Lord’s talent in the earth, and on that account are liable to 

be pronounced wicked, because unprofitable servants. 

 

6. Under this imputation of “desiring to be rich,” fall, fifthly, 

all “lovers of money.” The word properly means, those that 

delight in money; those that take pleasure in it; those that 

seek their happiness therein; that brood over their gold and 

silver, bills or bonds. Such was the man described by the 

fine Roman painter, who broke out into that natural 
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soliloquy:— 

 

Populus me sibilat, at mihi plaudo 

Ipse domi simul ac nummos contemplor in 

arca.2 

 

If there are any vices which are not natural to man, I should 

imagine this is one; as money of itself does not seem to grat-

ify any natural desire or appetite of the human mind; and as, 

during an observation of sixty years, I do not remember one 

instance of a man given up to the love of money, till he had 

neglected to employ this precious talent according to the 

will of his Master. After this, sin was punished by sin; and 

this evil spirit was permitted to enter into him. 

 

7. But beside this gross sort of covetousness, the love of 

money, there is a more refined species of covetousness, 

mentioned by the great Apostle, pleonexia,––which literally 

means a desire of having more; more than we have already. 

And those also come under the denomination of “they that 

will be rich.” It is true that this desire, under proper re-

strictions, is innocent; nay, commendable.3 But when it ex-

ceeds the bounds, (and how difficult is it not to exceed 

them!) then it comes under the present censure. 

 
2 The following is Francis’s translation of these lines from Horace:--

“Let them hiss on, While, in my own opinion fully blest, I count my 

money, and enjoy my chest.”--Edit. 
3 Wesley allows for a degree for financial growth in meeting a family’s 

needs and conveniences, but he does not allow for the accumulation of 

millions, treasures, and loads of need-nots which can support a hedon-

istic lifestyle. 
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8. But who is able to receive these hard sayings? Who can 

believe that they are the great truths of God? Not many wise; 

not many noble; not many famed for learning; none, indeed, 

who are not taught of God: and who are they, whom God 

teaches? Let our Lord answer: “If any man be willing to do 

His will, he shall know of the doctrine whether it be of 

God.” Those who are otherwise minded, will be so far from 

receiving it, that they will not be able to understand it. Two 

as sensible men as most in England, sat down together, 

some time since, to read over and consider that plain dis-

course on, “Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon 

earth.”4 After much deep consideration, one of them broke 

out, “Positively, I cannot understand it. Pray, do you under-

stand it, Mr. L.?” Mr. L. honestly replied, “Indeed, not I. I 

cannot conceive what Mr. W. means. I can make nothing at 

all of it.” So utterly blind is our natural understanding touch-

ing the truth of God! 

 

9. Having explained the former part of the text, “They that 

will be rich,” and pointed out, in the clearest manner I could, 

the persons spoken of; I will now endeavour, God being my 

helper, to explain what is spoken of them: “They fall into 

temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful 

desires, which drown men in destruction and perdition.” 

   “They fall into temptation.” This seems to mean much 

more than simply, “they are tempted.” They enter into the 

temptation: they fall plump down into it. The waves of it 

 
4 Wesley’s sermon: “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount,” Dis-

course 8. 
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compass them about, and cover them all over. Of those who 

thus enter into temptation, very few escape out of it. And 

the few that do are sorely scorched by it, though not utterly 

consumed. If they escape at all, it is with the skin of their 

teeth, and with deep wounds that are not easily healed. 

 

10. They fall, secondly, “into a snare,” the snare of the devil, 

which he hath purposely set in their way. I believe the Greek 

word properly means a gin, a steel trap, which shows no ap-

pearance of danger. But as soon as any creature touches the 

spring it suddenly closes; and either crushes its bones in 

pieces, or consigns it to inevitable ruin. 

 

11. They fall, thirdly, “into many foolish and hurtful de-

sires;” anohtous: silly, senseless, fantastic; as contrary to 

reason, to sound understanding, as they are to religion: hurt-

ful, both to body and soul, tending to weaken, yea, destroy 

every gracious and heavenly temper: destructive of that 

faith which is of the operation of God; of that hope which is 

full of immortality; of love to God and to our neighbour, and 

of every good word and work. 

 

12. But what desires are these? This is a most important 

question, and deserves the deepest consideration. In general 

they may all be summed up in one, the desiring happiness 

out of God. This includes, directly, or remotely, every fool-

ish and hurtful desire. St. Paul expresses it by “loving the 

creature more than the Creator;” and by being “lovers of 

pleasure more than lovers of God.” In particular they are (to 

use the exact and beautiful enumeration of St. John,) “the 

desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of 
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life;” all of which the desire of riches naturally tends both 

to beget and to increase. 

 

13. “The desire of the flesh” is generally understood in far 

too narrow a meaning. It does not, as is commonly sup-

posed, refer to one of the senses only, but takes in all the 

pleasures of sense, the gratification of any of the outward 

senses. It has reference to the taste in particular. How many 

thousands do we find at this day, in whom the ruling princi-

ple is, the desire to enlarge the pleasure of tasting? Perhaps 

they do not gratify this desire in a gross manner, so as to 

incur the imputation of intemperance; much less so as to vi-

olate health or impair their understanding by gluttony or 

drunkenness. But they live in a genteel, regular sensuality; 

in an elegant epicurism, which does not hurt the body, but 

only destroys the soul, keeping it at a distance from all true 

religion. 

 

14. Experience shows that the imagination is gratified 

chiefly by means of the eye: Therefore, “the desire of the 

eyes,” in its natural sense, is the desiring and seeking hap-

piness in gratifying the imagination. Now, the imagination 

is gratified either by grandeur, by beauty, or by novelty: 

chiefly by the last; for neither grand nor beautiful objects 

please any longer than they are new. 

 

15. Seeking happiness in learning, of whatever kind, falls 

under “the desire of the eyes;” whether it be in history, lan-

guages, poetry, or any branch of natural or experimental 

philosophy: yea, we must include the several kinds of learn-

ing, such as Geometry, Algebra, and Metaphysics. For if our 
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supreme delight be in any of these, we are herein gratifying 

“the desire of the eyes.” 

 

16. “The pride of life” (whatever else that very uncommon 

expression, h alazoneia tou biou, may mean) seems to imply 

chiefly, the desire of honour, of the esteem, admiration, and 

applause of men; as nothing more directly tends both to be-

get and cherish pride than the honour that cometh of men. 

And as riches attract much admiration, and occasion much 

applause, they proportionably minister food for pride, and 

so may also be referred to this head. 

 

17. Desire of ease is another of these foolish and hurtful de-

sires; desire of avoiding every cross, every degree of trou-

ble, danger, difficulty; a desire of slumbering out life, and 

going to heaven (as the vulgar say) upon a feather-bed. Eve-

ryone may observe how riches first beget, and then confirm 

and increase, this desire, making men more and more soft 

and delicate; more unwilling, and indeed more unable, to 

“take up their cross daily;” to “endure hardship as good sol-

diers of Jesus Christ,” and to “take the kingdom of heaven 

by violence.” 

 

18. Riches, either desired or possessed, naturally lead to 

some or other of these foolish and hurtful desires; and by 

affording the means of gratifying them all, naturally tend to 

increase them. And there is a near connexion between un-

holy desires, and every other unholy passion and temper. 

We easily pass from these to pride, anger, bitterness, envy, 

malice, revengefulness; to an head-strong, unadvisable, un-

reprovable spirit: indeed to every temper that is earthly, 
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sensual, or devilish. All these the desire or possession of 

riches naturally tends to create, strengthen, and increase. 

 

19. And by so doing, in the same proportion as they prevail, 

they “pierce men through with many sorrows;” sorrows 

from remorse, from a guilty conscience; sorrows flowing 

from all the evil tempers which they inspire or increase; sor-

rows inseparable from those desires themselves, as every 

unholy desire is an uneasy desire; and sorrows from the con-

trariety of those desires to each other, whence it is impossi-

ble to gratify them all. And, in the end, “they drown” the 

body in pain, disease, “destruction,” and the soul in ever-

lasting “perdition.” 

 

II. 1. I am, in the second place, to apply what has been said. 

And this is the principal point. For what avails the clearest 

knowledge, even of the most excellent things, even of the 

things of God, if it go no farther than speculation, if it be not 

reduced to practice? He that hath ears to hear, let him hear! 

And what he hears, let him instantly put in practice. O that 

God would give me the thing which I long for! That, before 

I go hence and am no more seen, I may see a people wholly 

devoted to God, crucified to the world, and the world cruci-

fied to them; a people truly given up to God, in body, soul, 

and substance! How cheerfully should I then say, “Now let-

test thou thy servant depart in peace!” 

 

2. I ask, then, in the name of God, who of you “desire to be 

rich?” Which of you (ask your own hearts in the sight of 

God) seriously and deliberately desire (and perhaps applaud 

yourselves for so doing, as no small instance of your 
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prudence,) to have more than food to eat, and raiment to put 

on, and a house to cover you? Who of you desires to have 

more than the plain necessaries and conveniences of life? 

Stop! Consider! What are you doing? Evil is before you! 

Will you rush upon the point of a sword? By the grace of 

God, turn and live! 

 

3. By the same authority I ask, “Who of you are endeavour-

ing to be rich to procure for yourselves more than the plain 

necessaries and conveniences of life?” Lay, each of you, 

your hand to your heart, and seriously inquire, “Am I of that 

number? Am I labouring, not only for what I want, but for 

more than I want?” May the Spirit of God say to everyone 

whom it concerns, “Thou art the man!” 

 

4. I ask, thirdly, who of you are in fact “laying up for your-

selves treasures upon earth?” Increasing in goods? Adding, 

as fast as you can, house to house, and field to field? As long 

as thou thus “dost well unto thyself, men will speak good of 

thee.” They will call thee a wise, a prudent man! A man that 

minds the main chance. Such is, and always has been, the 

wisdom of the world. But God saith unto thee, “Thou fool!” 

Art thou not “treasuring up to thyself wrath against the day 

of wrath, and revelation of the righteous judgment of God?” 

 

5. Perhaps you will ask, “But do not you yourself advise, to 

gain all we can, and to save all we can? And is it possible to 

do this without both desiring and endeavouring to be rich? 

Nay, suppose our endeavours are successful, without actu-

ally laying up treasures upon earth?”  
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   I answer, it is possible. You may gain all you can, without 

hurting either your soul or body; you may save all you can, 

by carefully avoiding every needless expense; and yet never 

lay up treasures on earth, nor either desire or endeavour so 

to do. 

 

6. Permit me to speak as freely of myself, as I would of an-

other man. I gain all I can (namely, by writing,) without 

hurting either my soul or body. I save all I can, not willingly 

wasting any thing, not a sheet of paper, not a cup of water. 

I do not lay out anything, not a shilling, unless as a sacrifice 

to God. Yet by giving all I can, I am effectually secured 

from “laying up treasures upon earth.” Yea, and I am se-

cured from either desiring or endeavouring, it as long as I 

give all I can. And that I do this, I call all that know me, 

both friends and foes, to testify. 

 

7. But some may say, “Whether you endeavour it or no, you 

are undeniably rich. You have more than the necessaries of 

life.” I have. But the Apostle does not fix the charge, barely 

on possessing any quantity of goods, but on possessing 

more than we employ according to the will of the Donor. 

   Two and forty years ago, having a desire to furnish poor 

people with cheaper, shorter, and plainer books than any I 

had seen, I wrote many small tracts, generally a penny a-

piece; and afterwards several larger. Some of these had such 

a sale as I never thought of; and, by this means, I unawares 

became rich. But I never desired or endeavoured after it. 

And now that it is come upon me unawares, I lay up no 
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treasures upon earth: I lay up nothing at all.5 My desire and 

endeavour, in this respect is to “wind my bottom round the 

year.” I cannot help leaving my books behind me whenever 

God calls me hence; but, in every other respect, my own 

hands will be my executors. 

 

8. Herein, my brethren, let you that are rich, be even as I am. 

Do you that possess more than food and raiment ask: “What 

shall we do? Shall we throw into the sea, what God hath 

given us?” God forbid that you should! It is an excellent tal-

ent: it may be employed much to the glory of God. Your 

way lies plain before your face; if you have courage, walk 

in it. Having gained, in a right sense, all you can, and saved 

 
5 Wesley’s personal financial growth came upon him, by the chance oc-

currence, that many of the books and pamphlets he had written over the 

course of 42 years, eventually took off with skyrocketing book sales in 

the Christian book publishing market. He says, “I unawares became 

rich.” But what were the amounts? According to Matt Friedman’s The 

Accountability Connection, p. 12, Wesley was careful to never allow his 

living expenses to exceed £28 to £30 a year, which might be about 

$9,000 a year in today’s money! This might sound outrageous, but Wes-

ley was basically a Spartan or Franciscan when it came to personal ex-

penses. He didn’t operate on the financial pie charts that middle class 

American breadwinners do. He was often on the road doing evangelism; 

and was only married for eight years. He never had any children to sup-

port. He gave to the poor all of his surplus from book royalties, and 

never enriched himself. He seemed to give to the poor on an annual basis 

in one lump sum: when he earned £30 one year, then he gave away £2 

in that year; when he earned £60 a year, then he gave away £32 in that 

year and so on. Eventually his book sales brought him £1,400 one year 

or $300,000 in today’s money. He did not become a millionaire in this 

year, but it was probably then that he was referring to when he said, “I 

unawares became rich.” He gave 98% of that away to the poor! 
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all you can; in spite of nature, and custom, and worldly pru-

dence, give all you can. I do not say, “Be a good Jew, giving 

a tenth of all you possess.” I do not say, “Be a good Pharisee, 

giving a fifth of all your substance.” I dare not advise you 

to give half of what you have; no, nor three quarters; but all! 

Lift up your hearts, and you will see clearly, in what sense 

this is to be done. If you desire to be a “faithful and a wise 

steward,” out of that portion of your Lord’s goods which he 

has for the present lodged in your hands, but with the right 

of resumption whenever it pleaseth him, 1. Provide things 

needful for yourself; food to eat, raiment to put on; whatever 

nature moderately requires, for preserving you both in 

health and strength. 2. Provide these for your wife, your 

children, your servants, or any others who pertain to your 

household. If, when this is done, there be an overplus left, 

then do good to “them that are of the household of faith.” If 

there be an overplus still, “as you have opportunity, do good 

unto all men.” In so doing, you give all you can; nay, in a 

sound sense, all you have. For all that is laid out in this man-

ner, is really given to God. You render unto God the things 

that are God’s, not only by what you give to the poor, but 

also by that which you expend in providing things needful 

for yourself and your household. 

 

9. O ye Methodists, hear the word of the Lord! I have a mes-

sage from God to all men; but to you above all. For above 

forty years I have been a servant to you and to your fathers. 

And I have not been as a reed shaken with the wind: I have 

not varied in my testimony. I have testified to you the very 

same thing from the first day even until now. But “who hath 

believed our report?” I fear, not many rich: I fear there is 
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need to apply to some of you those terrible words of the 

Apostle: “Go to now, ye rich men! weep and howl for the 

miseries which shall come upon you. Your gold and silver 

is cankered, and the rust of them shall witness against you 

and shall eat your flesh, as it were fire.” Certainly it will, 

unless ye both save all you can and give all you can. But 

who of you hath considered this since you first heard the 

will of the Lord concerning it? Who is now determined to 

consider and practise it? By the grace of God, begin to-day! 

 

10. O ye lovers of money, hear the word of the Lord! Sup-

pose ye that money, though multiplied as the sand of the sea, 

can give happiness? Then you are “given up to a strong de-

lusion, to believe a lie;”––a palpable lie, confuted daily by 

a thousand experiments. Open your eyes! Look all around 

you! Are the richest men the happiest? Have those the larg-

est share of content who have the largest possessions? Is not 

the very reverse true? Is it not a common observation, that 

the richest of men are, in general, the most discontented, the 

most miserable? Had not the far greater part of them more 

content when they had less money? Look into your breasts. 

If you are increased in goods, are you proportionably in-

creased in happiness? You have more substance; but have 

you more content? You know that in seeking happiness 

from riches, you are only striving to drink out of empty 

cups. And let them be painted and gilded ever so finely, they 

are empty still. 

 

11. O ye that desire or endeavour to be rich, hear ye the 

word of the Lord! Why should ye be stricken any more? 

Will not even experience teach you wisdom? Will ye leap 
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into a pit with your eyes open? Why should you any more 

“fall into temptation?” It cannot be but temptation, will be-

set you, as long as you are in the body. But though it should 

beset you on every side, why will you enter into it? There is 

no necessity for this: it is your own voluntary act and deed. 

Why should you any more plunge yourselves into a snare, 

into the trap Satan has laid for you, that is ready to break 

your bones in pieces? to crush your soul to death? After fair 

warning, why should you sink any more into “foolish and 

hurtful desires?” Desires as inconsistent with reason as they 

are with religion itself! Desires that have done you more 

hurt already than all the treasures upon earth can counter-

vail. 

 

12. Have they not hurt you already, have they not wounded 

you in the tenderest part, by slackening, if not utterly de-

stroying, your “hunger and thirst after righteousness?” Have 

you now the same longing that you had once, for the whole 

image of God? Have you the same vehement desire as you 

formerly had, of “going on unto perfection?” Have they not 

hurt you by weakening your faith? Have you now faith’s 

“abiding impression, realizing things to come?” Do you en-

dure, in all temptations, from pleasure or pain, “seeing Him 

that is invisible?” Have you every day, and every hour, an 

uninterrupted sense of his presence? Have they not hurt you 

with regard to your hope? Have you now a hope full of im-

mortality? Are you still big with earnest expectation of all 

the great and precious promises? Do you now “taste the 

powers of the world to come?” Do you “sit in heavenly 

places with Christ Jesus?” 
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13. Have they not so hurt you, as to stab your religion to the 

heart? Have they not cooled (if not quenched) your love to 

God? This is easily determined. Have you the same delight 

in God which you once had? Can you now say,  

 

I nothing want beneath, above; 

Happy, happy in thy love! 

 

I fear, not. And if your love of God is in any wise decayed, 

so is also your love of your neighbour. You are then hurt in 

the very life and spirit of your religion! If you lose love, you 

lose all. 

 

14. Are not you hurt with regard to your humility? If you are 

increased in goods, it cannot well be otherwise. Many will 

think you a better, because you are a richer, man: And how 

can you help thinking so yourself? Especially, considering 

the commendations which some will give you in simplicity, 

and many with a design to serve themselves of you. If you 

are hurt in your humility, it will appear by this token: you 

are not so easy to be teachable as you were, not so advisable; 

you are not so easy to be convinced, not so easy to be per-

suaded; you have a much better opinion of your own judg-

ment and are more attached to your own will. Formerly one 

might guide you with a thread; now one cannot turn you 

with a cart-rope. You were glad to be admonished or re-

proved; but that time is past. And you now account a man 

your enemy because he tells you the truth. O let each of you 

calmly consider this, and see if it be not your own picture! 
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15. Are you not equally hurt with regard to your meekness? 

You had once learned an excellent lesson of him that was 

meek as well as lowly in heart. When you were reviled, you 

reviled not again. You did not return railing for railing, but 

contrariwise, blessing. Your love was not provoked, but en-

abled you on all occasions to overcome evil with good. Is 

this your case now? I am afraid not. I fear you cannot “bear 

all things.” Alas, it may rather be said, you can bear nothing; 

no injury, nor even affront! How quickly are you ruffled! 

How readily does that occur, “What! to use me so! What 

insolence is this! How did he dare to do it! I am not now 

what I was once. Let him know, I am now able to defend 

myself.” You mean, to revenge yourself. And it is much if 

you are not willing, as well as able; if you do not take your 

fellow servant by the throat. 

 

16. And are you not hurt in your patience too? Does your 

love now “endure all things?” Do you still “in patience pos-

sess your soul,” as when you first believed? O what a change 

is here! You have again learnt to be frequently out of hu-

mour. You are often fretful; you feel, nay, and give way to 

peevishness. You find abundance of things go so cross that 

you cannot tell how to bear them. Many years ago I was 

sitting with a gentleman in London, who feared God greatly, 

and generally gave away, year by year, nine tenths of his 

yearly income. A servant came in and threw some coals on 

the fire. A puff of smoke came out. The baronet threw him-

self back in his chair and cried out, “O Mr. Wesley, these 

are the crosses I meet with daily!” Would he not have been 
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less impatient, if he had had fifty, instead of five thousand, 

pounds a year?6 

 

17. But to return. Are not you who have been successful in 

your endeavours to increase in substance, insensibly sunk 

into softness of mind, if not of body too? You no longer re-

joice to “endure hardship, as good soldiers of Jesus Christ.” 

You no longer “rush into the kingdom of heaven, and take 

it as by storm.” You do not cheerfully and gladly “deny 

yourselves, and take up your cross daily.” You cannot deny 

yourself the poor pleasure of a little sleep, or of a soft bed, 

in order to hear the word that is able to save your souls! In-

deed, you “cannot go out so early in the morning: besides it 

is dark, nay, cold, perhaps rainy too. Cold, darkness, rain, 

all these together,––I can never think of it.” You did not say 

so when you were a poor man. You then regarded none of 

these things. It is the change of circumstances which has oc-

casioned this melancholy change in your body and mind: 

You are but the shadow of what you were! What have riches 

done for you?  

   “But it cannot be expected I should do as I have done. For 

I am now grown old.” Am not I grown old as well as you? 

Am not I in my seventy-eighth year? Yet by the grace of 

God, I do not slack my pace yet. Neither would you, if you 

were a poor man still. 

 
6 Wesley observes that this baronet—this wealthy Methodist—whom 

had given away 90% of his yearly income, after doing so, still retained 

for himself £5,000 or $1.2 million a year in today’s money. Wesley’s 

observation was that this was still too much money for this man. He was 

still incredibly impatient and hot-tempered, because the amount he kept 

back for himself still made him feel high-minded and comfort-seeking. 
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18. You are so deeply hurt that you have well nigh lost your 

zeal for works of mercy, as well as of piety. You once 

pushed on through cold or rain, or whatever cross lay in your 

way, to see the poor, the sick, the distressed. You went about 

doing good, and found out those who were not able to find 

you. You cheerfully crept down into their cellars, and 

climbed up into their garrets, 

 

To supply all their wants, 

And spend and be spent in assisting his saints. 

 

You found out every scene of human misery, and assisted 

according to your power: 

 

Each form of woe your generous pity moved; 

Your Saviour’s face you saw, and, seeing, loved. 

 

Do you now tread in the same steps? What hinders? Do you 

fear spoiling your silken coat? Or is there another lion in the 

way? Are you afraid of catching vermin? And are you not 

afraid lest the roaring lion should catch you? Are you not 

afraid of Him that hath said, “Inasmuch as ye have not done 

it unto the least of these, ye have not done it unto me?” What 

will follow? “Depart, ye cursed, into everlasting fire pre-

pared for the devil and his angels!” 

 

19. In time past how mindful were you of that word: “Thou 

shalt not hate thy brother in thy heart:––Thou shalt in any 

wise reprove thy brother, and not suffer sin upon him!” You 

did reprove directly or indirectly, all those that sinned in 
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your sight. And happy consequences quickly followed. How 

good was a word spoken in season! It was often as an arrow 

from the hand of a giant. Many a heart was pierced. Many 

of the stout-hearted, who scorned to hear a sermon, 

 

Fell down before his cross subdued, 

And felt his arrows dipped in blood. 

 

But which of you now has that compassion for the ignorant, 

and for them that are out of the way? They may wander on 

for you, and plunge into the lake of fire, without let or hin-

drance. Gold hath steeled your hearts. You have something 

else to do. 

 

Unhelp’d, unpitied let the wretches fall. 

 

20. Thus have I given you, O ye gainers, lovers, possessors 

of riches, one more (it may be the last) warning. O that it 

may not be in vain! May God write it upon all your hearts! 

Though “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of 

heaven,” yet the things impossible with men are possible 

with God.” Lord, speak! and even the rich men that hear 

these words shall enter thy kingdom, shall “take the king-

dom of heaven by violence,” shall “sell all for the pearl of 

great price:” shall be “crucified to the world, and count all 

things dung, that they may win Christ!” 
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—————————— 

 

REVIEW 

 

“Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap 

and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge peo-

ple into ruin and destruction” (1 Tim. 6:9). There should be 

no unjust gain, theft, extortion, fraud, or deceptive arts in 

the pursuit of making money: and with food and clothing 

we should be content (1 Tim. 6:8). Above these are nothing 

but riches. We should desire nothing more than the neces-

saries of life. Food, clothing, and a basic modest house. We 

shouldn’t desire any kind of superfluities, need-nots, or un-

necessary luxuries. Our necessaries are what we should 

budget for: providing for our family, setting aside business 

funds, an inheritance for children, debt relief, but we 

shouldn’t hoard millions of dollars, above and beyond the 

necessaries of life.  

   We shouldn’t be sitting there “brooding” over our gold, 

silver, stock shares, and treasury bonds for long periods of 

time. These were the investments of the 18th century, and 

useful to provide financial security for emergencies, but we 

shouldn’t dwell and brood over them all the time. That’s 

idolatry and covetousness. Lock them away in a safe and 

forget about them. Exodus 20:17: “You shall not covet your 

neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, 

or his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything 

that belongs to your neighbor.” Always remaining discon-

tent, even though you’re a millionaire—always wanting 

more, and more, and more. That’s covetousness; that’s 

when you break the tenth commandment. Greed is 
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BAD…sorry Gordon Gekko. Pursuing a degree of financial 

growth to better meet your financial necessities is one thing: 

striving to grow from the lower class into the middle class—

that’s fine (Prov. 30:8). But it’s when you are striving to 

grow from the middle class into the upper class—to pursue 

millions, luxuries, and need-nots: that’s when financial 

growth turns into something sinful. “The love of money is a 

root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have 

wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many 

griefs” (1 Tim. 6:10). Such people say to themselves, 

“Whether it’s right or wrong, I will find a way to get my 

millions.” Such people forget God, live without God in the 

world, and pursue riches in an unrestrained manner (Deut. 

8:10-14; Eph. 2:12). Most of these people have to turn them-

selves into disgusting, unbelieving Machiavellians in order 

to get their millions; and their women become idlers, gold 

diggers, and shopping addicts. 

   “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where 

moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and 

steal…No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate 

the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one 

and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and 

money” (Matt. 6:19, 24). This statement from Jesus should 

not be understood as God telling Christian fathers not to 

save and invest for their families. If that were the case, not 

only would it not agree with common sense, but it would 

not agree with Scripture that has already been stated, and 

which “cannot be broken” (John 10:35). Solomon taught us 

to save money and invest it: “whoever gathers money little 

by little makes it grow”; “ship your grain across the sea; af-

ter many days you may receive a return. Invest in seven 



58 

 

ventures, yes, in eight; you do not know what disaster may 

come upon the land” (Prov. 13:11; Eccl. 11:1-2). Paul said 

that “anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and 

especially for their own household, has denied the faith and 

is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8). Common sense 

says that saving up for emergency funds, college funds, and 

retirement funds would fall into this category of providing 

for the family. So what does Jesus mean when he says, “Do 

not store up for yourselves treasures on earth?” Just that: 

treasures. He didn’t forbid us from saving money and in-

vesting in different things. The issue is once again superflu-

ities, need-nots, luxury items, and millions—possessions 

that go above and beyond the bounds of financial reason; far 

beyond the basic necessities of life. 

   Once people make up their minds to become millionaires, 

they are pretty much sealing their fate, and abandoning all 

hope of salvation from Hell. They become like the Rich 

Young Ruler, who after Jesus told him to sell his posses-

sions and give to the poor—didn’t bother to continue the 

conversation with him about percentages, or how to yield to 

Jesus’ word—but simply “went away sad, because he had 

great wealth” (Matt. 19:22). Wesley rightly says, “Of those 

who thus enter into temptation, very few escape out of it.” 

When people try to become millionaires, they develop silly, 

fantastic, and earthly-minded views which destroy every 

heavenly temper that might have existed in them with the 

Holy Spirit. The superfluities, need-nots, and luxuries that 

surround them—and the spirit of Mammon that comes to 

haunt these accursed objects—will drive every fruit of the 

Holy Spirit out of their hearts. There is no more room in 

them for “love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, 
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goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control,” but 

only an opening up of their hearts to the reign of original 

sin, and demon possession, in the various forms of “sexual 

immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witch-

craft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, 

dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the 

like” (Gal. 5:19-23). To be fair, millionaires fall into two 

categories. Dante’s Inferno, in Canto VII, speaks of a sec-

tion in Hell that is filled with hoarders and spendthrifts, and 

his guide has to tell him that “it was squandering and hoard-

ing that have robbed them” of going to live in Heaven.  

   Wesley’s primary concern was the squandering spend-

thrifts among the millionaires. He believed that most of the 

English people had a tendency to squander money on luxu-

ries; and not to save their money for useful purposes; not 

being frugal, careful, bookkeeping, and budgeting. But the 

hoarding miser like Scrooge is not to be commended either, 

because he refuses to give to the needy and alleviate their 

poverty. The spendthrifts are like the prodigal son who 

“squandered his wealth in wild living” (Luke 15:13). Such 

people are trying to find happiness without God: they are 

“lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God” (2 Tim. 3:4). 

They are secularists, Epicureans, hedonists, gluttons, and 

drunkards. Their millions have changed them into anti-spir-

itual, anti-evangelical, proud, short tempered, vengeful, un-

advisable, unreprovable people. They are not the kind of 

people who live by faith in the Gospel, or learn to rely on 

God’s providence in any sense, even though “without faith 

it is impossible to please him” (Heb. 11:6). Now that they 

have their “idols made of metal,” they have aroused God’s 

anger by turning their backs on him (1 Kings 14:9). Richard 
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Baxter said, “Usually the rich are proud and obstinate, and 

will not endure the due conduct of the ministry” (Chapters 

from A Christian Directory, iii). They feel that their might 

makes them right. They feel that because they have their 

millions, that therefore they are probably doing something 

right, because most other people haven’t figured out how to 

make millions. They are right and most other people are 

wrong, even men of God who may preach the straight Word 

of God to them, and never beg for donations. Right and 

wrong becomes a matter of their own personal subjective 

opinion; and not a matter of Biblical authority. And what do 

they have to support them in their proud, obstinate, unadvis-

able, unreprovable attitudes? What philosophy? Their mil-

lions: there lies all of their philosophy. Whether it was ill-

gotten or well-gotten, their millions sum up all of their opin-

ions in a nutshell; and the Word of God usually has nothing 

to do with it! Wesley says, out of all people, that rich mil-

lionaires are the most impatient, pet peeve oriented, worry-

ing people in the world; discontented, miserable, and with-

out any sense of the presence of God. The love of God and 

neighbor usually is decayed in their hearts: and they only 

conditionally love certain rich people who affirm their life-

styles. He was the total opposite of a prosperity preacher. 

   Echoing his more extreme view of philanthropy that he 

expressed twenty years earlier in “The Use of Money” 

(1760), Wesley again says that if you ever have a surplus of 

money, that 100% of it should be given to the poor. None of 

it should be used on superfluities and need-nots. Again, I 

think this view is extreme and immoderate; and I side with 

Calvin, Baxter, and Solomon in the view that some moder-

ate enjoyment of worldly goods, should be considered as 
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gifts of God and rewards for hard work (Eccl. 5:19). An-

other extreme view is his once again association of Algebra 

with idolatry or the “lust of the eyes,” but this time he also 

adds Geometry, history, foreign languages, poetry, meta-

physics, and philosophy. To seek “happiness in learning, of 

whatever kind” is to be classified as the “lust of the eyes” (1 

John 2:16). I personally think that only sexual and financial 

lust should be meant by that expression. He does not, this 

time, link Algebra with deism and atheism, as he did twenty 

years earlier. But it seems he still had some spiritual reser-

vations about pursuing a STEM career. The secularism and 

the scientism that dominates every field of science, back 

then and still today, is quite evident. But with the sciences 

and the pursuit of all learning, I with Calvin and Solomon 

would have to lean in the direction of “all things in moder-

ation.” I would say that if ANYTHING gets in the way of 

keeping a strong faith in God, even if it’s distracting your 

mind by an apparently harmless stamp collecting hobby, 

then it’s essentially an idol. But still, all things in modera-

tion! 
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ON RICHES 

Sermon 108 

(1788) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

The vices of the rich are further explained here, such as the 

avoidance of self-denial, trust in riches, unbelief or the ina-

bility to see spiritual phenomena and have strong faith in 

God, self-centeredness, snobbery: or that pride of wealth 

which makes the rich look down on others, a stubborn and 

unpersuadable mind, agnosticism, atheism, and idolatry—

or materialism: “greed, which is idolatry,” Col. 3:5; and 

lastly, irritability. Usually, millionaires are the people 

whom Wesley considers to be rich.  
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On Riches 

 

It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, 

than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God. 

Matthew 19:24 

 

1. In the preceding verses we have an account of a young 

man who came running to our Lord, and kneeling down, not 

in hypocrisy, but in deep earnestness of soul, and said unto 

him, “Good Master, what good thing shall I do, that I may 

have eternal life?” “All the commandments,” saith he, “I 

have kept from my youth: What lack I yet?” Probably he 

had kept them in the literal sense; yet he still loved the 

world. And He who knew what was in man knew that, in 

this particular case, (for this is by no means a general rule,) 

he could not be healed of that desperate disease, but by a 

desperate remedy. Therefore he answered, “Go and sell all 

that thou hast, and give it to the poor; and come and follow 

me. But when he heard this, he went away sorrowful, for he 

had great possessions.” So all the fair blossoms withered 

away! For he would not lay up treasure in heaven at so high 

a price! Jesus, observing this, “looked round about, and said 

unto his disciples,” Mark 10:23, &c., “How hardly shall 

they that have riches enter into the kingdom of God! It is 

easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for 

a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God! And they were 

astonished out of measure, and said among themselves, 

Who then can be saved?”—if it be so difficult for rich men 

to be saved, who have so many and so great advantages, 

who are frees from the cares of this world, and a thousand 

difficulties to which the poor are continually exposed! 
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2. It has indeed been supposed, he partly retracts what he 

had said concerning the difficulty of rich men’s being saved, 

by what is added in the tenth chapter of St. Mark. For after 

he had said, verse 23, “How hardly shall they that have 

riches enter into the kingdom of God!” when “the disciples 

were astonished at his words, Jesus answered again,” and 

said unto them, “How hard is it for them that trust in riches 

to enter into the kingdom of God!” verse 24. But observe, 1. 

Our Lord did not mean hereby to retract what he had said 

before. So far from it, that he immediately confirms it by 

that awful declaration, “It is easier for a camel to go through 

the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the 

kingdom of God.” Observe, 2. Both one of these sentences 

and the other assert the very same thing. For it is easier for 

a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for those that 

have riches not to trust in them. 

 

3. Perceiving their astonishment at this hard saying, “Jesus, 

looking upon them,” (undoubtedly with an air of inexpress-

ible tenderness, to prevent their thinking the case of the rich 

desperate,) “saith, With men it is impossible, but not with 

God: For with God all things are possible.” 

 

4. I apprehend, by a rich man here is meant, not only a man 

that has immense treasures, one that has heaped up gold as 

dust, and silver as the sand of the sea; but anyone that pos-

sesses more than the necessaries and conveniences of life. 

One that has food and raiment sufficient for himself and his 

family, and something over, is rich. By the kingdom of God, 

or of heaven, (exactly equivalent terms,) I believe is meant, 
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not the kingdom of glory, (although that will, without ques-

tion, follow,) but the kingdom of heaven, that is, true reli-

gion, upon earth. The meaning then of our Lord’s assertion 

is this,—that it is absolutely impossible, unless by that 

power to which all things are possible, that a rich man 

should be a Christian; to have the mind that was in Christ, 

and to walk as Christ walked: such are the hinderances to 

holiness, as well as the temptations to sin, which surround 

him on every side. 

 

I. Such are the hinderances to holiness which surround him 

on every side. To enumerate all these would require a large 

volume: I would only touch upon a few of them. 

 

1. The root of all religion is faith, without which it is impos-

sible to please God. Now, whether you take this in its gen-

eral acceptation, for an “evidence of things not seen,” of the 

invisible and the eternal world, of God and the things of 

God, how natural a tendency have riches to darken this evi-

dence, to prevent your attention to God and the things of 

God, and to things invisible and eternal! And if you take it 

in another sense, for a confidence; what a tendency have 

riches to destroy this; to make you trust, either for happiness 

or defence, in them, not “in the living God!” Or if you take 

faith, in the proper Christian sense, as a divine confidence 

in a pardoning God; what a deadly, what an almost insuper-

able, hinderance to this faith are riches! What! can a 

wealthy, and consequently an honourable, man come to God 

as having nothing to pay? Can he lay all his greatness by, 

and come as a sinner, a mere sinner, the vilest of sinners; as 

on a level with those that feed the dogs of his flock; with 
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that “beggar who lies at his gate full of sores?” Impossible; 

unless by the same power that made the heavens and the 

earth. Yet without doing this, he cannot, in any sense, “enter 

into the kingdom of God.” 

 

2. What a hinderance are riches to the very first fruit of 

faith,—namely, the love of God! “If any man love the 

world,” says the Apostle, “the love of the Father is not in 

him.” But how is it possible for a man not to love the world, 

who is surrounded with all its allurements? How can it be 

that he should then hear the still small voice which says, 

“My son, give me thy heart?” What power, less than al-

mighty, can send the rich man an answer to that prayer: 

 

Keep me dead to all below,  

Only Christ resolved to know;  

Firm, and disengaged, and free,  

Seeking all my bliss in Thee! 

 

3. Riches are equally a hinderance to the loving our neigh-

bour as ourselves; that is, to the loving all mankind as Christ 

loved us. A rich man may indeed love them that are of his 

own party, or his own opinion. He may love them that love 

him: “Do not even heathens,” baptized or unbaptized, “the 

same?” But he cannot have pure, disinterested good-will to 

every child of man. This can only spring from the love of 

God, which his great possessions expelled from his soul. 

 

4. From the love of God, and from no other fountain, true 

humility likewise flows. Therefore, so far as they hinder the 

love of God, riches must hinder humility likewise. They 



67 

 

hinder this also in the rich, by cutting them off from that 

freedom of conversation whereby they might be made sen-

sible of their defects, and come to a true knowledge of them-

selves. But how seldom do they meet with a faithful friend; 

with one that can and will deal plainly with them! And with-

out this we are likely to grow grey in our faults; yea, to die 

“with all our imperfections on our head.” 

 

5. Neither can meekness subsist without humility; for “of 

pride” naturally “cometh contention.” Our Lord accordingly 

directs us to learn of him at the same time “to be meek and 

lowly in heart.” Riches therefore are as great a hinderance 

to meekness as they are to humility. In preventing lowliness 

of mind, they of consequence prevent meekness; which in-

creases in the same proportion as we sink in our own es-

teem; and, on the contrary, necessarily decreases as we think 

more highly of ourselves. 

 

6. There is another Christian temper which is nearly allied 

to meekness and humility; but it has hardly a name. St. Paul 

terms it epieikeia. Perhaps, till we find a better name, we 

may call it yieldingness; a readiness to submit to others, to 

give up our own will. This seems to be the quality which St. 

James ascribes to “the wisdom from above,” when he styles 

it eupeithes, which we render, easy to be entreated; easy to 

be convinced of what is true; easy to be persuaded. But how 

rarely is this amiable temper to be found in a wealthy man! 

I do not know that I have found such a prodigy ten times in 

above threescore and ten years! 
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7. And how uncommon a thing is it to find patience in those 

that have large possessions! Unless when there is a counter-

balance of long and severe affliction, with which God is fre-

quently pleased to visit those he loves, as an antidote to their 

riches. This is not uncommon: he often sends pain, and sick-

ness, and great crosses, to them that have great possessions.7 

By these means, “patience has its perfect work,” till they are 

“perfect and entire, lacking nothing.” 

 

II. Such are some of the hinderances to holiness which sur-

round the rich on every side. We may now observe, on the 

other side, what a temptation riches are to all unholy tem-

pers. 

 

1. And, first, how great is the temptation to Atheism which 

naturally flows from riches; even to an entire forgetfulness 

of God, as if there was no such Being in the universe. This 

is at present usually termed dissipation: a pretty name, af-

fixed by the great vulgar, to an utter disregard for God, and 

indeed for the whole invisible world. And how is the rich 

man surrounded with all manner of temptations to continual 

dissipation! Yes, how is the art of dissipation studied among 

the rich and great! As Prior keenly says; 

 

Cards are dealt, and dice are brought,  

Happy effects of human wit,   

That Alma may herself forget. 

 

 
7 Job 1-3 for example. 
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Say rather, “that mortals may their God forget;” that they 

may keep him utterly out of their thoughts, who, though he 

sitteth on the circle of the heavens, yet is “about their bed, 

and about their path, and spieth out all their ways.” Call this 

wit, if you please; but is it wisdom? Oh no! It is far, very far 

from it. Thou fool! dost thou imagine, because thou dost not 

see God, that God doth not see thee? Laugh on; play on; sing 

on; dance on: But “for all these things God will bring thee 

to judgment!” 

 

2. From atheism, there is an easy transition to idolatry; from 

the worship of no God, to the worship of false gods: and, in 

fact, he that does not love God, (which is his proper, and his 

only proper worship,) will surely love some of the works of 

his hands; will love the creature, if not the Creator. But to 

how many species of idolatry is every rich man exposed! 

What continual and almost insuperable temptations is he un-

der to “love the world;” and that in all its branches! “The 

desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of 

life.” What innumerable temptations will he find to gratify 

the “desire of the flesh!” Understand this right. It does not 

refer to one only, but all the outward senses. It is equal idol-

atry to seek our happiness in gratifying any or all of these. 

But there is the greatest danger lest men should seek it in 

gratifying their taste; in a moderate sensuality; in a regular 

kind of epicurism; not in gluttony or drunkenness: far be 

that from them! They do not disorder the body; they only 

keep the soul dead; dead to God and all true religion. 

 

3. The rich are equally surrounded with temptations from 

the “desire of the eyes;” that is, the seeking happiness in 
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gratifying the imagination, the pleasures of which the eyes 

chiefly minister. The objects that give pleasure to the imag-

ination are grand, or beautiful, or new. Indeed, all rich men 

have not a taste for grand objects; but they have for new and 

beautiful things, especially for new; the desire of novelty 

being as natural to men as the desire of meat and drink. 

Now, how numerous are the temptations to this kind of idol-

atry, which naturally springs from riches! How strongly and 

continually are they solicited to seek happiness (if not in 

grand, yet) in beautiful houses, in elegant furniture, in curi-

ous pictures, in delightful gardens! Perhaps in that trifle of 

all trifles,—rich or gay apparel! Yea, in every new thing, 

little or great, which fashion, the mistress of fools, recom-

mends. How are rich men, of a more elevated turn of mind, 

tempted to seek happiness, as their various tastes lead, in 

poetry, history, music, philosophy, or curious arts and sci-

ences! Now, although it is certain all these have their use, 

and therefore may be innocently pursued, yet the seeking 

happiness in any of them, instead of God, is manifest idola-

try; and therefore, were it only on this account, that riches 

furnish him with the means of indulging all these desires, it 

might well be asked, “Is not the life of a rich man, above all 

others, a temptation upon earth?” 

 

4. What temptation, likewise, must every rich man have to 

seek happiness in “the pride of life!” I do not conceive the 

Apostle to mean thereby pomp, or state, or equipage; so 

much as “the honour that cometh of men,” whether it be de-

served or not. A rich man is sure to meet with this: it is a 

snare he cannot escape. The whole city of London uses the 

words rich and good as equivalent terms. “Yes,” say they, 
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“he is a good man; he is worth a hundred thousand pounds.” 

And indeed everywhere, “if thou doest well unto thyself,” if 

thou increasest in goods, “men will speak well of thee.” All 

the world is agreed, 

 

A thousand pound supplies  

The want of twenty thousand qualities. 

 

And who can bear general applause without being puffed 

up? without being insensibly induced to think of himself 

“more highly than he ought to think?” 

 

5. How is it possible that a rich man should escape pride, 

were it only on this account; that his situation necessarily 

occasions praise to flow in upon him from every quarter? 

For praise is generally poison to the soul, and the more 

pleasing, the more fatal; particularly when it is undeserved: 

so that well might our poet say; 

 

Parent of evil, bane of honest deeds, 

Pernicious flattery! thy destructive seeds, 

In an ill hour, and by a fatal hand, 

Sadly diffused o’er virtue’s gleby land, 

With rising pride amid the corn appear, 

And check the hope and promise of the year! 

 

And not only praise, whether deserved or undeserved, but 

every thing about him tends to inspire and increase pride. 

His noble house, his elegant furniture, his well chosen pic-

tures, his fine horses, his equipage, his very dress, yea, even 

“the embroidery plastered on his tail;” all these will be 
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matter of commendation to some or other of his guests, and 

so have an almost irresistible tendency to make him think 

himself a better man, than those who have not these ad-

vantages.8 

 

6. How naturally, likewise, do riches feed and increase the 

self will which is born in every child of man! as not only his 

domestic servants and immediate dependants, are governed 

implicitly by his will, finding their account therein; but also 

most of his neighbours and acquaintance study to oblige him 

in all things: so his will being continually indulged, will of 

course be continually strengthened; till at length he will be 

ill able to submit to the will either of God or men. 

 

7. Such a tendency have riches to beget and nourish every 

temper that is contrary to the love of God. And they have 

equal tendency to feed every passion and temper that is con-

trary to the love of our neighbour: contempt, for instance, 

particularly of inferiors, than which nothing is more con-

trary to love:—resentment of any real or supposed offence; 

perhaps even revenge, although God claims this as his own 

peculiar prerogative:—at least anger; for it immediately 

rises in the mind of a rich man, “What! to use me thus! Nay, 

but he shall soon know better: I am now able to do myself 

justice!” 

 

 
8 A word of warning to Christians who are in the habit of entertaining 

guests for Bible studies in their homes, or for Christmas parties, not to 

decorate their homes too ornately; and so provoke materialistic jealousy 

or materialistic compliments from their guests. 



73 

 

8. Nearly related to anger, if not rather a species of it, are 

fretfulness and peevishness. But are the rich more assaulted 

by these than the poor? All experience shows that they are: 

one remarkable instance I was a witness of many years ago. 

A gentleman of large fortune, while we were seriously con-

versing, ordered a servant to throw some coals on the fire: a 

puff of smoke came out: he threw himself back in his chair, 

and cried out, “O Mr. Wesley, these are the crosses which I 

meet with every day!” I could not help asking, “Pray, Sir 

John, are these the heaviest crosses you meet with?” Surely 

these crosses would not have fretted him so much, if he had 

had fifty, instead of five thousand, pounds a year! 

 

9. But it would not be strange, if rich men were in general 

void of all good dispositions, and an easy prey to all evil 

ones; since so few of them pay any regard to that solemn 

declaration of our Lord, without observing which we cannot 

be his disciples: “And he said unto them all,”—the whole 

multitude, not unto his Apostles only,—”If any man will 

come after me,”—will be a real Christian,—”let him deny 

himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me,” Luke 

9:23. O how hard a saying is this to those that are “at ease 

in the midst of their possessions!” Yet the Scripture cannot 

be broken. Therefore, unless a man do “deny himself” every 

pleasure which does not prepare him for taking pleasure in 

God, “and take up his cross daily,”—obey every command 

of God, however grievous to flesh and blood,—he cannot 

be a disciple of Christ; he cannot “enter into the kingdom of 

God.” 
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10. Touching this important point, of denying ourselves, and 

taking up our cross daily, let us appeal to matter of fact; let 

us appeal to every man’s conscience in the sight of God. 

How many rich men are there among the Methodists (ob-

serve, there was not one, when they were first joined to-

gether) who actually do “deny themselves and take up their 

cross daily?” Who resolutely abstain from every pleasure, 

either of sense or imagination, unless they know by experi-

ence that it prepares them for taking pleasure in God? Who 

declines no cross, no labour or pain, which lies in the way 

of his duty? Who of you that are now rich, deny yourselves 

just as you did when you were poor? Who as willingly en-

dure labour or pain now, as you did when you were not 

worth five pounds? Come to particulars. Do you fast now as 

often as you did then? Do you rise as early in the morning? 

Do you endure cold or heat, wind or rain, as cheerfully as 

ever? See one reason among many, why so few increase in 

goods, without decreasing in grace!9 Because they no longer 

deny themselves and take up their daily cross. They no 

longer, alas! endure hardship, as good soldiers of Jesus 

Christ! 

 

11. “Go to now, ye rich men! Weep and howl for the miser-

ies that are coming upon you;” that must come upon you in 

a few days, unless prevented by a deep and entire change! 

“The canker of your gold and silver” will be “a testimony 

against you,” and will “eat your flesh as fire!” O how 

 
9 Wesley’s view was that as Christians grow wealthy, they have a ten-

dency to backslide from holiness. They lose the sanctifying grace of the 

Holy Spirit. The main reason is their avoidance of self-denial. 
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pitiable is your condition! And who is able to help you? You 

need more plain dealing than any men in the world, and you 

meet with less. For how few dare speak as plain to you, as 

they would do to one of your servants! No man living, that 

either hopes to gain anything by your favour, or fears to lose 

anything by your displeasure. O that God would give me 

acceptable words, and cause them to sink deep into your 

hearts! Many of you have known me long, well nigh from 

your infancy: you have frequently helped me, when I stood 

in need. May I not say you loved me? But now the time of 

our parting is at hand: my feet are just stumbling upon the 

dark mountains. I would leave one word with you before I 

go hence; and you may remember it when I am no more 

seen. 

 

12. O let your heart be whole with God! Seek your happi-

ness in him and him alone. Beware that you cleave not to 

the dust! “This earth is not your place.” See that you use this 

world as not abusing it; use the world, and enjoy God. Sit as 

loose to all things here below, as if you were a poor beggar. 

Be a good steward of the manifold gifts of God; that when 

you are called to give an account of your stewardship, he 

may say, “Well done, good and faithful servant, enter thou 

into the joy of thy Lord!” 
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—————————— 

 

REVIEW 

 

If you think Wesley was scathingly critical in “The Danger 

of Riches” (1780), then you will also find him so in this one. 

When he refers to the “rich” and their “riches,” know that 

he is referring to millionaires and millions of dollars: people 

in the upper class. He makes this clear here, just as he did 

eight years ago, in actual quantifiable amounts. Previously 

he had referred to £5,000 and £50,000, which are worth 

about $1.2 million and $12.5 million today. He refers to 

these same amounts again, and later uses the amount of 

£100,000, or $21 million in today’s money, to prove another 

point (“On the Danger of Increasing Riches,” 1.6). When 

you pull the figures of $1.2 million, $12.5 million, and $21 

million together, it becomes very clear, that his sermons 

about the danger of riches, are aimed at people who possess 

this kind of net worth. These sermons are mainly ethical 

warnings for millionaires; and not really for people in the 

middle class, who are still acquainted with financial strug-

gle and faith in providence, although in a lesser degree than 

those in the lower class. 

   Matthew 19:24: “Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel 

to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is 

rich to enter the kingdom of God.” This was one of his fa-

vorite economic warning verses. It might as well have been 

translated by him as, “It is easier for a camel to go through 

the eye of a needle than for a millionaire to enter the king-

dom of God.” He refers to the Rich Young Ruler, who was 

likely viewed as a millionaire unwilling to part with his 
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millions, and give to the poor and follow Jesus. This man 

went away sad. Wesley’s impulse for Franciscan simplicity 

was very strong. Romans 5:3-5: “We also glory in our suf-

ferings, because we know that suffering produces persever-

ance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And 

hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been 

poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has 

been given to us.” Although this passage is not quoted in 

this sermon, it might as well have. Wesley’s theology of 

Christian suffering seems to exist in the backdrop. Million-

aires are free from the thousands of difficulties that the poor 

have to suffer from, but God has put suffering in the world 

as a disciplinary measure for the sinful nature of man (Gen. 

3:17-19).  

   Clinging to millions of dollars obscures this; and makes it 

harder for millionaires to see why God allows for so much 

suffering to exist in the world. This is why there are so many 

deists, liberal Christians, and atheists in the upper class. 

They have removed themselves from the common everyday 

sufferings of the working man; and are often living a hedon-

istic, carefree life of pleasure. Economic suffering is God’s 

most immediate tool of mortification in the lives of Chris-

tians, but millionaires by their hoarding, are implying that 

such self-denial is unnecessary, and that they need no such 

discipline from God. So some of the more introspective mil-

lionaires will create a variety of secular philosophies to ap-

pease their consciences in these matters. Voltaire comes to 

mind as an example. He became rich by teaming up with a 

mathematician to get big wins from the French lottery. Af-

terwards, he renounced Christianity in his writings; and 

lived an Epicurean lifestyle. Such men cling to and trust in 
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their riches. They have too much gold and silver, too many 

savings and investments, too much land, too many superflu-

ities and luxury items—far exceeding what is reasonable. 

All of these extra things are no good: “those who trust in 

their riches will fall, but the righteous will thrive like a green 

leaf” (Prov. 11:28). These kinds of millionaires usually re-

fuse to give to the church, the poor, the widow, and the or-

phan; and some even come to hate poor people. Even if they 

give some money to charity, it’s usually not enough money 

to effect any faith in God or sanctification in their hearts. 

Their faith continues to be in Mammon; and their hearts 

continue to be filled with carnality.  

   Since salvation is by faith (Eph. 2:8), it stands to reason 

that there are very few millionaires who have enough genu-

ine faith to be saved by the Gospel, and so escape from the 

flames of Hell. So few in fact, that they could be compared 

to camels that squeeze themselves through the eye of a nee-

dle. William Wilberforce and David Wilkerson might have 

been examples of such men, but these are freak accidents; 

and are by no means a normal pattern for every Christian. It 

is true that there are men of God in the Bible who might be 

classified as millionaires, such as Abraham, David, Solo-

mon, Jehoshaphat, Jotham, Hezekiah, Josiah, and maybe 

Job. Five of these men were righteous kings; and of those 

five, Solomon abandoned the faith and died an apostate. 

Most of the Biblical kings were Baal worshiping pagans. 

Then you have Abraham and Job. Technically Abraham was 

a ruler, but not as well established as the kings of Judah. He 

was mainly a livestock trader. Then there was Job; but look 

at all of the suffering these men had to go through! Most of 

these righteous millionaires were living on inherited 
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government money. They were surrounded with enemies 

and wars they had to worry about. They were surrounded 

with spies that followed the Baal religion.  

   Job, and maybe Jacob, are the only other men I can think 

of, who might have amassed millions of dollars by trading 

livestock alone, but these men clearly earned their stripes. 

Job nearly died; and probably suffered more than anyone in 

the Bible. Jacob’s life was also threatened several times; and 

he was often taken advantage of by his Machiavellian fa-

ther-in-law and employer, Laban. If anything, the immense 

suffering that these holy millionaires endured, might be con-

sidered the “eye of the needle” that squeezed them into such 

narrow and dire straits, that they were forced to live by faith 

in God on a daily basis, even though they happened to have 

millions of dollars. Their minds were so consumed with 

these cares that pushed them to rely on God, that they prob-

ably only sometimes must have thought, “Oh yeah, I have 

millions of dollars at my disposal.” That was likely a side 

thought in a life of worries, trials, tribulations, and preoccu-

pations. William Wilberforce was constantly sickly; and 

lived in suffering as he frequently fought in the English par-

liament to abolish the Slave Trade: see the film Amazing 

Grace. David Wilkerson, whose net worth was apparently 

$5 million by the time he died, risked his life so many times 

in his ministry to drug addicts, that his faith in God for daily 

survival likely served as his mortification: see the film The 

Cross and the Switchblade. Joseph of Arimathea had a lot 

of money, but he joined the persecuted Christians of the 

early church. All of these rich men of God had so much 

mortification in their lives, that it enabled them to live by 
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faith in God, and disenabled them to be pleasure-loving Ep-

icureans—with Solomon as the only exception. 

   It seems that the primary danger of riches, is that it enables 

most millionaires to live a soft Epicurean lifestyle, and com-

pletely without trials or faith in God. Matthew 7:13-14: “En-

ter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad 

is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through 

it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to 

life, and only a few find it.” It seems that most millionaires 

sell their souls to Satan in one way or another; and God stops 

disciplining them as sons (Heb. 12:7). Both the “narrow 

gate” and the “eye of the needle,” are similar spiritual alle-

gories, in that they imply salvation by faith is a thing which 

squeezes your life so tight, into dire straits, that it often 

makes things inflexible and uncomfortable, in order to pass 

through it into Heaven. Acts 14:22: “We must go through 

many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.”  

   Salvation by a life of faith should not be misunderstood, 

as simply an intellectual agreement, with the doctrinal truth-

fulness of a church confession. It requires living a life of 

faith! Totally different things. Faith is not simply agreeing 

with a doctrine on a church’s statement of faith—that’s a 

start—but that’s not really faith. The providence of God will 

see to it, that true saving faith will be put to the test, over the 

course of your Christian life. In this sense, faith should be 

understood as a reliance on God, and a trust in the sacrifice 

of Christ on the cross, for the forgiveness of your sins, as 

you pass through a difficult life, and strive to be holy and 

obedient to the Word of God. Can this happen with Chris-

tian millionaires? It’s almost like I can hear the Holy Spirit 

say, “So you want to be saved from Hell and be a 
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millionaire, huh? We’ll see about that.” Yes I think it can 

be possible with very many divine interventions and very 

harsh disciplines coming down from Heaven, but I don’t 

think I would personally like that to be me! Do you want to 

live like Job? Really ask yourself that. Matthew Henry 

pointed to him as the only Biblical example of a saved rich 

man in his commentary on Matthew 19:26. I think that such 

people are very few in number, and likely forced into such 

circumstances by God. They don’t attain their net worth by 

any definite goal setting in their business activities; and if 

they do, then they have no idea what they are getting them-

selves into, when it comes to suffering by the hand of God! 

The millions pour down on them by accident, by an unfore-

seen blessing, because God rewards them for all of their im-

mense suffering. Job 42:12: “The Lord blessed the latter part 

of Job’s life more than the former part. He had fourteen 

thousand sheep, six thousand camels, a thousand yoke of 

oxen and a thousand donkeys.” This is my view of the rich 

man who might enter Heaven through the “eye of a needle.” 

Jesus seems to have allowed for it: “with man this is impos-

sible, but with God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). 

   But non-Christian and antinomian millionaires refuse to 

deny themselves a life of Epicurean pleasures; and they end 

up despising the poor; or they might not be spendthrifts but 

misers like Scrooge, and hate poor people just the same. It 

is hard for a millionaire to be a genuine Biblical Christian: 

their lifestyles usually conflict too much with the principles 

of Biblical Christianity. Without faith it is impossible to 

please God (Heb. 11:6). Wesley said: “The root of all reli-

gion is faith, without which it is impossible to please God. 

Now, whether you take this in its general acceptation, for an 
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‘evidence of things not seen,’ of the invisible and the eter-

nal world, of God and the things of God, how natural a ten-

dency have riches to darken this evidence, to prevent your 

attention to God and the things of God, and to things invis-

ible and eternal!...what a deadly, what an almost insupera-

ble, hinderance to this faith are riches!” (1.1). This is why 

so many millionaires are referred to as materialists, or hav-

ing materialistic values, because they place more im-

portance on material things than spiritual things. They are 

earthly-minded and worldly-minded. In philosophy, “mate-

rialism,” or as it is sometimes called “physicalism,” is the 

denial of the existence of spirits, souls, angels, demons, 

Heaven, and Hell—an atheistic denial of the existence of 

God, the paranormal, and the entire spirit world; so that the 

only reality they accept is the reality of the physical world. 

Usually this means they are Darwinian evolutionists. How 

is it possible not to love the world when surrounded with all 

of its allurements? he asks. How is it possible to love your 

neighbor, when you only associate with upper class friends, 

who encourage your expensive lifestyle? How is it possible 

to have humility and lowliness of mind, if you’re unreprov-

able, obstinate, stubborn, and think you’re right by virtue of 

the fact that you’re a millionaire and 90% of the human race 

are not?  

   “Usually the rich are proud and obstinate,” Richard Baxter 

observed. Wesley said, echoing Deuteronomy 8:10-18: 

“How great is the temptation to atheism which naturally 

flows from riches; even to an entire forgetfulness of God, as 

if there was no such being in the universe.” Although some 

rich people may attend churches on Sunday, they may still 

be what are termed practical atheists, or Christians who live 
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as if there is no God, for all practical purposes. In other 

words, they are not truly saved, and are not experiencing 

saving grace, and divine interventions in their lives. 

   As has been said before, having riches—in terms of mil-

lions of dollars—expose men to “every species of idolatry” 

and Epicureanism. You’re almost always surrounded with 

temptations when you’re rich. The superfluous item-seeking 

can almost be endless: new things, novelties, luxury homes, 

luxury furniture, expensive paintings, ornate gardens, infat-

uations with secular intellectual pursuits like poetry, history, 

and music. The rich are always throwing parties—entertain-

ing guests—encouraging expensive lifestyles. “There was a 

rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived 

in luxury every day” (Luke 16:19). They enforce classism, 

or discrimination against the poor: those who are members 

of country clubs and those who are not. They are snobs, in 

a word. This looking down on your social inferiors is con-

trary to the love of neighbor. Wesley did not really believe 

a millionaire could be a Christian or that a Christian could 

be a millionaire. The concepts were mutually exclusive to 

him; and I tend to lean in his direction myself. It is too spir-

itually hazardous to try to be among the ranks of the upper 

class. Generally, there is no hunger for God there. Being 

rich tends to a kind of atheistic forgetting of God and his 

claim on our lives. Wesley observed that some of the Meth-

odists became rich millionaires over time; and said that “so 

few increase in goods, without decreasing in grace!” In 

other words, their excessive and unrestrained financial 

growth was a direct cause of them backsliding from God.  

   He said that Christians should seek to find their happiness 

in God alone, but to many of the rich, he cries: “Now 
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listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery 

that is coming on you. Your wealth has rotted, and moths 

have eaten your clothes. 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. 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. You have lived 

on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened 

yourselves in the day of slaughter. You have condemned 

and murdered the innocent one, who was not opposing you” 

(James 5:1-6). Christians should remain content to be in the 

middle class: “Keep falsehood and lies far from me; give me 

neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily bread. 

Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you and say, 

‘Who is the Lord?’ Or I may become poor and steal, and so 

dishonor the name of my God” (Prov. 30:8-9). If this is not 

a defense of the middle class, I don’t know what is. But mil-

lionaires are definitely not in the middle class, not to Wesley 

and the Puritans anyway. In Deuteronomy 8:14 and Prov-

erbs 30:9, having riches is associated with forgetting God, 

and for all practical purposes, deism, agnosticism, and athe-

ism. 
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ON WORDLY FOLLY 

Sermon 119 

(1790) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

In this sermon on the parable of the rich fool, Wesley ex-

plains the aspects of this man’s Hell-deserving foolishness 

and sin. Firstly, he preaches against the hoarding up of 

riches, which in prior sermons, were described as millions 

of dollars. Second, not only is a miserly Scrooge-like hoard-

ing condemned, but also a prodigal son like squandering. It 

is mainly the latter that is the problem, the hedonistic “eat, 

drink, and be merry,” philosophy that the man adheres to, 

all the while living in complete forgetfulness of God. His 

carefree sensuality leads him into a luxurious lifestyle; and 

he never develops a strong faith in God; he avoids philan-

thropy to the poor; and ends up going to Hell. 
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On Worldly Folly 

 

But God said unto him, Thou fool!  

Luke 12:20 

 

But one of these fools is commonly wiser in his own eyes 

“than seven men that can render a reason.” If it were possi-

ble for a Christian, for one that has the mind which was in 

Christ, to despise any one, he would cordially despise those 

who suppose they are the men, and wisdom shall die with 

them. You may see one of these, painted to the life, in the 

verses preceding the text. “The ground of a certain rich 

man,” says our blessed Lord, “brought forth plenteously,” 

verse 16, &c. “And he reasoned within himself, saying, 

What shall I do? for I have no room where to bestow my 

fruits. And he said, This will I do: I will pull down my barns, 

and build greater; and there will I bestow all my fruits and 

my goods. And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, thou hast much 

goods laid up for many years; take thy ease, eat, drink, and 

be merry.’ But God said unto him, Thou fool!” I propose, 

by the assistance of God, 

 

I. To open and explain these few full words; and, 

 

II. To apply them to your consciences. 

 

I. 1. To open and explain them. A little before, our Lord had 

been giving a solemn caution to one who spoke to him about 

dividing his inheritance. “Beware of covetousness; for the 

life a man,” that is, the happiness of it, “does not consist in 

the abundance of the things that he possesseth.” To prove 
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and illustrate this weighty truth, our Lord relates this re-

markable story. It is not improbable, it was one that had 

lately occurred, and that was fresh in the memory of some 

that were present. “The ground of a certain rich man brought 

forth plenteously.” The riches of the ancients consisted 

chiefly in the fruits of the earth. “And he said within him-

self, What shall I do?” The very language of want and dis-

tress! The voice of one that is afflicted, and groaning under 

his burden. What shalt thou do? Why, are not those at the 

door whom God hath appointed to receive what thou canst 

spare? What shalt thou do? Why, disperse abroad, and give 

to the poor. Feed the hungry. Clothe the naked. Be a father 

to the fatherless, and a husband to the widow. Freely thou 

hast received; freely give. O no! He is wiser than this comes 

to; he knows better than so. 

 

2. “And he said, This will I do,” without asking God’s leave, 

or thinking about him any more than if there were no God 

in heaven or on earth;––“I will pull down my barns, and 

build greater; and there will I bestow all my goods and all 

my fruits.” My fruits! They are as much thine as the clouds 

that fly over thy head! As much as the winds that blow 

around thee; which, doubtless, thou canst hold in thy fists! 

“And I will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid 

up for many years.” “Soul, thou hast much goods!” Are then 

corn, and wine, and oil, the goods of an immortal spirit? 

“Laid up for many years.” Who told thee so? Believe him 

not; he was a liar from the beginning. He could not prolong 

thy life, if he would. God alone is the giver of life and death. 

And he would not, if he could; but would immediately drag 

thee to his own sad abode. “Soul, take thy ease; eat, drink, 
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and be merry!” How replete with folly and madness is every 

part of this wonderful soliloquy! “Eat and drink!” Will thy 

spirit then eat and drink? Yea, but not of earthly food! Thou 

wilt soon eat livid flame, and drink of the lake of fire burn-

ing with brimstone. But wilt thou then drink and be merry? 

Nay, there will be no mirth in those horrid shades. Those 

caverns will resound with no music, “but weeping, and wail-

ing, and gnashing of teeth.” 

 

3. But while he was applauding his own wisdom, “God said 

unto him, Thou fool! This night shall thy soul be required 

of thee. And then whose shall those things be, which thou 

hast prepared?” 

 

4. Let us consider his words a little more attentively. He said 

within himself, “What shall I do?” And is not the answer 

ready? Do good. Do all the good thou canst. Let thy plenty 

supply thy neighbour’s wants; and thou wilt never want 

something to do. Canst thou find none that need the neces-

saries of life? That are pinched with cold or hunger? None 

that have not raiment to put on? Or a place where to lay their 

heads? None that are wasted with pining sickness? None 

that are languishing in prison? If you duly considered our 

Lord’s words, “The poor have you always with you;” you 

would no more ask, “What shall I do?” 

 

5. How different was the purpose of this poor madman? “I 

will pull down my barns, and build greater; and there will I 

bestow all my goods.” You may just as well bury them in 

the earth, or cast them into the sea. This will just as well 

answer the end for which God entrusted thee with them. 
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6. But let us examine a little farther the remaining part of his 

resolution. “I will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much 

goods laid up for many years; take thy ease, eat, drink, and 

be merry.” What, are these the goods of a never dying spirit? 

As well may thy body feed on the fleeting breeze, as thy 

soul on earthly fruits. Excellent counsel then to such a spirit, 

to eat and drink! to a spirit made equal to angels, made an 

incorruptible picture of the God of glory, to feed not on cor-

ruptible things, but on the fruit of the tree of life, which 

grows in the midst of the paradise of God. 

 

7. It is no marvel, then, that God should say unto him, “Thou 

fool!” For this terrible reason, were there no other: “This 

night shall thy soul be required of thee!” 

 

And art thou born to die, 

To lay this body down 

And must thy trembling spirit fly 

Into a land unknown? 

A land of deepest shade, 

Unpierced by human thought; 

The dreary regions of the dead, 

Where all things are forgot? 

 

“And whose then shall all the things be which thou hast pro-

vided?” 

 

II. 1. The second thing which I proposed was, to apply these 

considerations; which, it is certain, are some of the most im-

portant that can enter into the heart of man. In one sense, 
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indeed, they have been applied already; for what has been 

said has been all application. But I wish every one who reads 

or hears these words, directly to apply them to his own soul. 

 

2. Does it not concern every one that hears,––“The ground 

of a certain rich man brought forth plentifully,”––to inquire, 

Was this ever the case with me? Have I now, or have I ever 

heretofore, had more worldly goods given than I wanted? 

And what were my thoughts upon the occasion? Did I say 

in my heart, What shall I do? Was I distressed by my abun-

dance?10 Did I think, “I have much goods laid up for many 

years?” Many years! Alas! What is thy life, if protracted to 

its utmost span? Is it not a vapour, that just appeareth, and 

vanisheth away? Say not, then, I will pull down my barns; 

but say to God, in the secret of thy heart, “Lord, save, or I 

perish!” See, my riches increase; let me not set my heart 

upon them! Thou seest I stand upon slippery ground; do 

thou undertake for me! 

 

Uphold me, Saviour, or I fall!11 

O reach me forth thy gracious hand; 

Only for help on thee I call! 

Only by faith in thee I stand! 

 

 
10 Sudden wealth syndrome; it is generally advisable to make an ap-

pointment with a certified financial planner (CFP) if this were to hap-

pen; but in the Biblical spirit, a sufficient amount of philanthropy from 

a benevolence fund should also be created. 
11 A clear example of Wesley’s belief that excessive financial growth is 

linked with falling away from the faith. 
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See, Lord, how greatly my substance increases! Nothing 

less than thy almighty power can prevent my setting my 

heart upon it, and being crushed lower than the grave! 

 

3. I ask thee, O Lord, “What shall I do?” First of all, endeav-

our to be deeply sensible of thy danger; and make it matter 

of earnest and constant prayer, that thou mayest never lose 

that sense of it. Pray that thou mayest always feel thyself 

standing on the brink of a precipice. Meantime, let the lan-

guage of thy heart be, “Having more means, I will do more 

good, by the grace of God, than ever I did before. All the 

additional goods which it hath pleased God to put into my 

hands, I am resolved to lay out, with all diligence, in addi-

tional works of mercy. And hereby I shall ‘lay up for myself 

a sure foundation, that I may attain eternal life.’” 

 

4. Thou no longer talkest of thy goods, or thy fruits, knowing 

they are not thine, but God’s. The earth is the Lord’s, and 

the fullness thereof: he is the Proprietor of heaven and earth. 

He cannot divest himself of his glory; he must be the Lord, 

the possessor, of all that is. Only he hath left a portion of his 

goods in thy hands, for such uses as he has specified. How 

long he will be pleased to lodge them with thee, thou dost 

not yet know; perhaps only till to-morrow, or to-night. 

Therefore talk not, think not, of many years. Knowest thou 

not, that thou art a creature of a day, that is crushed before 

the moth? That the breath which is in thy nostrils may be 

taken away at a moment’s warning? That it may be resumed 

by him that gave it, at a time thou thinkest not of it? How 

knowest thou but, the next time thou liest down on thy bed, 
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thou mayest hear, “This night shall thy soul be required of 

thee.” 

 

5. Is not thy life as unstable as a cloud; fluctuating as a bub-

ble on the water? It fleeth as it were a shadow, and never 

continueth in one stay. “Many years!” Who is sure of one 

day? And is it not an instance both of the wisdom and good-

ness of God, that he holds thy breath in his own hand, and 

deals it out from moment to moment; that thou mayest al-

ways remember, to “live each day as if it were the last?” 

And after the few days thou shalt have spent under the sun, 

how soon will it be said, 

 

A heap of dust is all remains of thee;  

‘Tis all thou art, and all the proud shall be. 

 

6. Consider, again, the exquisite folly of that saying, “Soul, 

thou hast much goods.” Are, then, the products of the earth 

food for a heaven born spirit? Is there any composition of 

earth and water, yea, though air and fire be added thereto, 

which can feed those beings of a higher order? What simil-

itude is there between those ethereal spirits, and these base-

born clods of earth? Examine the rest of this wise soliloquy, 

and see how it will apply to yourself. “Soul, take thy ease!” 

O vain hope! Can ease to a spirit spring out of the ground? 

Suppose the soil were ever so improved, can it yield such a 

harvest? “Eat, drink, and be merry!” What! can thy soul eat 

and drink, 

 

Manna such as angels eat,  
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Pure delights for spirits fit? 

 

But these do not grow on earthly ground; they are only found 

in the paradise of God. 

 

7. But suppose the voice which commands life and death 

pronounce, “This night thy soul shall be required of thee; 

then whose are all those things thou hast provided?” Alas, 

they are not thine! Thou hast no longer any part or lot in any 

of the things that are under the sun. Thou hast then no more 

share in any of these things of earth, than if the earth and the 

works of it were burnt up. Naked thou camest out of thy 

mother’s womb, and naked shalt thou return. Thou hast 

heaped up many things; but for what end? To leave them all 

behind thee! Poor shade! Thou art now stripped of all: not 

even hope is left. 

 

8. Observe the remark, which our Lord has left upon the 

whole occurrence: “So is every one who layeth up treasure 

for himself, and is not rich toward God!” Such a fool, such 

an egregious madman, as it is beyond the power of language 

to express! However wise he may be in his own eyes, and 

perhaps in those of his neighbour, he is in reality the greatest 

fool under heaven, who heapeth up things from which he 

must soon be separated for ever: and whoever is seeking 

happiness in the things that perish is laying up treasure for 

himself. This is absolutely inconsistent with being (or ra-

ther, growing) rich toward God, with obeying that scriptural 

command, “My son, give me thy heart.” He who is a child 

of God can truly say, 
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All my riches are above;  

All my treasure is thy love: 

 

He can testify, “All my desire is unto thee, and to the re-

membrance of thy name!” 

 

9. Let every one who readeth these words, narrowly search 

his own heart. Where hast thou laid up thy treasure hitherto? 

Where art thou laying it up now? Art thou labouring to be 

rich toward God? Or to lay up earthly goods? Which takes 

up the greater part of thy thoughts? Thou that art careful for 

outward things, diligent in doing good, and exact in outward 

duties, beware of covetousness; of decent, honourable love 

of money; and of a desire to lay up treasures on earth. Lay 

up treasures in heaven! A few days hence, thou wilt step into 

a land of darkness; where earthly fruits will be of no avail; 

where thou wilt not be capable of eating and drinking, or 

gratifying any of thy senses. What benefit wilt thou then re-

ceive from all thou hast laid up in this world? What satis-

faction in all which thou hast treasured up, all thou hast left 

behind thee? Left behind thee! What! couldest thou then 

take nothing with thee into the everlasting habitations? Nay 

then, lay up treasure, before thou go hence, which fadeth not 

away! 
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—————————— 

 

REVIEW 

 

This is a sermon about the parable of the rich fool. His open-

ing text is Luke 12:20: “But God said to him, ‘You fool!’” 

He elaborates on how the rich farmer was financially plan-

ning for his whole life ahead of him; and in this obsession 

with retirement planning, he entertained Epicurean views 

and forgot about the sufferings of the poor, widows, and or-

phans. All of which could have benefited from some chari-

table giving on his part. But instead, he decided to hoard his 

wealth: “I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, 

and there I will store my surplus grain. And I’ll say to my-

self, ‘You have plenty of grain laid up for many years. Take 

life easy; eat, drink, and be merry’” (Luke 12:18-19). At 

night, no doubt when he was likely in his bed, in that sacred 

incubator for the spirit of prophecy, God comes to him in a 

vision and says, “You fool! This very night your life will be 

demanded from you. Then who will get what you have pre-

pared for yourself?” (Luke 12:20). God was angry with this 

man for more than not giving to the poor: it was his covet-

ousness, materialism, and self-centered Epicurean philoso-

phy that God detested. Earlier Jesus said, “Watch out! Be 

on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist 

in an abundance of possessions” (Luke 12:15). Materialism, 

hedonism, and Epicureanism are all of the notion that hap-

piness and fulfillment in life, can only be found in the abun-

dance of possessions. But the rich fool’s lack of philan-

thropic thought is apparently what angered God the most. 

Especially since, on account of all his hoarding, once he 
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died, nobody was available to sell his grain or give it to the 

poor. Wesley was so delightfully harsh when commenting 

on this: “‘Soul, take thy ease; eat, drink, and be merry!’ How 

replete with folly and madness is every part of this wonder-

ful soliloquy! ‘Eat and drink?’ Will thy spirit then eat and 

drink? Yea, but not of earthly food. Thou wilt soon eat 

livid flame, and drink of the lake of fire burning with brim-

stone. But wilt thou then drink and be merry? ‘Nay, there 

will be no mirth in those horrid shades; those caverns will 

resound with no music, but weeping, and wailing, and 

gnashing of teeth!’” (2.2).  

   Jesus ends the parable: “this is how it will be with who-

ever stores up things for themselves but is not rich toward 

God” (Luke 12:21). In other words, the rich man who hoards 

his riches and hedonistically only spends his riches on his 

leisure; and has not a penny’s thought given to the poor, 

destitute, and needy…such a man is not rich in Christian 

faith and holiness, he is not rich toward God. Such a man is 

Hell bound. Wesley asks, “Art thou laboring to be rich to-

ward God, or to lay up earthly goods? which takes up the 

greater part of thy thoughts?” (2.9). Here you basically have 

the dichotomy of serving God or Mammon (Matt. 6:24): 

such a spirit of greed, materialism, and hedonism, without 

any thought given towards faith and righteousness. Let it not 

be misunderstood: this is not an unreasonable dichotomy 

that’s being set: this is not about theology versus economics, 

the Bible versus business books, or volleyball nets versus 

the St. Vincent de Paul Society. All of these things can be 

useful in a Christian’s life: theology, faith, holiness, eco-

nomics, Bible study, business activity, leisure, and charita-

ble giving. All things in moderation. But it is far better to 
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study godly soteriology, and mystical theology, than to 

study all of the business and economics books in the world. 

In other words, it is always better to overdose on theology. 

This would make a man more rich towards God and less like 

the rich fool. The God or Mammon dichotomy in Matthew 

6:24 is about the spiritually blinding accumulation of treas-

ures and riches, and as Wesley suggested in his other ser-

mons, probably the hoarding of millions for yourself. Some 

scholars believe that Mammon was a demonic god of riches 

in Biblical times; but if not, it is clear that riches can blind a 

man from understanding Biblical principles. Psalm 62:10: 

“If riches increase, set not your heart upon them.” God in-

tends that our financial growth, and financial planning, 

should always include a generous benevolence fund which 

is calculated from our monthly surplus; and definitely not 

involve any massive hoarding or funding a hedonistic life-

style. The rich fool fell into the trap that Moses warned 

against in Deuteronomy 8:11-14: “Be careful that you do 

not forget the Lord your God, failing to observe his com-

mands, his laws and his decrees that I am giving you this 

day. Otherwise, when you eat and are satisfied, when you 

build fine houses and settle down, and when your herds and 

flocks grow large and your silver and gold increase and all 

you have is multiplied, then your heart will become proud 

and you will forget the Lord your God.” 
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ON THE DANGER  

OF INCREASING RICHES 

Sermon 126 

(1790) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

The vices of the rich are once again warned against here, 

such as self-reliance instead of faith in God’s providence; 

snobbish pride in one’s business success; and a general care-

lessness about charitable giving to the poor. In this sermon, 

Wesley shifts his gaze temporarily to the lower and middle 

classes; and also challenges them to avoid attachment to 

money. But he soon after refers to people who have “mil-

lions” in the bank, as being the people in the most spiritual 

danger (II.I). Wesley allowed that middle class tradesmen 

who struggle with paying their debts are probably not in as 

much spiritual danger, as may outwardly appear: “Should 

we not make a fair allowance for them?” (II.2). He then 

speaks of rich business owners that excuse themselves from 

philanthropy, because they are always comparing them-

selves to someone else who is richer: and so, they make up 

their minds that they are not really rich. But for all of the 

classes, materialistic sensuality can replace poverty allevi-

ating philanthropy—and this is the main danger of increas-

ing riches. “As money, so the love of money, grows; it in-

creases in the same proportion” (II.14).  
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On the Danger  

of Increasing Riches 

 

If riches increase, set not thine heart upon them. 

Psalm 62:10 

 

1. From that express declaration of our Lord, “It is easier for 

a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich 

man to enter into the kingdom of heaven,” we may easily 

learn, that none can have riches without being greatly en-

dangered by them. But if the danger of barely having them 

is so great, how much greater is the danger of increasing 

them! This danger is great even to those who receive what 

is transmitted to them by their forefathers; but it is abun-

dantly greater to those who acquire them by their skill and 

industry.12 Therefore, nothing can be more prudent than this 

caution: “If riches increase, set not thine heart upon them.” 

 

2. It is true, riches, and the increase of them, are the gift of 

God. Yet great care is to be taken, that what is intended for 

a blessing, do not turn into a curse. To prevent which, it is 

highly expedient to consider seriously, 

 

I. What is meant by riches; and when they may be said to 

increase. 

 

 
12 Receiving millions from an inheritance can make a rich man feel en-

titled; but earning millions from exceptional business skills, can swell a 

man’s head with overwhelming self-reliance and pride, and an utter for-

getfulness of God. Too much business success is spiritually hazardous. 
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II. What is implied in setting our hearts upon them; and how 

we may avoid it. 

 

I. Consider, first, what is here meant by riches. Indeed some 

may imagine that it is hardly possible to mistake the mean-

ing of this common word. Yet, in truth, there are thousands 

in this mistake; and many of them quite innocently. A per-

son of note, hearing a sermon preached upon this subject 

several years since, between surprise and indignation broke 

out aloud, “Why does he talk about riches here? There is no 

rich man at Whitehaven, but Sir James L——r.” And it is 

true there was none but he that had forty thousand pounds a 

year, and some millions in ready money. But a man may be 

rich that has not a hundred a year, nor even one thousand 

pounds in cash. Whosoever has food to eat, and raiment to 

put on, with something over, is rich.13 Whoever has the ne-

cessaries and conveniences of life for himself and his fam-

ily, and a little to spare for them that have not, is properly a 

rich man; unless he is a miser, a lover of money, one that 

hoards up what he can and ought to give to the poor. For it 

 
13 This reflects Wesley’s extreme view that technically all non-million-

aires are “rich” if they own more than the bare necessities of life. But 

this goes against the general tenor of his financial sermons, when con-

sidered together. The “rich” are usually viewed by him as millionaires. 

But here he is referring to annual incomes ranging from £100 to £1000 

or $21,000 to $210,000 in today’s money. In this case, he’s saying that 

Christians of all economic classes—the lower, middle, and upper clas-

ses—are all technically in danger of attachment to money. Although the 

assumption is, the more you own, the more spiritual danger you are in. 
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so, he is a poor man still, though he has millions in the 

bank;14 yea, he is the poorest of men; for, 

 

The beggars but a common lot deplore: 

The rich poor man’s emphatically poor. 

 

2. But here an exception may be made. A person may have 

more than necessaries and conveniences for his family, and 

yet not be rich. For he may be in debt; and his debts may 

amount to more than he is worth. But if this be the case, he 

is not a rich man, how much money soever he has in his 

hands. Yea, a man of business may be afraid that this is the 

real condition of his affairs, whether it be or no; and then he 

cannot be so charitable as he would, for fear of being unjust. 

How many that are engaged in trade, are in this very condi-

tion! Those especially that trade to a very large amount; for 

their affairs are frequently so entangled, that it is not possi-

ble to determine, with any exactness, how much they are 

worth, or, indeed, whether they are worth anything or noth-

ing. Should we not make a fair allowance for them? 

 

3. And beware of forming a hasty judgment concerning the 

fortune of others. There may be secrets in the situation of a 

person, which few but God are acquainted with. Some years 

since, I told a gentleman, “Sir, I am afraid you are covet-

ous.” He asked me, “What is the reason of your fear?” I an-

swered, “A year ago, when I made a collection for the ex-

pense of repairing the Foundery, you subscribed five 

 
14 Wesley quickly returns to the figure of “millions” to illustrate his 

views. Millionaires are truly the “rich” in the most literal sense. 
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guineas. At the subscription made this year you subscribed 

only half a guinea.” He made no reply; but after a time 

asked, “Pray, Sir, answer me a question: Why do you live 

upon potatoes?” (I did so between three and four years.) I 

replied, “It has much conduced to my health.” He answered, 

“I believe it has. But did you not do it likewise to save 

money?” I said, “I did; for what I save from my own meat, 

will feed another that else would have none.” “But, sir,” said 

he, “if this be your motive you may save much more. I know 

a man that goes to the market at the beginning of every 

week: There he buys a pennyworth of parsnips, which he 

boils in a large quantity of water. The parsnips serve him for 

food, and the water for drink, the ensuing week. So his meat 

and drink together cost him only a penny a week.” This he 

constantly did, though he had then two hundred pounds a 

year, to pay the debts which he had contracted before he 

knew God! And this was he, whom I had set down for a 

covetous man! 

 

4. But there are those who are conscious before God that 

they are rich. And, doubtless, some among you are of the 

number. You have more of the goods of this world than is 

needful either for yourself or your family. Let each consider 

for himself. Do your riches increase? Do not you understand 

that plain expression? Have you not more money, or more 

of money’s worth, than you had ten or twenty years ago? Or 

at this time last year? If you keep any account, you can eas-

ily know this. Indeed you ought to know; otherwise, you are 

not a good steward, even in this respect, of the mammon of 

unrighteousness. And every man, whether engaged in trade 
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or not, ought to know whether his substance lessens or in-

creases.15 

 

5. But many have found out a way never to be rich, though 

their substance increase ever so much.16 It is this: As fast as 

ever money comes in, they lay it out, either in land, or en-

larging their business. By this means, each of these, keeping 

himself bare of money, can still say, “I am not rich.” Yea, 

though he has ten, twenty, a hundred times more substance 

than he had some years ago. This may be explained by a 

recent case. A gentleman came to a merchant in London, a 

few years since, and told him, “Sir, I beg you will give me 

a guinea for a worthy family that is in great distress.” He 

replied, “Really, Mr. M., I cannot well afford to give you it 

just now. But if you will call upon me when I am worth ten 

thousand pounds, upon such an occasion I will give you ten 

guineas.” Mr. M., after some time, called upon him again, 

and said, “Sir, I claim your promise; now you are worth ten 

 
15 I didn’t know how to budget until recently. I experimented with dif-

ferent budgeting apps, but without success. Mint, QuickBooks, and 

Quicken were all inaccurate. I found a pre-made Excel spreadsheet 

made by the BrainyMoney CPA on a website called SkillShare.com. 

This was very helpful, but still not 100% accurate. This showed me how 

to categorize my income and expenses on a monthly basis; and convert 

all the figures into bar graphs. But after this, I found a perfectly accurate 

way to budget and account for my household income and expenses: 

bankofamerica.com has a feature called “Spending & Budgeting,” 

which tracks the history of all your direct deposits and all your spending, 

down to the penny. The “Cash Flow” tab is especially helpful. 
16 By their own made-up definition of the word “rich;” such a view is 

insincere; and should be understood in a facetious or sarcastic way. 
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thousand pounds.” He replied, “That is very true. But I as-

sure you, I cannot spare one guinea so well as I could then.” 

 

6. It is possible for a man to cheat himself by this ingenious 

device. And he may cheat other men; for as long “as thou 

doest good unto thyself, men will speak well of thee.” “A 

right good man,” says the Londoner: “he is worth a plumb:” 

(a hundred thousand pounds). But, alas! he cannot deceive 

God; and he cannot deceive the devil. Ah, no! The curse of 

God is upon thee already, and on all that thou hast. And to-

morrow, when the devil seizes thy soul, will he not say, 

“What do all thy riches profit thee?” Will they purchase a 

pillow for thy head, in the lake of fire burning with brim-

stone? Or will they procure thee a cup of “water to cool thy 

tongue,” while thou art tormented in that flame?” O follow 

the wise direction here given; that God may not say unto 

thee, “Thou fool!” 

 

7. This shift, therefore, will not avail. It will not be any pro-

tection, either against the wrath of God, or the malice and 

power of the devil. Thou art convicted already of “setting 

thy heart” upon thy riches, if thou layest all thou hast above 

the conveniences of life, on adding money to money, house 

to house, or field to field, without giving at least a tenth of 

thine income (the Jewish proportion) to the poor. By what-

soever means thy riches increase, whether with or without 

labour; whether by trade, legacies, or any other way;17 

 
17 There are several ways to grow rich: business activity, inheritance, 

saving, investing, or winning a lottery ticket. Rich inheritances are rare; 

and lotteries are usually a waste of money. That leaves increasing your 

level of working, saving, and investing as the normal ways to grow rich. 
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unless thy charities increase in the same proportion; unless 

thou givest a full tenth of thy substance, of thy fixed and 

occasional income; thou dost undoubtedly set thy heart 

upon thy gold, and it will “eat thy flesh as fire!”18 

 

8. But, O! who can convince a rich man that he sets his heart 

upon riches? For considerably above half a century I have 

spoken on this head, with all the plainness that was in my 

power. But with how little effect! I doubt whether I have, in 

all that time, convinced fifty misers of covetousness. When 

the lover of money was described ever so clearly, and 

painted in the strongest colours, who applied it to himself? 

To whom did God, and all that knew him, say, “Thou art the 

man!” If he speaks to any of you that are present, O do not 

stop your ears! Rather say, with Zaccheus, “Behold, Lord, 

the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have done 

any wrong to any man, I restore fourfold!” He did not mean 

that he had done this in time past; but that he determined to 

do so for the time to come. I charge thee before God, thou 

lover of money, to “go and do likewise!” 

 

9. I have a message from God unto thee, O rich man! 

whether thou wilt hear, or whether thou wilt forbear. Riches 

have increased with thee; at the peril of thy soul, “set not 

thine heart upon them!” Be thankful to Him that gave thee 

such a talent, so much power of doing good. Yet dare not to 

rejoice over them, but with fear and trembling. Cave ne 

 
18 Wesley urges those who are growing richer by increasing their work-

ing, saving, and investing, to also increase the amounts in their benevo-

lence funds for the poor, widows, and orphans; or else, Hell awaits! 
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inhaereas, says pious Kempis, ne capiaris et pereas: “Be-

ware thou cleave not unto them, lest thou be entangled and 

perish.” Do not make them thy end, thy chief delight, thy 

happiness, thy God! See that thou expect not happiness in 

money, nor anything that is purchasable thereby; in gratify-

ing either the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, or 

the pride of life. 

 

10. But let us descend to particulars; and see that each of 

you deal faithfully with his own soul. If any of you have 

now twice, thrice, or four times as much substance as when 

you first saw my face, faithfully examine yourselves, and 

see if you do not set your hearts, if not directly on money or 

riches themselves, yet on some of the things that are pur-

chasable thereby; which comes to the same thing. All those 

the Apostle John includes under that general name, the 

world; and the desire of them, or to seek happiness in them, 

under that form, “the love of the world.” This he divides into 

three branches, “the desire of the flesh, the desire of the 

eyes, and the pride of life.” Fairly examine yourselves with 

regard to these. And, First, as to “the desire of the flesh.” I 

believe this means the seeking of happiness in the things 

that gratify the senses. To instance in one: Do not you seek 

your happiness in enlarging the pleasure of tasting? To be 

more particular: Do you not eat more plentifully, or more 

delicately, than you did ten or twenty years ago? Do not you 

use more drink, or drink of a more costly kind, than you did 

then? Do you sleep on as hard a bed as you did once; sup-

pose your health will bear it? To touch on one point more: 

Do you fast as often, now you are rich, as you did when you 

was poor? Ought you not, in all reason, to do this rather 
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more often than more seldom? I am afraid your own heart 

condemns you. You are not clear in this matter. 

 

11. The second branch of the love of the world, “the desire 

of the eyes,” is of a wider extent. We may understand 

thereby, the seeking our happiness in gratifying the imagi-

nation, (which is chiefly done by means of the eyes,) by 

grand, or new, or beautiful objects;––if they may not all be 

reduced to one head; since neither grand nor beautiful ob-

jects are pleasing when the novelty of them is gone. But are 

not the veriest trifles pleasing as long as they are new? Do 

not some of you, on the score of novelty, seek no small part 

of your happiness in that trifle of trifles––dress? Do not you 

bestow more money, or (which is the same) more time or 

pains, upon it than you did once? I doubt this is not done to 

please God. Then it pleases the devil. If you laid aside your 

needless ornaments some years since,––ruffles, necklaces, 

spider-caps, ugly, unbecoming bonnets, costly linen, expen-

sive laces,––have you not, in defiance of religion and rea-

son, taken to them again? 

 

12. Perhaps you say you can now afford the expense. This 

is the quintessence of nonsense. Who gave you this addition 

to your fortune; or (to speak properly) lent it to you? To 

speak more properly still, who lodged it for a time in your 

hands as his stewards? Informing you at the same time for 

what purposes he entrusted you with it? And can you afford 

to waste your Lord’s goods; for every part of which you are 

to give an account? Or, to expend them in any other way 

than that which he hath expressly appointed? Away with 

this vile, diabolical cant! Let it never more come out of your 
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lips. This affording to rob God is the very cant of Hell. Do 

not you know that God entrusted you with that money (all 

above what buys necessaries for your families,) to feed the 

hungry, to clothe the naked, to help the stranger, the widow, 

the fatherless; and, indeed, as far as it will go, to relieve the 

wants of all mankind? How can you, how dare you, defraud 

your Lord, by applying it to any other purpose?19 When he 

entrusted you with a little, did he not entrust you with it that 

you might lay out all that little in doing good? And when he 

entrusted you with more, did he not entrust you with that 

additional money that you might do so much the more good, 

as you had more ability? Had you any more right to waste a 

pound, a shilling, or a penny, than you had before? You 

have, therefore, no more right to gratify the desire of the 

flesh, or the desire of the eyes, now than when you was a 

beggar. O no! do not make so poor a return to your benefi-

cent Lord! Rather, the more he entrusts you with, be so 

much the more careful to employ every mite as he hath ap-

pointed. 

 

13. Ye angels of God, ye servants of his, that continually do 

his pleasure: our common Lord hath entrusted you also with 

talents far more precious than gold and silver, that you may 

 
19 I disagree with Wesley’s extreme view of philanthropy stated here, 

but rather support the moderate enjoyment of worldly goods as gifts of 

God: “when God gives someone wealth and possessions, and the ability 

to enjoy them, to accept their lot and be happy in their toil—this is a gift 

of God” (Eccl. 5:19). John Calvin, Richard Baxter, and generally all of 

the Puritans shared this moderate view. However, some reasonable pro-

vision should always be made for the poor, widows, and orphans of the 

church (Jas. 1:27). 
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minister in your various offices to the heirs of salvation! Do 

not you employ every mite of what you have received, to 

the end for which it was given you? And hath he not directed 

us to do his will on earth, as it is done by you in heaven? 

Brethren, what are we doing? Let us awake! Let us arise! 

Let us imitate those flaming ministers! Let us employ our 

whole soul, body and substance, according to the will of our 

Lord! Let us render unto God the things that are God’s; even 

all we are, and all we have! 

 

14. Most of those who when riches increase set their hearts 

upon them, do it indirectly in some of the preceding in-

stances. But there are others who do this more directly; be-

ing, properly, “lovers of money;” who love it for its own 

sake; not only for the sake of what it procures. But this vice 

is very rarely found in children or young persons; but only, 

or chiefly, in the old,––in those that have the least need of 

money, and the least time to enjoy it. Might not this induce 

one to think, that in many cases it is a penal evil? That it is 

a sin punishing evil? That when a man has, for many years, 

hid his precious talent in the earth, God delivers him up to 

Satan, to punish by the inordinate love of it? Then it is that 

he is more and more tormented by that auri sacra fames,–– 

“that execrable hunger after gold which can never be satis-

fied.” No: it is most true, as the very heathen observes, 

Crescit amor nummi, quantum ipsa pecunia crescit,––“As 

money, so the love of money, grows; it increases in the same 

proportion.” As in a dropsy, the more you drink, the more 

you thirst; till that unquenchable thirst plunge you into the 

fire which never shall be quenched! 
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15. “But is there no way,” you may ask, “either to prevent 

or to cure this dire disease?” There is one preventative of it, 

which is also a remedy for it; and I believe there is no other 

under heaven. It is this: After you have gained (with the cau-

tions above given) all you can, and saved all you can, want-

ing for nothing; spend not one pound, one shilling, or one 

penny, to gratify either the desire of the flesh, the desire of 

the eyes, or the pride of life; or indeed, for any other end 

than to please and glorify God. Having avoided this rock on 

the right hand, beware of that on the left. Secondly, hoard 

nothing.20 Lay up no treasure on earth, but give all you can; 

that is, all you have. I defy all the men upon earth, yea, all 

the angels in heaven, to find any other way of extracting the 

poison from riches. 

 

16. Let me add one word more. After having served you be-

tween sixty and seventy years; with dim eyes, shaking 

hands, and tottering feet, I give you one more advice before 

I sink into the dust. Mark those words of St. Paul: “Those 

that desire” or endeavour “to be rich,” that moment “fall into 

temptation.” Yea, a deep gulf of temptation, out of which 

nothing less than almighty power can deliver them. “They 

fall into a snare”––the word properly means a steel trap, 

which instantly crushes the animal, taken therein, to 

pieces;––“and into divers foolish and hurtful desires, which 

plunge men into destruction and perdition.” You, above all 

men, who now prosper in the world, never forget these aw-

ful words! How unspeakably slippery is your path! How 

dangerous every step! The Lord God enable you to see your 

 
20 Saving is for necessities, but hoarding is for luxury items. 
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danger, and make you deeply sensible of it! O may you 

“awake up after his likeness, and be satisfied with it!” 

 

17. Permit me to come a little closer still. Perhaps I may not 

trouble you any more on this head. I am pained for you that 

are “rich in this world.” Do you give all you can? You who 

receive five hundred pounds a year, and spend only two 

hundred, do you give three hundred back to God? If not, you 

certainly rob God of that three hundred.21 You that receive 

two hundred, and spend but one, do you give God the other 

hundred? If not, you rob him of just so much. “Nay, may I 

not do what I will with my own?” Here lies the ground of 

your mistake. It is not your own. It cannot be, unless you are 

lord of heaven and earth. “However, I must provide for my 

children.” Certainly. But how? By making them rich? Then 

you will probably make them heathens, as some of you have 

 
21 Wesley refers to a man who makes £500 a year, which is $105,000 in 

today’s money: a financially healthy middle class man. This man’s an-

nual expenses amount to £200 or $42,000 in today’s money. He has an 

annual surplus of £300 or $63,000 in today’s money. Wesley, the phil-

anthropic extremist that he was, expected Christians to give all of that 

$63,000 away to the poor, widows, and orphans of the church! Other-

wise, the man would be robbing God! I think this is very extreme, con-

sidering that most men have need to divide their surplus into such direc-

tions as these: debts, investment portfolios, college funds, retirement 

funds, mortgages, backup cars, inheritance funds, insurances, and rea-

sonable recreations for the whole family. Emergency funds, financial 

securities, and recreations are all necessities and conveniences, which 

are normally funded from the man’s financial surplus. All such things 

would fall into the category of providing for the family, without which 

the man would be considered “worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8). 
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done already.22 “What shall I do, then?” Lord, speak to their 

hearts! else the preacher speaks in vain. Leave them enough 

to live on, not in idleness and luxury, but by honest industry. 

And if you have not children, upon what scriptural or ra-

tional principle can you leave a groat23 behind you more 

than will bury you? I pray consider, what are you the better 

for what you leave behind you? What does it signify, 

whether you leave behind you ten thousand pounds, or ten 

thousand shoes and boots? O leave nothing behind you! 

Send all you have before you into a better world! Lend it, 

lend it all unto the Lord, and it shall be paid you again! Is 

there any danger that his truth should fail? It is fixed as the 

pillars of heaven. Haste, haste, my brethren, haste! lest you 

be called away before you settled what you have on this se-

curity! When this is done, you may boldly say, “Now I have 

nothing to do but to die! Father, into thy hands I commend 

my spirit! Come, Lord Jesus! Come quickly!” 

 

 

  

 
22 Wesley, not acquainted with the intricacies of budgeting and finan-

cially planning for a family, is at least aware that men are trying to pro-

vide for their families. His last warning is that parents do not spoil their 

children with unnecessary luxuries. Financial security against future 

emergencies is not part of his consideration here. 
23 A small coin like a penny. 
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—————————— 

 

REVIEW 

 

Wesley’s expression “increasing riches” could be also 

called financial growth, economic growth, or economic de-

velopment; it could also be used in the sense that P. T. Bauer 

means in Dissent on Development, when he applied his the-

ory of working, saving, and investing in Western business 

practice—in brief: poverty alleviation through diligent busi-

ness activity. But Wesley is aiming at a much more specific 

meaning when he uses the expression “increasing riches.” If 

we can recall his former economic sermons, Wesley gener-

ally understands the words “rich” and “riches” to mean mil-

lionaires and millions of dollars. If we understand this from 

the beginning, then we will not begin to think that he was 

unreasonably and uncharitably attacking the middle class 

also. No, Wesley is usually warning of the danger of in-

creasing millions of dollars. However, there are some ex-

treme occasions where he lays into the middle class for not 

giving enough to charity. 

   John Wesley was a very conservative and Puritanical man. 

At the same time, his marriage failed after eight years; and 

he was never a father. Since he combined these two ele-

ments together in himself, he was bound to run into ex-

tremes when it came to his economic views: and you defi-

nitely have financial extremes in Wesley’s sermons. Essen-

tially what this boils down to is preaching against financial 

sins. From what I know, Jonathan Edwards’ thoughts on 

money pretty much summed up to preaching against finan-

cial sins. At least Wesley had a more developed economic 
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theology than that; there were even times when he inquired 

into the causes of economic depressions.24 But whenever I 

see an extreme in Wesley, it makes me look at my own 

views and opinions about certain things; and makes me 

search for the Biblical balance. This is why I find his writ-

ings so valuable for so many things in the Christian life. 

   He begins by referring to Psalm 62:10: “if riches increase, 

set not your heart upon them.” That is, if you are so suc-

cessful with your business activity that your riches are in-

creasing, then don’t turn them into an idol—in fact, be ready 

to dispense of them into various useful directions. Do not 

set your heart on them; do not hoard them up for yourself or 

spend them on luxuries. This echoes Jesus’ saying as well: 

“lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth…for where 

your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:19, 

21). Riches and treasures: millions of dollars? Yes defi-

nitely. But these verses could also be easily useful to curb 

any degree of pride in the upwardly mobile, middle-class 

breadwinner. Any man that goes from earning $35,000 a 

year, to $70,000 or $100,000 a year, is eventually going to 

 
24 Thoughts on the Present Scarcity of Provisions (1773) and A Serious 

Address to the People of England, with Regard to the State of the Na-

tion (1778). Wesley was influenced by Rev. Josiah Tucker in this sense. 

He referred to him as the Dean of Gloucester. A good overview of 

Tucker’s economic philosophy would be George Shelton’s Dean Tucker 

and Eighteenth-Century Economic and Political Thought (1981). Along 

with those whom have analyzed the Great Depression and the 2008 re-

cession, Wesley viewed the depressions of his times to be mainly caused 

by the housing market. Landlords desired to indulge in expensive living; 

and raised the rents so high that most people couldn’t handle it; massive 

unemployment resulted; and prices for all kinds of things inflated to ex-

tortionate levels, to make up for the high rents. 
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feel a difference in his economic standing. It might not be 

immediately, but gradually over time the pride may seep in, 

the idolatry of it may grip his mind and heart, and—alt-

hough he is not a millionaire—even he may find himself 

brooding a little too much over his silver and gold coins, his 

stock portfolio, treasury bonds, and land speculations. Here 

is God’s word to that man: “if riches increase, set not your 

heart upon them.”  

   I believe that the upwardly mobile middle-classer is in the 

process of knocking out his family’s financial problems, ad-

dressing financial necessities, establishing a sense of finan-

cial security, paying off debts, saving for college funds, 

planning for retirement, getting a backup car, laying up in-

heritance funds, and paying off a mortgage on a modest 

home not very much exceeding $100,000 and three bed-

rooms.25 Such a man may feel a sense of pride in his accom-

plishments and financial success: financial pride. It’s not the 

pride of wealth per se, but there’s a level of financial pride 

there. It’s not luxury and millions of dollars, but there’s a 

spiritual danger there. This is natural, but it’s a danger; and 

can lead to snobbery and forgetting God (Deut. 8:10-18). 

Our response to such a proud financial feeling should be to 

remember that it’s God who gave you the power to get this 

wealth in the first place (Deut. 8:18).  

   You only made use of the economic gifts that God pro-

vided you with. Lose this perspective and you will lose your 

soul! God is our Father and he gives us job opportunities—

 
25 I recommend resorting to Federal Housing Administration (FHA) in-

sured loans for mortgages. The U.S. government abides by law and or-

der in its lending practices, but not always banks and other lending in-

stitutions. 
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often through means outside of our control: especially when 

we are young and just beginning our careers. Then we make 

use of these employment gifts he provided for us through 

his providence: and we may eventually excel at them, im-

prove on our job skills, and get supplementary certifica-

tions, and higher wages; and that’s when we can forget the 

Lord, and imagine that all of our career success was a 100% 

human effort the entire time. That’s either economic Pela-

gianism or economic atheism: the idea that God’s power 

played no role in getting you any interviews over the course 

of your career; that it was all you and the work of your edu-

cational perseverance, your diligent, get up early, and drink 

coffee every morning work ethic. That’s the moment when, 

for all intents, you can turn your back on Mount Sinai and 

start worshiping a golden calf that you made (Exod. 32). 

   Wesley refers to Matthew 19:24: “It is easier for a camel 

to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to 

enter into the kingdom of God.” As mentioned in one of my 

previous reviews of Wesley’s economic sermons, I believe 

that this implies two things—we’ll take the rich man Job as 

an example. If you are a rich man, but you still want to go 

to Heaven, then two things will have to happen to you: 1. 

God will have to use dramatic supernatural means and di-

vine interventions in order to get your attention. Your 

worldly-mindedness has blinded you from certain spiritual 

realities. God’s gonna have to rattle your cage with some 

pretty strange goings on. 2. You will suffer immensely, 

maybe to the point of almost dying; in fact, you may need 

to suffer in proportion to the amount of wealth you have 

stored up for yourself. Most likely this will involve losing a 

large portion, if not all of your money, in order to humble 
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and straighten you out. Also, extreme physical sickness 

might be sent from God in order to get you to think about 

living in a better world than this one: Heaven.  

   How does this relate to the camel going through the eye 

of a needle? It’s easy for me to understand it now: to me it 

means that the camel will have to miraculously shrink itself 

by the power of God, and uncomfortably, and painfully 

squeeze itself through the needle’s eye. Then that camel will 

go to Heaven when it dies—that camel being a saved rich 

man like Job. If it is hard for the righteous poor to be saved 

and subdue their carnal natures, then it only stands to rea-

son that the righteous rich will need to suffer astronomically 

more than them, in order to experience the smallest degree 

of spiritual salvation from their sin nature. This is why Jesus 

exclaimed: “It is hard for someone who is rich to enter the 

kingdom of Heaven!” (Matt. 19:23). It is hard for a rich man 

to be saved from Hell. These are the literal words of the Son 

of God. This is a Biblical doctrine. Don’t dispute it!  

   This is why rich people tend to be liberal Christians, ag-

nostics, or atheists. None of those people actually follow the 

words of Jesus or try to live by every word in the New Tes-

tament. They are argumentative against it; mentally and 

emotionally contrary to its principles. They have to be. It’s 

the only way they can justify and continue in the lifestyle 

they are creating for themselves—it is their golden calf. 

Wikipedia says that the American upper class, if they are 

religious, almost always fall into the category of mainline 

Protestant churchgoers. In other words, they are liberal 

Christians: the most popular upper-class churches are the 

Episcopal Church and the Presbyterian Church (USA). Both 

of which put secular science above Biblical authority, 
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compromise with a Darwinist view of creation, and ordain 

homosexual clergy. They don’t believe the Bible is super-

naturally originated, but that it was the product of a super-

stitious age. It’s still got some useful ethical teachings in it 

though, such as the Golden Rule and love your neighbor; 

and this will encourage them to go about their careers in a 

very tolerant way. But these people are not true Christians, 

not born again of the Holy Spirit, not experiencing any lord-

ship salvation. They are not engaged in spiritual warfare 

with the powers of darkness. They are heretical deists at 

best; and are not true followers of the Jesus in the New Tes-

tament. They will have to change all of these things, and 

repent from all of their economic vices, and suffer all kinds 

of hardships related to this, if they want to experience sal-

vation by faith in the blood of Christ. Otherwise, he died for 

nothing! You can’t totally ignore Jesus’ words and then go 

and put your faith in the cross. It doesn’t work that way! 

That too is a golden calf that many liberal Christians wor-

ship every day: antinomianism. 

   Unlike his predecessor Daniel Defoe, who in The Com-

plete English Tradesman, had encouraged businessmen to 

carefully manage their loans and debts—Wesley looked at 

all debts and loans as money traps. Outwardly such a man 

may look wealthy, but he is not truly rich, because he owes 

so many debts. It’s all a show: he’s living on the bank’s 

money. Proverbs 13:7: “One person pretends to be rich, yet 

has nothing; another pretends to be poor, yet has great 

wealth.” Alright then, I’d rather be the second guy. Better 

to be debt free with tons of savings and investments, but 

pretend to be poor by living modestly and restraining ex-

pensive living. That is much wiser and much better. What 
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burglar would be tempted to break into your house, if he was 

under the impression that you’re poor? But few rich people 

actually follow through with this.  

   Wesley observed: “there are others who…being, properly, 

“lovers of money;” who love it for its own sake; not only 

for the sake of what it procures…Might not this induce one 

to think, that in many cases it is a penal evil? That it is a sin 

punishing evil? That when a man has, for many years, hid 

his precious talent in the earth, God delivers him up to Sa-

tan, to punish by the inordinate love of it? Then it is that he 

is more and more tormented by…that execrable hunger after 

gold, which can never be satisfied…it is most true, as the 

very heathen observes…‘As money, so the love of money, 

grows; it increases in the same proportion.’ As in a dropsy, 

the more you drink, the more you thirst; till that unquench-

able thirst plunge you into the fire which never shall be 

quenched!” (2.14). But will you restrain yourself from this, 

Wesley implies, enough to give a substantial sum away to 

the poor, widows, and orphans of the church, in order to de-

liver your soul from this vice of covetousness? Sufficient 

philanthropy in Jesus’ name is the only cure for this disease.  

 

 


