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INTRODUCTION 
 
Today I would like to speak to you about what has been called one of our ‘respectable sins’, 
envy.  Envy, jealousy, coveting, illegitimate wanting, sinful desiring, etc.; this is a sin you 
and I are assaulted by every single day.  You and I have the hearts of adulterers and 
adulteresses, ‘prone to wander.’  We need to be most aware of this sin and how it works in 
our hearts.  We see coveting as idolatry as Paul tells us in Col. 3:5, but your government 
sees covetousness, your consumer desires, as the heart and soul of our economy and has 
legalised an assault upon your hearts to draw it away after things to part you with your 
money in the name of job creation, the economy, etc.  The assault upon our souls to buy 
worldly goods is only one way we are getting attacked in our pilgrimage.   
 
We will not be able to look at all the bible says about envy, so I want to look at, Prov. 
23:17-24:2, this is a portion that addresses young people as the make their way into life; we 
want to do three things.  We want to look at guarding ourselves against it, then we want to 
examine the remedies against it, and then finally note the fruit of envy.  But first a test to 
see if you are struggling in this area.  Here is a list of 21 signs of a coveting heart. 
 
1When you prefer anything more than God.  When the end of our enjoyment of things is for 
ourselves and to the glory of God.  When we desire more than we need.  When there is an 
inordinate eagerness in our lust for things.  When we have a lack of faith towards the future 
and worry about things.  When we are discontent with our daily bread.  When our thinking 
is dominated by the things of this world and we find more pleasure in fantasizing about 
these things than thinking about Christ.  When the overflow of our hearts is taken up not in 
God but in the things of this life.  When we get overly depressed when our stuff is damaged.  
When we are willing to break peace and pursue a lawsuit when the value of the thing we 
are suing for is smaller than the value of the peace.  When we take more comfort in earthly 
insurances and promises than God’s promises.  When we are more thankful of our earthly 
blessings than our spiritual ones.  When we are happy because we have worldly prosperity 
even while our soul is in a poor condition.  When our concerns for family and friends have 
more to do with the earthly blessings than their spiritual condition.  When we cannot 
sacrifice worldly goods to meet a brother or sister’s need.  When we are willing to break one 
of God’s laws in order to secure earthly gain.  When we are constantly expecting liberality, 
and favour and gifts from others.  When we fawn on the rich and make much ado about 
them.  When we hold to our money more tightly than our innocence.  When we give God 
the last fruits and the crumbs and not the first fruits of our labours. 
 
I trust we are all convicted of how far from God our hearts really are. 
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Guarding against envy 
 
Proverbs 23:17, ‘Let not your heart envy sinners, but continue in the fear of the LORD all 
the day.’   The book of proverbs was written to instruct young people in how to live a godly 
life.  This section begins with an exhortation to a son in verse 15, ‘My son, if your heart is 
wise…,’ the first exhortation is in verse 17 about not letting our hearts envy, and the section 
concludes in 24:1-2 with a closing exhortation about envy as well, ‘Be not envious of evil 
men, nor desire to be with them, for their hearts devise violence, and their lips talk of 
trouble.’  The section consists of four sub-sections on indulgent friends, v19-21; neglecting 
parental advice, v22-25; sexual temptation v26-28, and alcohol, v29-35.   
 
The constant refrain of the bible on the topic of envy is that our path to sin begins with our 
looking into the lives of sinners and wanting what they have and to be like them.  This is a 
huge temptation for young people who are confronted with so many voices and images and 
examples, they want to fit in and they are attracted to the dazzle of the lifestyles like a moth 
to a flame.  God knows about our hearts and so we should note carefully the first words of 
verse 17, ‘Let not….’ 
These words imply that there is a weakness in you, a predisposition in you that tends and 
drifts in this direction.  God made us followers and so we learn by example, it is a wonderful 
gift which enables us to progress, but sin hijacks this learning tool and leads us into sin.  
These words ‘let not’ imply a responsibility on your part where you have to know this about 
yourself and you need to compensate and put up a fight.  If you do nothing to fight your 
hearts, to deny yourselves, to take thoughts captive then you will naturally drift towards the 
spectacle.   
 
Next it says, ‘let not your heart….’  It is possible to be a very religious person on the outside, 
someone who has been brought up in a clean Christian way but in your hearts you are full 
of a desire to participate in sin.  God’s instruction here through your parents is not to merely 
conform your outward behaviour to what is right, but your hearts.  Your heart is the 
wellspring of your life, the inner person is the real person, and who you are in your thoughts 
is the person who you really are.  If you entertain sin in your hearts it is only a matter of 
time before you act it out, therefore let not your hearts.  Verse 19 says, ‘direct your heart in 
the way.’   
 
‘Let not your heart envy sinners.’   Envy is that sinful and discontented desiring of something 
that someone else is or has or is doing.  But the important word to observe is the word 
‘sinners’.  Now today when you call someone a sinner, people are usually put out because it 
looks like you are trying to make yourself out to be better than others, or you are perceived 
as being judgemental.  The point to this description is much more profoundly theological 
than insult or pride.  It does not call them the ‘rich and famous,’ ‘celebrities,’ ‘stars’, ‘cool’, 
‘the successful’ etc., this reference to ‘sinners’ reminds us that these are people who are 
enslaved to sin, they are captive to the devil and his manipulations, these are those under 
the condemnation of God’s law and are liable for judgement, these are those who are 
following sin and will reap its consequences.  It reminds us of what eternal destiny they are 
headed to.  This word sinner is a most important word because it does not define them by 
what musical sub-culture they belong to, what sport they excel in, who their friends are, but 
by their relationship to God.  It cuts through all the external eye grabbing stuff, the stuff 
that our sinfulness catches on and gets to the heart of the matter, they are not for God but 
against Him.  And this should be the most important criteria for who we choose as friends 
and to be an influence to fashion ourselves on.  If God is our God how can we align 
ourselves and give loyalty and influence to those who are His enemies?  When you look at 
those you envy, those musicians who pack out auditoriums, the actors who win Oscars, the 



beautiful people with their pretty faces and fantastic bodies, the professional athletes and 
gamers, is this the first question you ask?  Where do they stand with God?  
 
Remedies for envy  
 
The text goes on to give two key motives for putting envy down, the fear of God, and our 
certainty in our future.  Firstly, fearing God, ‘but continue in the fear of God all the day.’  
When our hearts are allured by something we need something more alluring to bring our 
hearts back.  Here we are being pointed to the fear of God.  Recently we spoke about the 
concept of living Coram Deo, in the face of God.  This notion is central to what the bible 
means by fearing God.  If you were to go into God’s throne room right now, like John did in 
Revelation 4 how would you react?  You would be filled with awe and worship.  Would you 
dare to sin?  Would you dare to pick a fight with your brothers and sisters?  Would you take 
your eyes off of God and treat something else as more important than Him?  You would not 
dare.  Fear for the God of the Bible is not the fear that one would show to a false idol who 
was not love.  Our fear is based on the profound gratitude for grace and salvation, it 
consists of our creatureliness being overwhelmed by His infinity, and there is a healthy 
understanding of His holiness, and justice and righteousness, we agree with it and know the 
terrible judgement sin deserves.  All of this feeds into our fear of God.  It is the fitting 
response of all that we are to all that God is.  The fear of God that a Christian has to God is 
unlike any other fear found in any other religion for there is no other God but ours, and 
there is none like Him.   
 
The fear of God focuses on emotion, and an emotion that we associate with terror or being 
overwhelmed because our response to God is whole-souled and not just exterior 
performance.  Now remember that God is omniscient, that He sees all; that He is 
omnipresence, there is nowhere He is not; and He is omnipotent, all-powerful to perform all 
of His will.  Psalm 139 reflects on all three of these and talks about how God is with David 
always.  Now to walk in the fear of God is to live a life fitting to these facts.  To live as if we 
were always in the direct presence of God for in fact we are.  Every word written down, 
every thought observed, every action weighed by a holy God.   
 
You will notice in verse 17 that Solomon calls upon us to continue in the fear of God, and 
this all the day.  Implied in this exhortation is our inconsistency and feebleness that we need 
to overcome.  We should not grow familiar with God, we should not let down our guard, we 
should never stop fighting and coast, but continue in it all the day.  When our hearts are 
tempted with being dazzled by the things of this world remember God! 
 
The second motivation that we are given is a reminder about our futures, v18, ‘Surely there 
is a future, and your hope will not be cut off.’  Solomon turns our minds from the God that 
we serve to the future that we are heading towards.  The first thing we must know about 
our futures is that it is certain.  This is stated in both a positive and negative way.  The word 
‘surely’ stresses in positive terms that we will receive the promised future God has for us, 
and the words, ‘and your hope will not be cut off,’ say the same thing in negative terms.  
Solomon is calling upon us to remember the covenant faithfulness of God who has a perfect 
world in holding for us.  In OT terms this was the equivalent of ‘the meek will inherit the 
land.’  In NT terms we will inherit the world when Christ makes all things new in the new 
creation. 
 
The NT teaches us that the Holy Spirit has been given to us as a seal which guarantees our 
inheritance, He is the firstfruits of an abundance harvest which will follow.  We have a hope 



that will not put us to shame and so use this hope as the helmet of our salvation which 
guards our minds.   
 
Firstly let us think about what is coming compared to what we have now.  Consider the 
greatness of heaven and the new creation.  The biblical heaven is so much more than what 
Islam promises.  Islam takes our best now and just multiplies it in heaven.  So a suicide 
bomber gets a harem of virgins.  But the great treasure of heaven is not boundless 
pleasures of the flesh, but God Himself.  All that we are is made to comprehend His glory.  
Our hunger for holiness, truth, love, beauty, peace, wonder, it will all be satisfied not in 
created things, but by the Creator Himself.  All of these worldly joys are preparations and 
pointers to the greater pleasure in God that we are made for.  
 And we will be free from sinful desires.  What a day, when all that you want is right, when 
you want God more than sin, and want Him with all that you are, this is the freedom that 
the child of God contemplates and presses towards.  Think about those at our journey’s end 
think on the praise of those who go to heaven and the groans and screams of those who go 
to hell.  Our future we are told will not be cut off.  
 
Turning our minds to our journey’s end reminds us of the nature of the things we are 
pursuing.  Are we living for those things that rust and fade, or for the imperishable treasure.  
One puritan compares our worldliness to a worm.  We are worms that love to dwell in the 
earth and eat dirt.  We are like the maggots in a dead body; we love the decay and feast 
upon it instead of looking to that treasure that will never fade.   
 
Remembering our journey’s end reminds us that we are not long for this world and we will 
soon be in eternity.  With this we can sympathise with Richard Baxter who speaks of this 
world as nothing more than a narrow grave for our flesh to rot in.  We are temporarily in a 
state of wasting away, this is not our home.  We are marching to our deaths, Baxter writes, 
‘A man that is going to execution scarce looks at all the bustle and business that is done in 
the streets and shops as he passeth by; because these little concern him in his departing 
case.  And how little do the wealth and honours of the world concern a soul that is going 
into another world.’2  We cannot take anything with us and yet we are like the traveller who 
spends all day getting all his supplies ready, piling up more than he can carry and more than 
he will ever need, always making provision but never on pilgrimage.  We must think with 
Paul about this life as both light and momentary and to be replaced by a glory that is not 
worthy to be compared with this life that is passing away.   
 
But we must be careful to stress that all our comfort is not only waiting for us at the end of 
our journey, listen to Hebrews 13:5-6, ‘Keep your life free from love of money, and be 
content with what you have, for he has said, "I will never leave you nor forsake you."  So 
we can confidently say, "The Lord is my helper; I will not fear; what can man do to me?"  
not only do we have God waiting for us at the end of this short life, but He walks with us 
through it as well.  We are not without comfort and mercy and grace sufficient for every 
single need.  There is a future because our faithful God is with us in these trials and He will 
finish what He started, there is nothing that can snatch us out of His hands.    
 
Fruit of envy 
 
We have observed that we must guard our hearts against worldliness, and the ways in 
which the fear of God and focusing on our hope helps us to do that, now we want to look at 
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the rest of the section, which is dominated by examples of what happens when we follow 
our envy as sinners. 
 
Verses 19-24:2 give us the three main temptations that the young person in the OT would 
be tempted with.  Friends who are drunkards and gluttons and going along to parties, v19-
21; sexual temptation, v26-28; and alcohol, v29ff.  a parent today would want to add the 
danger of the internet, the dulling effect on the brain of digital devices, bullying, youth 
targeted marketing, music videos, etc.   
 
Please notice how wedged into these examples of sinners we should not envy is a plea to 
listen to parental instruction, v22-25.  Now there are parents we should not listen to, those 
who have ungodly counsel, but even then we do this with respect.  But the premise here is 
that these young people are being given advice from believers who are teaching God’s 
ways.  The exhortation to listen to parents is here because this is exactly the thing one 
would have to not do when you envied sinners and followed your desires.  Today the 
assumption is that parents need their children’s approval, and they are owed their parents 
approval.  But this is another emphasis that has been lost, where children seek the respect 
of their parents through obedience and doing what is right.   
 
Twice more in this advice we see the importance of the heart, v19, ‘Hear, my son, and be 
wise, and direct your heart in the way.’ As well as v26, ‘My son, give me your heart, and let 
your eyes observe my ways.’  The book of proverbs often stresses the importance of the 
heart, 4:23, ‘Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.’  As a man 
thinks so is he.  If we give into our lusts, if we buckle under peer pressure and join the 
crowd, if we follow our desires and indulge sexual immorality, if we over indulge in alcohol 
then we will reap the consequences and the point of these three emphases is to show the 
dead end in giving into envy.  Drunkards and gluttons are poor and clothed in rags, v21.  
Sexual immorality is a pit which one cannot escape from, it is addictive and a robber and a 
corruptor of mankind.  Overindulging in alcohol leads to sorrows and complaining.  Gehazi, 
Judas, Achan, Ananias and Sapphira, these and many more are the victims of envy, of 
jealousy, of worldly wanting.  Each of these paths gives sorrow and ends in the greater 
sorrow of judgement, sin does not pay it steals.   
 
Each one of us is assaulted by the tempted to be envious.  For some it is the envy of the 
young who are dazzled by all the world has to offer who have not yet learned from 
experience the emptiness of sin.  For some it will be the envy of middle age and the midlife 
crisis where there is a hankering to recover the freedom and indulgences of youth.  For 
others it will the envy of the suffering who look on everyone else’s life as easier and who 
wish they had another’s portion.  Then there is the envy of the righteous who are afflicted 
and feel it is unjust that they suffer in the way they do, especially after all the good they 
have done.  For some it will be the discontentment of the consumer who is always 
unsatisfied with what they have and need the next best thing.  There is the envy of the 
lonely, the envy of the married, the envy of the poor and the envy of the rich, we are 
incredibly resourceful at being envious.  Godliness with contentment which is great gain is 
the goal for each one of us, none of us is exempt.  And for all the cure is the same, Psalm 
37:4, ‘Delight yourself in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart.’   
 
You will notice in this psalm in verse 1 that warns against envy.  He is addressing those who 
are righteous who are angry at injustice and who are envious of those who prosper in their 
wickedness.  To satisfy an unsettled mind that balks at the injustice and is trying to 
understand how and why these things are happening, David points us to faith and trust.  
But for hearts that hanker after things it ought not to want, like the lifestyle of the wicked, 



sin without apparent consequence, he points us to the only thing that can satisfy, God 
alone.   
 
Our hearts are made to delight in the Creator, not to make a god out of created things.  Any 
joy we have in things is to point us back to the one who is the fount of those joys.  It is no 
chore to love what is perfect, to be satisfied by that which is infinitely satisfying, to worship 
Him who is worthy of all praise.  What is hard is to remind ourselves that contrary to the 
sinful desires we feel it is not sin that will make us happy but God.  And when He is our 
delight, then we will have satisfied hearts.  We will have the treasure above all treasures, we 
will have hearts that seek to please the one who is worthy of all our obedience, we will love 
the portion of our lives that comes from the one who is perfectly loves and who loves us 
better than we can love ourselves.  Delight yourself in God and your desires become fixed 
on what they were made for and in Him and His ways we will find the happiness we reaaly 
need not the perceived happiness our sin tells us we need.  Turn to God, drown in Him, 
delight in Him.   
    
 
 
            
                       
 
       


