
Sermon 2: Envy: Part Two 

OUTLINE 

The wisdom of Solomon 
The lesson of Asaph 
The advice of David 

INTRODUCTION 

The bible often surprises us when it addresses our sin.  We often dress it down, 
underestimate it, and make out that it is a failing of the weak.  The Bible exposes each one 
of us to be a sinner, and of a dark and perverse kind.  Take envy, when we think of envy we 
think it is a manageable and small sin, something that you would find among the immature 
on the playground or in the nursery where we think of children fighting over a toy.  But 
when the Bible talks about envy it reveals that we all have a heart problem that is fatal 
unless attended to.  The same Hebrew word meant positively qana can mean to be zealous; 
but meant negatively means to be jealous/envious.   This reminds us of the nature of sin, it 1

highjacks something good in us, a large capacity of heart given to us by God to pursue Him 
and His will, and sin comes in and turns it into something self-serving and destructive.   

In our first look at the sin of envy we looked at how each one of us willingly deceives 
ourselves and dress sin up to look good, that we willingly believe lies about sin because we 
have hearts that want it.  Last time we looked at how the fear of the Lord was an antidote 
to the love our hearts have for sin.  Today we are looking at another aspect of envy, one 
found in Proverbs 24:19-20, ‘Fret not yourself because of evildoers, and be not envious of 
the wicked, for the evil man has no future; the lamp of the wicked will be put out.’  This is 
one of those surprising parts of envy that does not fit the caricature of what we think envy 
to be.  I want to avoid the typical study of envy to give us opportunity to investigate these 
neglected elements.  The Bible repeatedly addresses the issue of the believer envying the 
prosperity of the wicked.  The Bible reveals that fact that when we are suffering or 
persecuted we stop trusting in God and start envying and lusting after the good things that 
unbelievers enjoy.  I spoke last time about the envy of the young, though I think we could 
see that we all fall prey to making bad things look good because of our sinful hearts.  Today 
I want to focus on how we envy not only the evil things unbelievers pursue, we envy their 
happiness in good things when our lives are not going well.  This tends to be a greater 
temptation of the older believer.  Why the older believer, because as we get older we like 
our comforts more, and as we get older we experience more problems with our health, our 
finances, our political situations, etc.  This aspect of envy is joined to a well-known 
intellectual problem, if God is good and is against evil, why do good things happen to bad 
people, and bad things happen to good people; or why do bad things happen to God’s 
people?  As we inspect envy we will see that this intellectual problem exists largely because 
we have a heart problem.   

Today as we consider this problem of envying the prosperity of the wicked we want to make 
three pit stops.  We will listen to the wisdom of Solomon here in Prov. 24:19-20; then we 
will listen to the lesson Asaph learned in Psalm 73; and then we want to hear the advice of 
David in Psalm 37:1-11. 

The wisdom of Solomon 
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V19-20, ‘Fret not yourself because of evildoers, and be not envious of the wicked, for the 
evil man has no future; the lamp of the wicked will be put out.’  When my life is going badly 
when I am trying to be good; and the criminal’s life, the person of another religion’s life, the 
immoral Hollywood actor’s life, the crooked politician’s life, etc is going well.  That is unfair 
and I ‘fret.’  This word fret may seem insipid, but it is this word that implies all sorts of sins.  
Fretting leads to anger, anger with God, anger with my family, anger with society etc.  
Fretting leads to doubt, to accusations against God, to questioning the truth of His word and 
His promises.  Fretting leads to hasty actions like revenge; giving up.  Fretting is the 
unsettled disposition of a heart in the grip of its envy and not resting in faith in God.  V19 
repeats the call to not allow this sin to overtake us.  In a typical Hebrew parallelism we see 
the same idea repeated two different ways.  ‘Fret not yourself because of evildoers’ this idea 
is repeated with some elaboration ‘be not envious of the wicked.’  The elaboration is also an 
illumination because that unsettled agitation that makes you lash out at the world and God 
is identified as the sin of envy.  David and Asaph will have more to say on how we battle this 
sin. 

Solomon helps us to battle this sin with a theological reminder, v20, ‘for the evil man has no 
future; the lamp of the wicked will be put out.’  When matters of justice cause us anxiety 
because evil seems to be prospering Solomon reminds us that God may delay justice but He 
will never deny it.  The wages of sin is death.  Sometimes God does bring the evil to an 
early end, but we know that even if they live a long life, their light will finally be 
extinguished in judgment.  A major part of fighting against this form of envy is giving over 
vengeance to God, and waiting on Him to judge evil when He sees fit.  This eternal 
perspective of the final reward of the wicked is an important help to us who are fixated on 
the here and now.  With a reminder of the reward of those who do not follow God we are 
automatically reminded of lies in store for the believer.  Rom. 8:18, ‘For I consider that the 
sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed 
to us.’  1 Cor. 2:9, ‘But, as it is written, “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart 
of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him.”  More on this shortly. 

There is another temptation we face in envy and that is rejoicing over our enemies, Solomon 
warns against this in v17-18, ‘Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and let not your heart 
be glad when he stumbles, lest the Lord see it and be displeased, and turn away his anger 
from him.’  Envy may not manifest in you longing for the good things your enemy enjoys, 
but it may manifest in you delighting when their good things are taken away.  If envy is 
wanting another’s good for yourself and being unable to rejoice with those who receive 
good, then the opposite of envy is seeking for another’s good and not their harm.  Love 
fulfils the law and Paul tells us in 1 Cor. 13:4 that ‘love does not envy.’  Even the envy of the 
persecuted can be overcome if they follow Jesus instruction to love their enemies.   

The lesson of Asaph 

This advice that we find here in Solomon is more than merely theoretical.  Psalm 73 is an 
autobiographical account of a man who was ensnared by this seemingly insignificant sin.  
V1-3, ‘Truly God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart.  But as for me, my feet 
had almost stumbled, my steps had nearly slipped.  For I was envious of the arrogant when 
I saw the prosperity of the wicked.’  We see in the opening verse that Asaph beings with a 
statement he has now proved but had doubted, that God is good.  In v2 he talks about how 
he nearly became an atheist who fell away from God, and v3 spells out that it was the sin of 
envying the prosperity of the wicked that did it.   



I wont read them all now but v4-12 goes on to list the wicked lives of those who defied God 
all the while seemingly blessed.  This led him to a math problem, if I do good and only get 
bad, and the wicked do bad and get good, then something is not adding up.  He speaks 
about how this confounded him in v13-14, ‘All in vain have I kept my heart clean and 
washed my hands in innocence. For all the day long I have been stricken and rebuked every 
morning.’  What we learn from this is that there is an evil accountancy that we apply when 
we are blinded by envy.  We like to think that we are unbiased and objective but the truth is 
we are self-deceiving sinners.  Jesus gives us an example of this bias when he talks about 
how we see our sins as splinters and others sins as logs.  Here are some of the 
wrongheaded ways we think when we are blinded by envy. 

Firstly, we measure are losses against another’s gains.  We don’t count our blessings, we 
don’t list the millions of things that God has lavished upon us.  No, we fixate, we hold before 
our minds eye what we feel we have lost.  And then we hold that up against the apparent 
blessings we envy in others.  We do not view those we envy in a real light but only look at 
the good we want in them and whitewashing all their lives as good and better than ours.  
This is how pain can poison our perspective.   

Secondly, we feel to measure our own unworthiness as sinners before God and the 
incredible bounty He pours out upon us who are so undeserving.  We forget what we 
deserve as sinners as our hearts are enflamed with deceitful desires.  We accuse God of 
withholding good.  Like Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden we are blind to the fact that 
we have access to every tree and can only think about what is denied us by God’s 
command.   

Thirdly, we are mad accountants when we think that we are more worthy of good than 
others and grudge them having it.  We compare ourselves with others like Asaph forgetting 
that all are unworthy and all good comes to us by a gift of God’s grace.   

These mental traps are traps we have all fallen into, as sinners we have a confirmation bias 
that is automatically ready to attack anything or anyone that does not give us what we 
want.  V15 reflects how potent Asaph’s evil math is, ‘If I had said, “I will speak thus,” I 
would have betrayed the generation of your children.’  The gullible, the ignorant, the young 
would be taken in by the false logic that God has failed and can’t be good because bad 
things happen to good people, and good things happen to bad people.  We are all easily 
ensnared in a way of thinking that invites us to see ourselves as slighted.  A victim mentality 
is a natural default for self-pitying sinners.   

The change in the psalm comes in v17 where Asaph attends the means of grace, he goes 
into the temple, and whether it was by a song, a scripture reading, overhearing someone’s 
prayer we are not told.  But God brought Asaph to his senses.  We see that he learned the 
truth that Solomon has already taught, that the wicked will be judged, they are not exempt 
from judgment, God may delay judgment but He will never deny it.  A certainty of justice is 
affirmed in v18-19.   

The rest of the psalm has some of the most profound statements about treasuring God.  We 
see a man who was near to falling away because of envy have his heart cured so that he is 
able to find gratitude and contentment in the difficulty of his situation.  What brings a man 
back from the edge like that, I see two things.  The beauty of God’s grace that takes us as 
unworthy sinners to Himself; and the wonder of a gracious God giving Himself to us as our 
portion forever.   



Asaph is stopped dead in his tracks by the persistent and pursuing love of God.  His eyes 
have been opened to how bad his doubts really were, he describes himself as being like an 
animal as far as logic and faith are concerned, he describes himself as raging against God 
like a wild animal, v21-22.  And then there is this stunning inbreaking of grace, v23-24, 
‘Nevertheless, I am continually with you; you hold my right hand.  You guide me with your 
counsel, and afterward you will receive me to glory.’  He was ready to let go of God, but God 
did not let go of Him.  He was poisoning himself with his own counsel so God broke into the 
madness of his own mind and settled him with the truth.  This realization of God’s grace and 
God determination that Asaph would be His and He would be the God of Asaph leads to 
some of the most profound words of human devotion, v25-26, ‘Whom have I in heaven but 
you?  And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.  My flesh and my heart may 
fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.’  All the world, all the 
madness of what his heart had been lusting after all resolves itself in the quietness of 
knowing the love of God and knowing that God will be our portion forever.  Or in the words 
of Augustine, ‘You move us to delight in praising You; for You have made us for Yourself, 
and our hearts are restless until they rest in You.’   

Asaph teaches us that contenting our hearts in the grace of knowing God is the thing that 
will help a heart that is overtaken in bitterness or desire and is flirting with departing from 
God.   

The advice of David 

There is one last portion of scripture we must visit on this question and that is psalm 37.  
Here is a psalm of David, a man accustomed to persecution who was often the victim of 
injustice who would be sorely tempted to envy the prosperity of the wicked because his lot 
was so hard.  He opens the psalm with familiar sentiments, v1-2, ‘Fret not yourself because 
of evildoers; be not envious of wrongdoers!  For they will soon fade like the grass and 
wither like the green herb.’  We hear the call not to fret, not to be envious and we see again 
the confident assertion that justice will finally come in this life or the next.  David commends 
to us three activities that the envious heart must do in order not to be overrun with envy.  
V3-4, ‘Trust in the Lord, and do good; dwell in the land and befriend faithfulness.  Delight 
yourself in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart.’  The first is to trust in 
God; the second is to commit yourself to the path of righteousness, and the third is to 
delight yourself in God.  

We have already noted that when things are not going our way and our desires are not met 
or we are in pain, we become blind to the sin that is in us, and we invent sin in God that is 
not there.  David recognizes this tendency and calls for us to trust in God.  He says it again 
in v5; and again in v7, ‘Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him; fret not yourself 
over the one who prospers in his way, over the man who carries out evil devices.’  Is God a 
liar?  Will He keep His promises?  Will He ever leave or forsake us?  Is He not working all 
things together for our good?  Is He insensitive to our pains?  Pain drives us to doubt these 
things and so we have to remind ourselves to trust in God, to wait upon God, that God’s 
ways and timing are not our ways and timing, and that God will fulfill His promises and His 
purposes.  We are to trust that no matter how bad things get God is in control and bringing 
about His perfect will.  Do not let envy cause you to doubt and deny God, do not let pain 
and difficulty be the things that decides for you whether God is good or not.  We can see His 
goodness at the cross, we can see how He is able to work great good out of great evil.  
Trust in God and do not allow your hearts to believe that He is not good and this justify you 
following sin.  Remember that the devil made Eve doubt the goodness of God before she ate 
the fruit by making it seem that God was a miser and a scaremonger.   



Secondly, do good, befriend faithfulness, commit your way to the Lord, refrain from anger 
and forsake wrath.  David calls upon us to not forsake the path of holiness just because 
things are not going well or that we are not getting what we want out of life.  Suffering does 
not give you permission to sin.  Sadly this is a temptation that we all face.  When life is hard 
we feel that we need a little TLC, a little me-time, a little indulgence, that we need a me-day 
to spoil ourselves to try and pay ourselves back for our perceived losses.  David says that we 
must resist this tendency and commit to holiness.  It may seem hard but the happiness of 
holiness always outweighs the pleasures of sin; and the rewards of holiness far outweigh the 
rewards of sin.   

Thirdly, we are to delight ourselves in God.  Envy is a delight problem, we are seeing in sin, 
in the life of ease that others have something far better than we have in God.  The cure for 
this is to remind ourselves that in having God and delighting in Him, we are richer than if a 
man had every sinful desire fulfilled, or every pleasure in the world.  David is quite particular 
about delighting yourself in YHWH, the Creator God of the Bible, the great I Am, the only 
true and living God, the God who is eternal, immutable, simple, omnipresent, omniscient, 
omnipotent.  The God who is gracious, merciful, compassionate and loving.  The God who 
the angels worship incessantly.  The God who will one day judge the living and the dead.  
The God who sent His Son Jesus Christ to die and pay for our crimes so that we could 
become adopted children.  Point your heart at this God.  There is nothing greater than Him, 
He is greater than all that He has made.  There is no sin that is better than He is for sin is a 
deceitful pleasure that can only finally destroy and store up judgement.  There is no 
temporary life better than an eternity with Him.  And this God loves you, is pledged to you, 
is your portion forever. 

Let us conclude.  When we think of envy we often think of some childish desire to have 
someone else’s stuff, we think of a harmless peccadillo.  Today we have been reminded that 
our hearts have a confirmation bias that when we suffer, or don’t get what we want we have 
a strong temptation to stray from God because we envy the good others have that we want.  
We have learnt from Solomon to remind ourselves of the eternal perspective and the final 
rewards that will given by God to those who are wicked; we have learnt from Asaph that the 
grace of God and the reality of God as our eternal portion are meat and drink for our hearts 
so that we can be satisfied in Him and not need anything else in this life.  And we have 
learnt from David that we must trust God, commit ourselves to holiness and delight in Him 
as a response to the temptation to envy.        
  

   
     
       

     

   

      


