
Sermon 1: The Seven Deadly Sins: Envy 

OUTLINE 

Envy and the heart 
Envy and the young  

INTRODUCTION 

Today we are starting a series on the 7 deadly sins.  This will be a topical series based on 
the book of Proverbs.  We are doing this to take a break from the heavy doctrinal studies 
that we have been doing in the evening service.  To begin with we must say that all sin is 
deadly, we are not agreeing with any false notions about some sins being deadly and others 
not.  Historically the 7 deadly sins were called the 7 cardinal sins because they were 
doorways to greater sin.  There was a bit of development in thinking that led to the present 
7 sins being highlighted.  Originally some monks thought about our sins from the point of 
view of the sins of the mind, emotions and body.  They listed three key sins in each area 
giving us 9.  This was refined by Gregory the Great who boiled it down to our present list of 
7.  The sins are pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath, and sloth.  These were contrasted 
with the necessary virtues of humility, charity, chastity, gratitude, temperance, patience, and 
diligence.   The book of Proverbs addresses each of these sins and so we will be doing a 1

short biblical study on these sins from this book.   

Why do a series on the 7 deadly sins?  These sins are glorified in 21st century culture just 
think of ‘gay pride’; ‘capitalist greed’; ‘pornographic lust’; ‘voyeuristic envy’; ‘junk food  
gluttony’; ‘on-line rage’; and ‘welfare sloth.’  As believers we are tempted on every side with 
these sins and many others under these umbrellas.  Sadly many Christians are caught in 
these sins along with the world.  It is good for us then to turn again to the word of God to 
help us define these sins, witness their consequences, hear again God’s attitudes towards 
them, destroy the lies they dress themselves up in, find forgiveness for them in Christ and 
put on display the fruits of the Spirit in their place as a holy people to bring glory to God.   

I am not going to take these sins in any particular order, and so today we will begin with 
envy.  Our text is Proverbs 23:17-24:2.  First, a word about the context; and then a bit of a 
definition.  If you turn back to 22:17 it begins a section of thirty sayings v20.  This section 
ends in 24:22.  Embedded in the middle of this section is ours consisting of sayings 14-19.  
Our section has two book ends which begins and starts with a mention of envying the 
wicked in 23:17 and 24:1-2.  These verses are words from parents to their children.  
V15-16, ‘My son, if your heart is wise, my heart too will be glad.  My inmost being will exult 
when your lips speak what is right.’  We can see that the parent is called to go after the 
children’s heart.  The whole purpose of this coming section is to instruct our children’s 
hearts in wisdom.  The heart is the wellspring of life, if we get our hearts right we get our 
lives right.  If our lives go wrong it always began with our hearts wandering from the path. 

What is envy?  Envy is a sin of the heart.  It is strongly associated with the sin of coveting 
and the tenth commandment, that is illicit longing; as well as jealousy, longing to have what 
is another’s.  Historically it has been seen as responsible for the depression that comes from 
others having and not you; as well as the resentment we have towards other because they 
have and we do not.  Envy has been a strong contender for the title, Mother of all sins.  
Because of 1 Timothy 6:10 which translated literally says that the love of money, a form of 
coveting, is the root of all evil, not all kinds of evils, many have argued that envy could be 
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the mother of all sins.  I will not take you on a side path to show you how interesting and 
profitable this discussion is, all you need to know is that Pride took the honor of the title.  
Envy has not only been seen as a mother-sin but also a fruit of lovelessness.  Dante Alighieri 
the medieval Poet who authored The Divine Comedy looks at all 7 of the Capital sins as a 
form of disordered love.  Lust; Gluttony, and Greed are disordered loves to the gifts of 
sexual intimacy; food and wealth.  Wrath; Envy, and Pride are the opposite of loving our 
neighbor in seeking their harm.  And Sloth is the lack of love towards others evident in 
inertia.    2

As we look at our text we want to look at two things, envy and the heart; envy and the 
young.   

Envy and the heart 

V17-18, ‘Let not your heart envy sinners, but continue in the fear of the Lord all the day.  
Surely there is a future, and your hope will not be cut off.’  Our text begins with the call to 
‘let not.’  Here we are alerted to something that we have to do, to something that our efforts 
have an impact upon.  The Bible describes our hearts as deceitful above all things, it is the 
wellspring of all of our sins.  We might get the impression from this that the believer has no 
choice but to live at the mercy of their hearts, tossed to and fro by it.  This is the attitude of 
the world reflected in sayings like, ‘The heart wants what the heart wants.’  This saying 
betrays a fatalistic inevitability towards desire.  You can’t stop it so don’t deny it.  This is a 
lie.  We are to ‘let not.’  Yes our hearts are like wild beasts but if we are born again and filled 
with the Spirit and have a heart and mind flooded with the truth of God’s grace we have a 
leash upon it, and we can call it to heel, and train it and direct it.  There is a battle to be 
waged that we must be deliberate in pursuing.  Your heart is willing to envy sinners, but you 
must not let it.   

V17 confronts us with two contesting motives to live our lives by.  On the one hand we have 
a common motivation, where we look at the lives of those who are living in sin and we long 
to participate in their sins.  We view their sins are beneficial, their lives as freedom not 
bondage, fellowship with them as true community, and the fruits of their labors as true 
rewards.  This is the path of least resistance of doing what comes naturally, of following 
what appeals to us as sinners.  But then there is another motivation contrasted with this 
one, ‘the fear of the Lord.’  We see a heart set on others satisfying their own will contrasted 
with a heart set upon fulfilling God’s will.  These two paths of following others as they follow 
their sinful hearts; or following the ways of God are called folly and wisdom in the book of 
Proverbs.  Our hearts are the emotional centers of all of our activity, we are always driving 
our action by what we feel, we cannot do otherwise, to attempt to do otherwise is to try and 
create something unnatural.  The truth is that we do what we want.  In other words what 
we set our hearts on drives our behavior.  V17 is presenting us with 2 contesting emotions, 
2 strong emotions that war within the hearts of every believer.  We must not let envy drive 
us but the fear of the Lord. 

What is the fear of the Lord?  It always shocked and then helped me to see how the bible 
describes my love to God as fear.  It shocks me because if my children said, ‘I do what my 
dad says because I fear him.’  I would feel embarrassed and sad that they did not do it from 
love, or because they wanted to.  When I hear the word fear I usually think, to the exclusion 
of love, but this is not the case.  The truth is ‘fear’ was a typical way to describe one’s 
reverence and respect.  It is a word that avoids familiarity and chumminess.  It is a word 
that properly communicates that our God is holy, that He is Just, that He does not take sin 
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lightly, and that even as a Father He is willing to take strong measures, not to damn, but to 
discipline His children.  The word ‘fear’ reminds us that God is not like our human fathers 
though He is our Father in Christ.  The word fear also helps us see how strong a motivation 
this is in our lives.  Through a knowledge of the gospel, through an understanding of our 
holy God becoming man in Jesus Christ as the only sufficient payment for our sin debt, we 
come to see the holiness and love of God in a way that helps us to see and hate sin, and to 
love the God who is willing to save us.  The truth we learn from God, the agreement we 
have with God, the gratitude we feel towards God, this is part of what it means to fear the 
Lord.   

There are three motivators of the heart in these two verses.  The first we see is the fear of 
the Lord; the second is found in the theological assessment of those we envy.  It is found in 
that one word, ‘sinners.’  Too often when we look at others in sin and our own sinful hearts 
deceive us.  Our hearts have a default that is biased to being for sin not for God.  So we do 
not have a ready revulsion for sin in others or in ourselves.  We feel a natural 
argumentativeness arise within us whenever God denies us what we want and we are ready 
to turn all our intellectual might in finding fault in God, and His laws, and His punishments, 
but not in sin.  When a child looks at the lives of the rich and famous what do they see?  
They see beautiful people, successful people, desirable people, those who are the envy of 
the masses, they are celebrated for their accomplishment with pageantry, they dominate the 
headlines and the airwaves and are paid millions for their services.  What does God see?  
‘Sinners.’   

We all, and not only children, need to learn to see sin from God’s perspective.  Who are 
those we envy in terms of their relationship to God?  They are cut off from God, from life, 
from truth, and on a path that will end in judgment if they do not repent.  What are the 
things they are doing, that we envy, called?  In relation to God’s law the so called attractive 
and compelling aspects of their lives are exposed as sin, as unnatural, as damaging, as 
deceitful pleasures that will in the end destroy, as moral wrongs despite the apparent 
pleasure and benefits.  God’s truth acts to draw back the make-up and the masks that we 
put on our sins.  The trouble is we have hearts that are willing to believe lies when they 
justify what we want.  We need to drill down into God’s perspective to lay bare the true 
nature of what it is that we desire.   

The third motivator is God’s guaranteed future and stored up treasure for us, v18, ‘Surely 
there is a future, and your hope will not be cut off.’  F.O.M.O. fear, of, missing, out.  Too 
often when it comes to sin we believe that we need it, that it is a treasure that we cannot 
live without, that it is something that will complete our lives.  V18 orients the believer to the 
way we have to navigate life in this present evil age which is fading away.  We must turn our 
eyes to the eternal treasure stored up for us knowing that we cannot be robbed of it.  We 
do not have to try and take our fill of joy and peace and satisfaction now because we have a 
God who has promised us a perfect life full of these things.  The wonderful truth is that we 
don’t only have joy waiting for us at the end of our journey, God is our portion now, the joy 
of our salvation, which is inexpressible and full of glory is something that we can have now.  
The fullness of our hope and the certainty of our hope are truths that we need to bring to 
argue against the sin that calls for us to find our so called satisfaction and peace and joy 
now. 

The heart drives who we are.  How do we keep our hearts continuing all the day in God’s 
ways?  We see three things, the fear of the Lord; God’s perspective on what it is we want; 
and the fullness and certainty of our hope.  Because of who our God is and what He has 
done for us in the gospel; because of what sin is; because of what our hope is, let not your 
heart envy sinners.   



Envy and the young 

The book of proverbs is a book written to the young as a manual for life.  We move now into 
v19-24:2 and we will notice many parental admonitions.  V19, ‘Hear, my son, and be wise, 
and direct your heart in the way.’  Again we see an appeal to the heart.  This parental tone 
is found in v22-26.  As we come into this new section I want you to see three areas of 
temptation to young people that parents are seeking to warn their children about, who their 
friends are, v19-21; sexual immorality, v26-28; and the excesses of alcohol, v29-35.  We will 
not be able to do a full exposition but let’s skim these verses looking at how God’s word 
seeks to help a young person not envy sinners and their lifestyle. 

Firstly in v19-21 we see parents talking about who we choose to hang out with as friends.  
We can all remember back to our youth.  We were young and new in high school, and we 
were looking for a crowd of people to belong to.  Perhaps you grew up in a Christian home 
and you were instructed to hang out with the Christians.  When I went to high school only 2 
people from my primary school went there and I knew nobody.  I remember going there and 
the stress of having to be with people, to choose a group.  You are constantly evaluating the 
kids you see.  It is hard when they are all wearing uniforms so you look at their hair, 
whether they have their shirts tucked in, what music bands they have painted on their bags, 
looking for some clues of those who line up with what is cool and acceptable.  You soon 
envy the older kids.  Those who were going out to clubs, those who were going to parties, 
those who were smoking, sleeping around, getting drunk and you end up being one of the 
eager listeners to the stories told about what happened over the weekend wishing that your 
parents weren’t so strict, or that you had a car, or an older brother who would buy you 
booze and take you to parties, etc.  V19 is a call to be wise, in other words to walk in God’s 
ways.  To guard our hearts, in other words not allow them to long for the sins of our peers.  
And then in v20-21 we see a raw and unvarnished description of the excesses that our 
young hearts wanted.  Drunkards and gluttons.  And the consequences of their actions are 
spelled out, they will come to poverty. 

Let me say a quick word about how children receive parents criticizing their friends or peers.  
We can all remember times that our parents didn’t like our friends and spoke badly about 
them and we were more loyal to our friends than our families.  The description of drunkard 
is not an attempt to insult someone.  Sometimes we try and sway someone’s opinion by the 
strength of our will not our arguments by using prejudicial slurs like drunkard or glutton.  
This is not what is happening here.  What we are seeing are two words describing addiction 
and slavery.  Don’t long to be so bound to a sin that you are its slave, walk in the freedom 
of God’s ways.  What is the addiction you want to be the slave of?  We need to remember 
that when we long for a life of sin we are longing for a prison cell.  Golden handcuffs are still 
handcuffs.   

V22-25 is for me a telling insertion.  The call to listen to your father and not despise your 
mother is a necessary reminder for kids to hear.  It is good and right that as you get older 
you begin to orient your life outside the home of your parents, we begin to do this by 
locating our loyalties with our friends.  But sadly because of sin we throw the baby out with 
the bath water and right off our parents as irrelevant and relics of some past error.  It is 
right that when we grow older we test the foundation our parents gave us looking at the 
truths and asking hard questions.  But sadly, once again we throw out the Bible as we grow 
up and reject our parent’s rules and opinions, not separating truth from error, opinion from 
the word of God.  These verses are addressing this tendency.  Don’t stop honoring your 
parents; don’t ignore the truth that your parents tell you; pleasing your parents can be a 
terrible burden and abused in certain traditional environments but here we see that it is 



something good as well.  Parents are God’s gift to children and a restraining grace to keep 
us from sin, don’t despise them.  

The next area of temptation is sexual indulgence.  In v26-28 the sons in particular are 
addressed in this area of sexual temptation.  We live in a world where young girls are being 
sexualized and faced with the same temptations, so what we say here applies to both.   We 
will not make a full exploration on the matter of lust as we will be picking up that sin at a 
later point in this series.  Again in v26 there is the call to give your heart to the right things, 
and it is not to the idea of instant sexual gratification.  There is a call to direct eyes to the 
ways of God because it is through the eyes that we wander into the path of sexual sin.  In 
particular notice the description of what appears to be license and freedom.  A prostitute is 
a deep pit that one cannot escape.  An adulteress is likened to a narrow well.  Imagine 
falling into a narrow well where you are wedged in and cannot use your arms of legs to 
climb your way out.  V28 describes her as a robber who will take all he has impoverishing 
him.  as well as spelling out the impact on society in general, ‘and increases the traitors 
among mankind.’  The text here through describing the nature of sin and its consequences is 
seeking to warn us off what appears to tempting.   

The third area of temptation is alcohol.  It promises bravery, adulthood, an aphrodisiac, 
mystique, culture, sophistication, fun, joy, peace, and many other things.  V30-35 is a 
parody which paints those who give themselves over to alcohol in a very negative light.  It 
needs little commentary, let me just read it, ‘Who has woe? Who has sorrow?  Who has 
strife? Who has complaining?  Who has wounds without cause?  Who has redness of eyes?  
Those who tarry long over wine; those who go to try mixed wine.  Do not look at wine when 
it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly.  In the end it bites like a 
serpent and stings like an adder.  Your eyes will see strange things, and your heart utter 
perverse things.  You will be like one who lies down in the midst of the sea, like one who lies 
on the top of a mast.  “They struck me,” you will say, “but I was not hurt; they beat me, but 
I did not feel it.  When shall I awake? I must have another drink.” 

And so we have after a demonstration of the folly and evil of sin the conclusion that ends 
where we started, 24:1-2, ‘Be not envious of evil men, nor desire to be with them, for their 
hearts devise violence, and their lips talk of trouble.’  We have focused on the envy that 
tempts the young but the bible also speaks of an envy that tempts the old in Ps. 73 and 37, 
but we do not have time and space for that here.  In conclusion, envy is a common heart 
condition that tempts all of us, we have a wanderer and a liar in our hearts which sees sin 
as good and wants to go after it.  The solution is the gospel which teaches us to see sin for 
what it is, and gives our hearts something better to want in God and heaven.  V17, ‘Let not 
your heart envy sinners, but continue in the fear of the Lord all the day.’    

  

       
   

   
                      

   


