
Merchants of Death 
James 4:13-17 

Introduction: 

Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve, a man who walked with Jesus, 
listened to His teachings and witnessed His miracles, knew that the 
will of the Lord was. Yet, in the end, he betrayed his Lord for thirty 
pieces of silver—a pitiful sum for the life of the Son of God. Judas, 
blinded by greed, saw an opportunity to "make a profit" and seized 
it without considering the devastating impact it would have on his 
soul. Judas became a merchant of death. 

But Judas’s betrayal wasn’t just about the money. It was about a 
heart consumed with selfish ambition, a soul that had traded the 
eternal riches of Christ for the fleeting gains of this world. Judas 
thought he could control the outcome, profit from his betrayal and 
somehow come out ahead. But his life ended suddenly in ruin, his 
name became a byword for treachery, and his soul was lost forever. 

Brothers and sisters, how often do otherwise well meaning 
Christians, like Judas, pursue profit without considering the cost? 
How frequently do we engage in spiritual commerce, trading the 
precious truths of the Gospel for our own agendas, seeking to make 
a name for ourselves, and boast in our pride? Christians might not 
be selling out our Savior for silver, but plenty are guilty of seeking 
to profit by bringing harm to the body of Christ? 

I. The Merchants of Souls: Spiritual Commerce and Its Dangers  

Now before we get into the text, I need to make a comment about 
my interpretive method. Many interpreters consider James to be 
the New Testament book of Proverbs. They have not understood 
the original context to be about the very early church which was 
dispersed after the martyrdom of Stephen. They think James is just 
writing random collections of wisdom sayings, like Solomon, and 
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this passage is simply one such random piece of wisdom about 
making sure you acknowledge God in your business plans. It is 
from this passage why we all say, ‘Lord willing’ whenever we say we 
are going to do this or that. 

But if James were simply just talking about business plans, then it 
would be totally out of context with the rest of the letter. Rather, I 
believe that because of the overall context of James, this passage 
has nothing to do with normal business transactions, per se, but 
rather, it has to do with ‘spiritual commerce.’  

We need to dig beneath the surface of the text and understand that 
in these next two sections, James has assumed the role of a prophet. 
And he is going to speak in parabolic type language. So let us look 
at a few Bible passages to help us understand what I think James is 
doing. 

In the Gospel of Matthew, and also in Revelation, the vocabulary 
of “doing business” – buying, selling, trading, and commerce – is a 
metaphor for “spiritual commerce.” In quite a few of Jesus’s 
parables, he makes use of economic transactions to deliver 
powerful messages about the coming kingdom of God. 

For example. Matt. 18:23 – “The kingdom of heaven may be compared 
to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants.” 

Matt. 20:1-2 – “The kingdom of Heaven is like a master of a house who 
went out early in the morning to hire laborers in his vineyard. After agreeing 
with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard.” 

Matt. 25:14 – “The Kingdom of Heaven will be like a man going on 
journey, who called his servants and entrusted them with his property. To 
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one he gave five talents, to another two, and to another one, each according 
to his ability.” 

These passages are only a small sampling from Jesus’s parables. But 
the Lord frequently used economic relations to communicate his 
displeasure with the way the Jewish leaders had mishandled the 
spiritual “wealth” given to them, which of course is the testimony 
of the apostles, prophets, and the Gospel of the Kingdom. 

This same kind of language is used in Revelation. But here it is 
used to describe the spiritual exports of Jerusalem and Judaism 
across the world. Certainly, Israel was doing actual financial 
commerce with nations and was trading goods, but John uses that 
as an image of the spiritual goods she was exporting. Israel was 
supposed to make the world rich in spiritual blessings. But she 
instead became a plague and a curse to the world. 

Rev. 18 clearly depicts this reality. “Babylon the great is fallen, and has 
become a dwelling place of demons, a prison for every foul spirit, and a 
cage for every unclean and hated bird! 3 For all the nations have drunk of 
the wine of the wrath of her fornication, the kings of the earth have 
committed fornication with her, and the merchants of the earth have 
become rich through the abundance of her luxury.” 
9 And the kings of the earth, who committed sexual immorality and lived 
in luxury with her, will weep and wail over her when they see the smoke of 
her burning. 10 They will stand far off, in fear of her torment, and say, 

“Alas! Alas! You great city, 

you mighty city, Babylon! 

For in a single hour your judgment has come.” 
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11 And the merchants of the earth weep and mourn for her, since no one 
buys their cargo anymore, 12 cargo of gold, silver, jewels, pearls, fine linen, 
purple cloth, silk, scarlet cloth, all kinds of scented wood, all kinds of 
articles of ivory, all kinds of articles of costly wood, bronze, iron and 
marble, 13 cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, oil, fine 
flour, wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, and slaves, that is, 
human souls.” 

David Chilton remarked, “Jerusalem trafficked many goods, from 
all over the world. But her most basic trade was human souls. 
Instead of fulfilling her proper function as the mother of mankind, 
she prostituted herself, and led her children into demonic 
bondage, statist oppression, and finally annihilation.”[1]  And 
because the temple was destroyed in 70 AD, her merchants were 
crying that they could no longer get people to buy her cargo 
anymore. 

So these passages in Matthew and Revelation alert us to the 
parabolic nature of James’s warning to the traveling merchants. 
James is addressing the Jewish authorities that are pursuing exiled 
Christians from city to city, going about their “spiritual business” 
– to eradicate the new Christian sect, and put Christians back 
under the bondage of the Mosaic Law. 

Thus Revelation 18 shows that the reason Jerusalem was 
overthrown was directly related to the business of murdering God’s 
prophets, apostles, and saints. 

“for your merchants were the great ones of the earth, 
and all nations were deceived by your sorcery. 
24 And in her was found the blood of prophets and of saints, 
and of all who have been slain on the land.” 
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The Apostle Paul was one such merchant before his conversion. 
He, and others, were given authority by the High Priest to go from 
town to town to capture Christians and bring them “bound to 
Jerusalem” (Acts 9:2). Later after Paul’s conversion these same 
merchants were sent out to kill Paul and to undermine his 
ministry.  

Thus, James is not merely talking to a businessman with a business 
plan who is going to make money in business land. When he says, 
“Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and 
such a town, spend a year there and trade and make a profit” - this is a 
metaphor for the plans they have to go and search out the 
Christians and persecute them.  

These are the merchants of Babylon the Great in Revelation, whose 
wealth was built on the ruin of souls. And like the Downfall of 
Babylon the Great and her merchants, like the suicide of Judas, 
both of whose downfall was as sudden as it was complete, James 
next warns these merchants of death of their coming doom. 

II. Your Life is a Vapor: The Brevity of Life  

Just as the merchants are caught up in their business plans to profit 
from their schemes to enslave men’s souls back to earthly 
Jerusalem, so are they ensnared by the false sense of security that 
their wealthy position as Jerusalem’s spiritual leadership affords 
them. They think they can persecute Christ’s people and get away 
with it. They think they can control the destiny of Israel by 
persecuting Christ’s followers. 
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James warns the merchants of death about the coming judgment 
of the Lord upon them. When he says, “You don’t know what 
tomorrow might bring,” He means to say, “Tomorrow might bring the 
Lord.”  

Remember, in Matt. 24 Jesus warned the Jews about the swift and 
unexpected day of judgment. He tells about how the wicked servant 
began to tell himself that the Master was delayed in his coming, 
and so he began to beat his fellow servants, and eat and drink with 
drunkards.  

But his evil deeds were discovered when the Master came back 
suddenly on a day the wicked servant didn’t expect him, and at an 
hour he did not know. “And the Master cut that wicked servant into 
pieces and put him with the hypocrites. In that place there will be weeping 
and gnashing of teeth.” 

Thus, when telling them they don’t know what tomorrow will 
bring, James is alluding to this reality of the coming of the Lord 
suddenly upon them. And he is asking them, “Are you going to be 
engaged in the business of persecuting the Master’s servants when 
he comes on that day, which might be tomorrow?”  

So James urges them to examine their lives and their motives, by 
telling them their life is a vapor. Vapor or mist serves as a metaphor 
for the shortness of human existence.  

Like the vapor or breath that we exhale on a cold day, that is gone 
as quickly as it appears,  we do not have long to live on this earth.  

Ps. 39:4-5 says: 

“Lord, make me to know my end, 
And what is the measure of my days, 
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That I may know how frail I am. 
5 Indeed, You have made my days as handbreadths, 
And my age is as nothing before You; 
Certainly, every man at his best state is but a vapor. 
 
But the use of the word vapor, also reminds us of Ecclesiastes. 
“Vapor of vapors,” says the preacher. “Vapor of vapors. All is vapor.” 

We are more familiar with the translation “vanity of vanities.” But 
the word is best translated as ‘vapor.’ In calling our life a vapor, 
Solomon is saying that life and its circumstances elude our grasp 
and defy our attempt at control. You cannot grasp your breath on 
a cold day, neither can you control life and bend it to your own 
will.  

And such were these traveling merchants of death attempting to 
do. They were hell-bent on stopping the spread of Christianity. But 
their life is a vapor. And despite the best efforts, they are spending 
their days trying to grasp the wind.  

The Pharisee Gamaliel thus warned these merchants in Acts 5 
about the dangers of persecuting the followers of Christ – “Leave 
these men alone, he said. For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, 
it will fail. But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; 
you will only find yourselves fighting against God.” 

This ties directly to the first point: the merchants are not just 
engaged in commerce but in a doomed endeavor, trading in what 
is ultimately empty and fleeting. Their misguided investments in 
the earthly Jerusalem are a stark contrast to the eternal will of God 
and the Heavenly Jerusalem.  
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Thus when James asks, “What is your life”, he is channeling the 
words of Jesus who once said, “What does it profit a man to gain the 
whole world and lose his own soul.”  

III. The Eternal Will of God: Contrasting Fleeting Life with 
Enduring Truth  

Finally James contrasts the transient and fleeting nature of human 
life with the eternal and enduring nature of God’s will:  

"Instead you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or 
that."  

This contrast underscores the error of the merchants: they have 
placed their confidence in their own plans to round up the 
Christians and bring them bound to Jerusalem, rather than in the 
eternal and unchanging will of God. The brevity of life, as 
highlighted in the second point, serves to emphasize the futility of 
their pursuits. Like the grass that withers or the flower that fades, 
all sinful endeavors, are doomed to perish. But it is the will and the 
word of the Lord that endures forever.  

Thus you should say, “If the Lord wills, we will do this or that.” Are 
the merchants of death really considering if it is the Lord’s will for 
them to travel around the empire persecuting believers in Christ? 
No. For the Lord is Christ, and he is one with his people. Which 
is why the Lord said to Paul, “Why are you persecuting me?” 

But James continues to chastise them, saying, 

“You boast in your arrogance. All such boasting is evil. So whoever knows 
the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” 
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These merchants of death are boasting in the arrogance that they 
are God’s covenant people. They are Israel, they are Jews, they are 
Pharisees. They have the law and are true teachers of the law. 

As Paul says in Rom. 2:17, 23 – “But you call yourself a Jew, and rely 
on the law and boast in God and know his will and approve of what is 
excellent, because you are instructed in the law…and yet, You who boast 
in the law dishonor God by breaking the law.” 

These people make their boast that they are the Covenant people 
of God, and yet, they are ignoring the covenant law and their 
covenant Lord. They boast they are Abraham’s descendants, and 
yet they do not believe with Abraham. They boast in their 
circumcision, but they are uncircumcised in heart and ears, always 
resisting the Holy Spirit.  

They are pursuing lawless and sinful activities while falsely boasting 
that they are doing the will of the Lord. Remember Jesus told his 
apostles that the day would come when people would persecute 
them to death and think they were performing religious service to 
God. And so Stephen also chastised them saying,  

“which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they killed those 
who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you 
have now betrayed and murdered, you who received the law as delivered by 
angels and did not keep it.” 

Thus they are boasting in their arrogance, and they refuse to obey 
the will of the Lord because they refuse to confess that Christ is 
Lord. They refused to listen to his prophets, and the apostles and 
persecuted them also. Jesus warned them of the danger of what 
would happen when He comes back, if they were found 
persecuting the Lord's people. They would be cut in pieces. James 
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picks up this theme of the coming judgment in earnest in 5:1-6, 
when he tells them to weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon 
them. They fattened their hearts in a day of slaughter. They boast in their 
arrogance thinking that He will not come back. But they are wrong. 

So James concludes by saying,  “Whoever knows the right thing to do – 
like believe in the Lord Jesus and not join in with those who persecute His 
people – and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” 

Application: 

How shall we apply this? James has been going after his church 
members for 4 and half chapters. But in this section and the next 
he pulls back and addresses those who are attacking the church.  

So I want to give you all a break this morning, and speak to those 
Christians who have taken it upon themselves to fight against and 
attack other faithful believers.  

It grieves my heart to see that some who claim to be devoted to 
Christ have deputized themselves as spiritual vigilantes, seeking out 
Bible-believing, Christ-loving, confessionally Reformed Christians, 
not to support or edify them, but to tear them down.  

Some of you have made it your mission to scour the sermons of 
ministers, not to be nourished by the Word of God, but to find 
fault, to twist their words, to take them out of context, and to create 
videos that cast them in the worst possible light. You slander 
pastors and churches with hit pieces, falsely accusing them of 
heresy or compromise, or some modern social sin, and you spend 
the precious, fleeting time you have in this world fighting against 
your fellow Christians over minor points of theology and practice. 
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In a day when the world is in lockstep attack mode against the 
church, you join forces with them to attack your fellow Christians.  

Take the PCA’s Presbytery of South Texas, for example. At a time 
when the PCA—and let’s be honest, the United States of America 
as a whole—is in an existential crisis, battling against the dark tides 
of feminism, egalitarianism, Marxist Woke Critical Theory, 
abortion, LGBTQ, and the transgender madness, and open 
borders,  some of you choose to focus your energy and resources 
on resurrecting a 20-year-old theological controversy.  

You’re digging up the bones of the Federal Vision debate, what you 
derisively call ‘Moscow theology,’ to condemn conservative 
Reformed Christians, and Christian Nationalism. Meanwhile, the 
world around us burns, and you’re busy lighting fires in your own 
camp, attacking your own people. 

Are we really to believe that in a state where the southern border 
is overrun and invaded, where lawlessness and violence threaten 
the safety of our neighbors, the most pressing issue they can address 
is the sacramental theology of some CREC ministers? Or the most 
dangerous issue of our time is Christians who desire to have Christ 
acknowledged as Lord in our official governing documents and 
laws. Whose side are you on? 

The absurdity is staggering! Instead of rallying to defend the weak 
and protect the innocent, instead of joining forces with those who 
are trying to make America Christian again, some are more 
interested in ecclesiastical in-fighting than being bold for Christ in 
a broken politically correct world that is literally destroying the 
church and our nation. And you are helping! 
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Even among us conservatives, we had to develop a principle called 
No Enemies to the Right, because we realized we’re spending a 
disproportionate amount of time fighting with each other, rather 
than with the enemy. We argue endlessly about whose version of 
Christian Nationalism is correct, or which apologetic method is 
superior, while the lost souls around us go unevangelized.  

We debate the effectiveness of strategies while the enemy puts their 
strategies in to practice and makes constant advances against us, 
unchecked and unchallenged at every point. Because we cannot 
stop fighting amongst ourselves. 

Christ has assured us that the gates of hell will not prevail against 
the church. That means we are supposed to be on the offensive, 
storming the gates of hell, not turning our weapons on one 
another. Yet some of you, instead of directing your energy against 
the forces of darkness, have turned your swords on your own 
brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Imagine a battlefield: the archers are on the hills, launching arrows 
into the heart of the enemy lines. The infantry are on the ground, 
locked in hand-to-hand combat, while the cavalry charges with swift 
and decisive blows. Then there are the engineers, setting up 
catapults to break down the enemy’s defenses, and the foot 
soldiers, pressing forward with shields raised and swords drawn. 
Each one plays a critical role in the battle, each one fights with the 
same goal in mind—victory for the Kingdom of God. 

But lo, in the heat of battle, the archers stop firing at the enemy 
and instead start aiming their arrows at the infantry because they 
don’t like their tactics? What if the soldiers with the battering ram 
stop advancing on the enemy gate and start berating the engineers 
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for not using the precise measurements of 17th century English 
Puritan theology to describe a truth. What if the cavalry, instead of 
charging into the fray, starts trampling their own foot soldiers 
because they think the optimism that these men carry is theology 
of glory and not a theology of the cross? Or the soldiers start 
attacking themselves because they disagree on whether it is more 
effective to swing your sword with your rand or your left. 

It’s madness! It’s suicidal! And yet, this is exactly what is happening 
among Christians today. You have stopped fighting the real enemy, 
and you have turned your weapons on your own brothers. You’ve 
abandoned your post on the wall to argue with your brothers about 
how you think they’re holding their shields wrong, or to criticize 
them for being a bit too joyful as there are swinging their swords. 
You’ve left the battle against the powers of darkness to bicker about 
whose strategy is best, while the enemy laughs and advances.  

All for what? To get the spiritual profit of the praise of a few online 
friends? So you can sit in the arm-chair of your arrogance feeling 
quite nice in your theological superiority because at least you 
cannot be accused of any of the sins our enemies accuse us of.  

When the Jews accused Jesus of casting out demons by the prince 
of demons, He warned them that a house divided against itself 
cannot stand. And yet, some of you have ignored this warning, 
content to “protect” the church by tearing it down; to “purify” the 
church by corrupting it. You claim to be a Christian, but you are 
an accuser of the brethren, a Satan. You undermine our efforts at 
every chance, and you seem blind to the fact that you’re doing the 
devil’s work for him. 
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What is wrong with you people? Can’t you see that we are not your 
enemies? Can’t you see that we are fighting on the same side? We 
are all trying to be faithful to the calling God has given us, in the 
station and place God has called us to, and yet all you can do is 
accuse, criticize, and tear down. Do you think this pleases God? Do 
you think He is honored by your division, your backbiting, your 
slander, and your betrayal of your brothers? 

Turn your weapons back on the real enemy. Unite with your 
brothers and sisters in Christ, and let us fight together against the 
real forces of evil that threaten to destroy our churches, our 
families, and our nation. The battle is fierce, and the time is short. 
We cannot afford to waste our energy fighting each other when the 
gates of hell are before us. 

Christ condemned Paul of persecuting him when he attacked the 
church. Babylon the Great was thrown down and destroyed 
because she trafficked in the souls of men, persecuting the apostles, 
prophets, and saints. Judas fell headlong after he hung himself, 
spilling his bowels all over the field of blood after betraying the 
Lord. And your doom is just as sure if you do not stop your attacks 
against your fellow believers. 

Do you want to be found doing the right thing when the Lord 
returns? So why then do you continually fail to do what is right, 
and choose to do the wrong? Why do you never cease to attack your 
fellow Christians? What kind of ministry is it to spend your days 
on twitter compiling quotes of preachers to use against them? Do 
you really think this honors Christ? He who knows the right thing 
to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin. 
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Therefore repent of your divisiveness, put aside your petty disputes, 
stop profiting from persecuting your own people, and let us join 
hands in the fight for the Kingdom of God. For if we do not stand 
together, we will surely fall apart. Amen. 

 


