
‘Wealth is worth nothing in the grave’

John Eaton in Psalms for Life uses Sherlock Holmes as an introduction to Psalm 49. 

Picture the scene, Holmes, the Consulting Detective, in his rooms at 221b Baker 

Street he engrossed in solving the mystery, a riddle that troubles him, and he turns 

to his violin and as he plays ‘a gleam of discernment shone through the dark puzzle’. 

Eaton moves on to create the image of the Psalmist playing their lyre as they worked 

to get the right melody to accompany the riddle that is at the heart of this psalm.  

 

Hear this, all peoples; 

Give ear, all inhabitants of the world, 
Both low and high, 

Rich and poor together. 

 

My mouth shall speak wisdom, 

And the meditation of my heart shall give understanding. 

I will incline my ear to a proverb; 

I will disclose my dark saying on the harp. (NKJV) 

 

Let us listen to an a cappella presentation of Psalm 49 to the tune St Dunstan)  

https://youtu.be/Gb1R1S6pwnQ?si=njxSWXEwZHecLY8v 

  

The riddle that the psalmist is wrestling with is how people who are rich and wicked 

live lives of comfort and privilege while good people often suffer. The psalmist 

reminds those who hear this psalm that those who reject God in favour of wealth and 

privilege have a false security, they will die and leave their wealth for others. 

 

The Presbyterian scholar J. Clinton 

McCann commenting on wealth said that 

the 21st century has created an economy 

that is designed ‘not to meet people’s 
needs but to stimulate people’s greed’. A 

trap that we can all fall into. 

 

Many will know the expression ‘there are 

no pockets in shrouds’ or ‘you can’t take it 

with you’. The Psalmist is aware of 

peoples tendency to be obsessed by 

wealth and says, ‘Wealth is worth 

nothing in the grave’. (Iona Community 

paraphrase)  

 

Let us listen to the Psalm Project 

sing their interpretation of Psalm 49 

 
https://youtu.be/a_enLuBGe-

c?si=qJqvPKeLjAo0fIIM  

https://youtu.be/Gb1R1S6pwnQ?si=njxSWXEwZHecLY8v
https://youtu.be/a_enLuBGe-c?si=qJqvPKeLjAo0fIIM
https://youtu.be/a_enLuBGe-c?si=qJqvPKeLjAo0fIIM


Why should I fear in times of trouble 

when treacherous people surround me, 

made confident by their money, 

boasting in their wealth. 

 

They too are mortal and must die; 
they cannot buy off their Maker. 

Such a ransom would be too high, 

beyond their power to pay. 

 

We cannot guarantee our lives; 

we cannot escape the grave. 

both wise and foolish will die, 

leaving their wealth to others. 

 

Some claim land as their own, 

but a plot of ground will possess them, 

the grave their eternal home. 
 

Humans do not live for ever, 

Nor do beasts of the field. 

So, do not envy the wealthy; 

Wealth is worth nothing in the grave 

 

We close with the traditional Anglican offering of the psalms with the Liverpool 

Cathedral Choir and Psalm 49 

https://youtu.be/BBqBT-4ORTw?si=fUbCYmLwKu4qErQW 

 

Prayer 

Save us from envy, God our Redeemer, 

and deliver us from the chains of wealth, 

that, ransomed through your Son, 

we may inherit the crown of everlasting life; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

 

Fr Derek 

 

Post Script 

 

I was re-reading Psalm 49 when Max Bruch’s Violin Concerto No 1 started to play on 

the radio. I paused my reading for a few moments and listen to Bruch then returned 

to the psalm. For that moment Psalm 49 and Max Bruch’s Bruch Violin Concerto No 1 

seemed a perfect match, so much so I read the psalm again with Bruch continuing to 

play. This has been a favourite piece of music of mine for a while but it was not a 

favourite of Bruch. He sold the score for a small amount and he later had difficulty in 

receiving royalties for his other works and struggled financially for much of his later 

life.  

https://youtu.be/BBqBT-4ORTw?si=fUbCYmLwKu4qErQW


 

As I looked through YouTube I came across this video of a young Avishka Edirisinghe 

playing Max Bruch’s Violin Concerto No 1, 2nd movement. 

 

Click below to hear him Avishka Edirisinghe playing with the Leicestershire Schools 

Symphony Orchestra 

https://youtu.be/09hgOXqjl8U?si=Dz1qQWl6WzfZHvSm 
 

Why not read through the Psalm while the music is playing? 

 

≈≈≈ 
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Psalm 49 

New King James Version 

 

Hear this, all peoples; 

Give ear, all inhabitants of the world, 

Both low and high, 

Rich and poor together. 

 

My mouth shall speak wisdom, 

And the meditation of my heart shall 

give understanding. 

I will incline my ear to a proverb; 

I will disclose my dark saying on the harp. 

 

Why should I fear in the days of evil, 

When the iniquity at my heels surrounds 

me? 

Those who trust in their wealth 

And boast in the multitude of their riches, 

 

None of them can by any means 

redeem his brother, 

Nor give to God a ransom for him— 

For the redemption of their souls is costly, 

And it shall cease forever— 

 

That he should continue to live eternally, 

And not see the Pit. 

For he sees wise men die; 

Likewise the fool and the senseless person 

perish, 

And leave their wealth to others. 

 

They call their lands after their own names. 
 Nevertheless man, though in honour, does 

not remain; 

He is like the beasts that perish. 

This is the way of those who are foolish, 

And of their posterity who approve their 

sayings. Selah 

 

Like sheep they are laid in the grave; 

Death shall feed on them; 

The upright shall have dominion over them 

in the morning; 

And their beauty shall be consumed in  

the grave, far from their dwelling.  

 

Psalm 49 

Iona Community 

 

Hear this, all you nations. 

Listen all you people on earth 

both high and low, rich and poor. 

 

My words contain wisdom, 

a message with meaning for you. 

Listen carefully to this proverb; 

Set it to music if that helps. 

 

Why should I fear in times of trouble 

when treacherous people surround me, 

made confident by their money, 

boasting in their wealth. 

 

They too are mortal and must die; 

they cannot buy off their Maker. 

Such a ransom would be too high, 

beyond their power to pay. 

 

We cannot guarantee our lives; 

we cannot escape the grave. 

both wise and foolish will die, 

leaving their wealth to others. 

 

Some claim land as their own, 

but a plot of ground will possess them, 

the grave their eternal home. 

 

Humans do not live for ever, 

Nor do beasts of the field. 

So, do not envy the wealthy; 

Wealth is worth nothing in the grave. 

 

 


