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Envy: The Green-Eyed Monster Within
November 1st, 2009


Let me start off with a question this morning.  Not including your spouse or someone really close to you… 
· When was the last time you’ve been really chewed out as an adult… especially when the person chewing you out… was right?!
· Do you remember how awful it made you feel? A little embarrassed… a little frustrated that they let you have it like that… a little disappointed in yourself, maybe?  

Not long ago, I was going through a Wendy’s drive-through with my friend Hakim in order to get something to drink.
· Well, just before we got to the window, I emptied out my travel mug so I could put my drink in my cup holder.
· Apparently, the woman at the drive-through window didn’t like that I dumped a little iced tea on her driveway… and literally started to yell at me!

It may not sound like much… but I was sort of taken aback by the whole thing.  
· All I knew was that one us must have been completely out of our mind… 
· and, not surprisingly, after trying to calm her down a bit… I decided that she, in fact, was the insane one. I mean… we’re talking about 4oz of iced tea!
· Don’t get me wrong… I apologized… but she wouldn’t stop. So, I quickly diagnosed her as being clinically nuts!

Well, this morning I’d like to take a look at a few familiar people who, themselves… just so happened to get a chewing out of a lifetime.  
· But, what made all of this even worse for Miriam and Aaron (who just happened to be Moses’ sister and brother)… 
· was the fact that the One who was giving them such a ribbing… was God!
· You see, as close as Miriam and Aaron were to Moses… there was this season in their lives when their envy of him began to really get a hold of their hearts.

And while their envy was no doubt a difficult thing for Moses… it clearly frustrated God a whole lot more.
· So, if you have your Bibles with you, go ahead and turn to Numbers 12 as we discover together not only what was behind all of this… 
· but how it relates to our everyday lives as well. Starting in verse 1…

“While they were at Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron criticized Moses because he had married a Cushite woman. 2They said, "Has the LORD spoken only through Moses? Hasn't he spoken through us, too?" But the LORD heard them. 3(Now Moses was very humble—more humble than any other person on earth.)   4So immediately the LORD called to Moses, Aaron, and Miriam and said, "Go out to the Tabernacle, all three of you!" So the three of them went to the Tabernacle. 5Then the LORD descended in the pillar of cloud and stood at the entrance of the Tabernacle.”

"Aaron and Miriam!" he called, and they stepped forward. 6And the LORD said to them, "Now listen to what I say: If there were prophets among you, I, the LORD, would reveal myself in visions. I would speak to them in dreams. 7But not with my servant Moses. Of all my house, he is the one I trust.  8I speak to him face to face, clearly, and not in riddles!   He sees the LORD as he is.  So why were you not afraid to criticize my servant Moses?" 9The LORD was very angry with them, and he departed. 

There’s a lot going on there… so, let me share just a little background here…  

While they’re still in the wilderness, Moses married another woman after his wife Zipporah had likely passed away.  
· The problem was that Moses’ older brother and sister weren’t happy with his decision to marry this woman… most probably because she was a Cushite.  
· My guess is that, as much as Moses felt he had God’s blessing for this, he never sought their permission or even consulted with them.  
· Now whether he should have or not… I don’t know.  That’s their family business. 
· All I know is that they start criticizing him to those around them saying, “Does Moses think God only speaks to him? Hasn’t God spoken through us as well? So why didn’t he get our permission or at least consult with us about this? I mean, Moses isn’t the only authority around here is he?”

The text here doesn’t tell us who Miriam and Aaron were speaking to… though it does tell us who was listening in.  
· In verse 2 we’re told that “the Lord heard them!”  Now, ordinarily, God’s hearing you should be a good thing!  But not this time! 
· So, in verse 6… pretty frustrated, God says to them, “Now listen to what I say: When a prophet of the LORD is among you, I reveal myself to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams. But this is not true of my servant Moses; he is faithful in all my house. With him I speak face to face, clearly and not in riddles;  he sees the form of the LORD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?"

And then, in verse 9, we’re told that “the Lord was very angry with them, and He departed.”
· But, just to make sure they were getting his point, before walking away from them, the Lord left a little calling card behind.   
· In verses 10 & 11, we’re told that “As the cloud moved from above the Tabernacle, there stood Miriam, her skin as white as snow from leprosy. When Aaron saw what had happened to her, 11he cried out to Moses, "Oh, my master! Please don't punish us for this sin we have so foolishly committed.”

Now Moses must have been pretty hurt with his brother and sister for speaking out against him like that.  
· But as soon as he realized what had happened to Miriam, he cried out to God in verse 13… “O God, I beg you, please heal her!" 
· Then, in verse 14, God only partially relents, saying that, while He’ll take away her leprosy, He’ll only do so after one week.
· Pretty rough, huh? I mean, if I got hit with a weeks worth of leprosy every time I came down with a case of the envies, I’d probably be in pretty bad shape!

Truth is… Miriam & Aaron may have struggled with envy toward Moses for a long time. 
· He wasn’t just their brother… he was their little brother! 
· And yet, through all their earlier years, while they lived in abject poverty, Moses lived in the very lap of luxury.  
· In fact, he was one of the most powerful people in the world. 
· And now, even though the playing field seemed as though it would be a bit more level, suddenly Moses was the top dog all over again!

But don’t forget… amongst the people of Israel, both Miriam and Aaron were held in pretty high regard themselves. 
· In fact, in Micah 6:4, the Lord reminds Israel… “For I brought you out of Egypt and redeemed you from slavery. I sent Moses, Aaron, and Miriam to help you.”
· While Moses was God’s man to lead Israel, Miriam was distinguished as a prophetess & poet above all the women. 
· Her music and poetic inspiration spoke to the heart and soul of Israel. It helped forge a new identity & culture for this people who had just emerged out of slavery to a life of freedom.

Aaron had been designated by God as the high priest -- the spiritual head of the whole nation.  
· In fact, he was the only man on the planet who could enter the Holy of Holies each year on the Day of Atonement.
· Moses could have been jealous or felt threatened by either Miriam or Aaron… but he wasn’t.  
· And yet, as they looked at the unique calling & role Moses seemed to have, Miriam and Aaron became envious of him. 
· They were no longer satisfied with their own position. 

In their opinion, like Moses, they too should have been asked to carry God's revelation and laws to the people. They wanted to be equal with Moses.
· It wasn’t enough that God loved them the same... it wasn’t enough that they held prominent positions themselves.
· Instead, they wanted what Moses had. They wanted the attention he got… the authority he had.
· And that comparison turned to envy, which turned into a whole lot of criticism and complaining.

I know I’ve shared this before… but it’s my favorite story about complaining! 
· A Man went to a monastery as a brand new monk.  And when he got there, he was told that he could only say two words every 10 years.
· Well, after the 10 years he stands before his spiritual leader and says, “Bed hard!” After the second 10 years he says, “Food cold!”  
· Then, after the third 10 years he says, “I quit!” to which the Father replied, “Well, it’s no wonder… all you’ve ever done over the past 30 years is complain!”

But as much as Miriam wanted to complain about not having as much up front time as Moses, the truth is that she really couldn’t find fault with the way that Moses was leading the people. 
· And so, she and Aaron chose to criticize Moses’ new wife instead. But, of course, all that was just a smokescreen for the real issue at hand, which was envy.  
· I mean… why couldn’t they address the people of Israel instead of Moses? They heard from God too… right? 

It really had them questioning themselves and God… “Why does God seem to be showing Moses all this favor… but not me? Is there something wrong with me?” 
· “Maybe God doesn’t know how imperfect Moses is… maybe he doesn’t know how great I’d be if He’d just give me some of that authority. God… why don’t you love me like you love Moses?”  
· Of course, before we start beating up on Miriam and Aaron, we need to face the fact that, when it comes to envy, they’re in pretty good company! 

One writer wrote that "If envy were an illness, the world would be a hospital." 
· In other words, to varying degrees, envy is something we’ve all felt & experienced throughout our lives.
· I know that because I know there’s no one here who hasn’t compared themselves to someone else… 
· and there’s no one here who doesn’t feel as though they’re lacking something in life.

You see, at the root of envy is the sense that you’re missing something… that you’re being deprived of something you believe you should have.
· And out from that, we begin to compare… and as you compare you feel even more deprived… 
· whether all that has to do with your job, your salary, your relationships, or your grades…
· From the kind of car you drive or the kinds of vacations you take or how good you are at sports or cooking or whatever!

Envy, then, has to do with a level of discontent that comes as you compare what someone else has against what you would like to have for yourself.
· In a way, we envy because there is a difference between who we are and who we feel we should be… 
· between what we have and what we believe we should have. 
· Now, of course, living in a culture like ours doesn’t make this any easier for us.  
· I mean, we live in a society obsessed with comparisons, right? 

Truth is, there are brilliant men and women investing ten to twelve hours a day, spending millions of advertising dollars, trying to stir you toward envy… 
· In fact, the advertising industry spends $6 billion a day trying to stir envy in you… trying to get you to compare and feel deprived… 
· And then trying to convince you that happiness is just one purchase away… 
· Doing everything they can to get you to look at that person on that ad and say, “Why shouldn’t I be like them or have what they have?”

And yet, God was so serious about this problem of envy that He prohibited “coveting” as the Tenth Commandment. 
· Exodus 20:17 says, "You must not covet your neighbor's house. You must not covet your neighbor's wife, male or female servant, ox or donkey, or anything else that belongs to your neighbor."
· Now, most of us don't spend a lot of energy envying other people's oxen, but we do envy other people for their appearance, hair, car, money, stock portfolio, personalities, achievements, lifestyle, age, position, talents, their relationships, or even their spiritual gifts.  
· The only people I haven't ever seen envy others are pastors. Pastors never envy other pastors with larger buildings, larger budgets, larger congregations, and larger ministries! Never happens! Hmmm.

Broadly speaking, one of our earlier experiences of envy in life has to do with the infamous sibling rivalry… 
· where siblings, at least in their earlier years, compete everyday for the love and affection of their parents. 
· You see… there’s an assumption in sibling rivalry that a parent’s love supply is somehow limited…
· so whoever gets the bigger scoop of ice cream must be loved more by mom and dad. 
· I mean how many times have you heard a sibling utter the words, "It's not fair!”  
· How come you bought her something and not me? How come you’re giving her all this attention and not me? How come she gets to stay up later than me?”  Like finger nails to a chalkboard!!
· Of course, envy soon moves out from the home into the arenas of school, sports, popularity, and friendships (who’s dating who?).

But regardless of our age… we all have this tendency to keep looking over our shoulder to see who gets the office with the window, 
· who has the most gifted or best-behaved children and who gets to go to the Caribbean or Florida while we all freeze here in New Jersey. 
· Funny thing is that what births envy in one person may not affect another person at all.
· You see, while we all have a tendency toward envy, we also tend to direct our envy in areas that are most important to our self-worth.

In other words, each of us is most susceptible to envy in a few areas where we feel the most vulnerable or weak. 
· If finances have been particularly tough… then you’ll likely direct your envy toward those who have a little more in that area.  
· If you’re struggling with weight, then you may direct your envy toward that person who eats a three Twinkies and four Dingdongs every day and still can’t gain a pound.
· If you’re frustrated about not being in a relationship, then you’ll likely feel a bit of envy toward that friend who, at least in your mind, seems to be flaunting that new engagement ring in your face 24/7.

So, let me ask you… in what arenas do you find yourself most likely to become envious? Is it…
· Work, finances, appearances, popularity, relationships, position? What is for you?
· In fact, let me back up a minute… Is there someone you’ve been frustrated with recently?  
· Is there a chance that your frustration could just be a smokescreen for envy? It doesn’t have to be… but honestly… is it something you should consider?

Truth is, envy has many disguises. In fact, it can easily hide behind things such as constructive criticism, admiration, self-pity, false praise or avoidance.
· So, how do you know if you are feeling envy? 
· Well… for the most part, if we just take the time to honestly reflect on our feelings toward others and ourselves, we’ll likely discover pretty easily.
· Ask yourself… do I tend to get frustrated with someone when they advance professionally… or when they experience an added measure of success in their lives?
· Do I belittle the accomplishments, talents or the appearances of certain others? Could envy be behind that?

Is there a tendency in you to criticize a person, for example… who, for whatever reason, intimidates you or makes you feel inferior?
· Honestly… is there even a little inner-rejoicing going on when someone you tend to compare yourself with suffers a setback?
· Are you able to rejoice with those who rejoice?  Tough isn’t it? 
· I mean… why is it that it’s so much easier to mourn with those who mourn than to rejoice with those who rejoice?

I’m challenging us with this because it’s just so clear from God’s reaction to Miriam and Aaron how seriously He takes the problem of envy.
· But why? If this is such a basic human emotion, why isn’t God more tolerant of it? 
· Why are we told so strongly here in verse 9 about God’s anger with their envy?  
· Well… I think it’s because it gets in the way of God’s much bigger  dream of building community… 

It gets in the way of our Father’s desire to see His children loving one another the way He loves us… 
· It keeps us from extending the kind of grace and mercy to one another that He’s extended to us. 
· In fact, let me share three other reasons why God dislikes envy so much… and why we should take it more seriously in our lives.

First, envy devalues who God made us to be.  In Genesis we’re told that, as the crown jewel of His creation, we were “fearfully and wonderfully made.”  
· And yet, envy stares back at that truth and says, “No!” I don’t like what God has made me to be” or “I don’t like what God has called me to do… He’s making a big mistake.”
· You see, we envy when we choose to look outside of ourselves and our relationship with God in order to feel good about ourselves.

And yet, God longs for us to become content with how He’s made us and with what He chooses to give us.
· Now, of course, when I talk about being content the way He’s made us, I’m not suggesting that we shouldn’t be purposefully growing in terms of personal maturity, knowledge, and skills…
· But, ultimately, we need to remember that God is the potter, and we are the clay. 
· In Isaiah 29, we read, "Can the pot say to the potter, `He knows nothing?'"  

If, by choice, you’re a stay-at-home mom, for example, and yet you choose to envy the Rachel Rays and Martha Stewarts of the world, 
· Then you’ll just end up wasting precious energy focusing on what you can’t do… 
· Or don’t have… instead of celebrating what you can do… or do have. 

Another reason that God is so frustrated by envy is because our envy distances us from him. 
· Numbers 12:9 says, "The anger of the Lord burned against them, and he left them."
· Now, of course, that doesn’t mean that God abandoned them.  
· But it does mean that their envy came between them and the intimacy God so passionately desires to share with us. 

You see, just as in sibling rivalry, Miriam and Aaron felt as though God valued or perhaps even loved Moses more than them.
· So, in verses 6-8, God offers a little straight talk with them. 
· It’s true that Moses was above all other prophets... that He had placed Moses over all his house… 
· It’s true that He chose to speak to Moses not in dreams or visions but face to face. 

And yet, God needed them to understand that He didn’t love or value Moses any more than any of them.  
· For His own reasons, He simply chose to give Moses a different role.  
· And while that might hurt our ego, it’s not at all a reflection of His love or value of us.
· Now, God goes offers an explanation for why He trusted Moses the way He did  (sharing in verse 4 how Moses was the most humble man in all the earth)… 
· He really doesn’t have to explain Himself to us. Truth is, it’s not for us to shake our fist at God regarding his assignments. 

Now, of course, we won’t typically turn around and blame God.  Instead, like Aaron and Miriam, we’ll create a kind of smokescreen… 
· blaming our lack of advancement at work, for example, on a boss who you believe is biased against you.  
· “He has such an ego that he’d never give me credit for all I do… that’s why I’m not making as much as he is.”

Maybe there’s some truth to that… but, at the end of the day, our lives are in God’s hands, not our own… or our boss’s or our pastor’s or our teacher’s.
· And so, like Miriam and Aaron, it comes down to our submitting to the wisdom and love and authority of our precious Creator…
· You know, more and more over the years I learn that as much as Jesus loves me, He is far less interested in my ego than I’d like Him to be.

But that little reality requires that, in the face of any frustration over where I’m at or not at… that my response would still be to get down on my knees… and worship Him.  
· Of course, that’s not always easy, is it? I mean, how can you come to God with thanksgiving… with a grateful heart… while, at the same time being envious of someone else?  
· Truth is, at times we’re too busy feeling deprived to worship Him.  
· And yet, when we do chose to worship Him, we begin to see ourselves against the backdrop of who He really is… and suddenly, we begin to see ourselves the way He really sees.

The third reason envy makes God so angry… and I’ve already alluded to this… is because it gets in the way of real community. 
· The envy of Miriam and Aaron would’ve not only driven a wedge between them and Moses… 
· but would have clearly had a damaging effect on the entire community… all of whom looked up to all three of them.  
· That’s why God… through Miriam’s temporary bout with leprosy… put Miriam outside the community.  
· You see, God wanted her to get the connection here between envy and the breakdown of community.

Truth is, guys… in any community… let alone the Community of God… the potential for envy is all around.
· Single people can envy the married people among us and the other way around. 
· Those without children may envy those who have children. Some with children envy the freedom and opportunities of those without. 
· Some envy the roles of others… particularly those who get more upfront time… whether its those who are speaking or leading.

But here's the thing… even if we had the very thing we envy in the other person… we still wouldn't be content… 
· because the root of envy comes out of an inner discontentment.  
· And so, if you suddenly had what your neighbor had, for example… then soon you'd be envious of what the other neighbor with the bigger house has.  

It’s funny though… while we might envy the person getting a fair bit of attention from up front… 
· we never envy the people setting up or cleaning up. And, why is that?  
· God absolutely loves their servant’s heart… He’s honored by their service.  And yet, we don’t envy what they do.  Why? 
· Because envy is very tied to ego… and, as I said, God isn’t nearly interested in our need for an ego-trip as we’d like Him to be.

In 1 Corinthians 12:11, Paul explains how God has given gifts to each one of us.  But it says more than that.  
· He says “God has given gifts to each one of us… just as He has determined.” 
· In other words, it is God's sovereign right to distribute the gifts and roles and responsibilities… as He sees fit. 
· None of us decides what gift we would be entrusted with.  
· But we’re all called to steward that gift with everything that we have… and then cheer on our brothers and sisters as they use the gifts they’ve been given.

Just a little later in Numbers 11:24-30, Joshua comes up to Moses all upset because he had just seen a few of Israel’s elders named Eldad & Medad prophesying.  
· In other words, God was using these two relatively unknown guys to speak to His people.  
· So, in verse 28, Joshua starts unloading to Moses about how these guys were stealing the limelight away from Moses. 
· In fact, he calls out to Moses, “Moses, my master, make them stop!” 
· In his mind, they were beginning to assume some of Moses' authority, and, as Moses’ most trusted assistant, he wasn’t gonna have anything to do with that.  

Now, Moses could have easily though, “Well… maybe Joshua’s right here… maybe I should put a harness on the up and coming leaders right now.”  
· You see, many of us are tempted to feel threatened by the gifts of others… and yet, look how Moses responds in verse 29. 
· He says to Joshua, "Are you jealous for my sake? I wish that all the Lord's people were prophets, and that the Lord would put his spirit on all of them!"
· In other words, Moses had no desire to monopolize power or giftedness. He saw the big picture and wanted God to be strong at work through all of God’s people. 

So, how can we get there? How can we more constructively deal with the reality of envy in our lives?  
· Again… this is important… not only because it is so clearly important to God… but because it impacts our ability to live joyful, contented, empowered lives.
· Now, for those literary fans among you… you may remember Dante's solution to combat envy in The Inferno. 
· He said that the envious should have their eyelids sewn together so they could not see what they did not have… of course, they’d just envy everyone who could see, right? 
· So, how can we deal with envy in our lives?

First of all in dealing with envy, we need to call a spade a spade.  We need to recognize the reality of envy in our own lives. 

Because we tend to be embarrassed by envy, we’ll very rarely take the time to see whether envy is really at the root of our frustrations and disappointments. 
· Remember that envy has many disguises. If you frequently are finding fault with others…
· feel a lack of joy and contentment and cannot rejoice with those who rejoice, then examine your heart carefully. 
· If what is really going on is envy, admit that to be true. 
· You see, its only then that we can begin facing up to whatever discontentment we feel inside… purposing the put an end to the endless game of comparison.  

Secondly… Once we acknowledge envy, we can also begin using it to motivate change in our lives.  
· In other words, if you envy something in someone that is attainable… 
· Something that you have a measure of control over, then you can convert all that energy being consumed by envy into whatever it is you’re wanting.  

So, if you’re envying someone who’s in great shape… who seems to have the discipline to work out every day…
· then transfer that envy-energy and start working out. 
· If what you want is not attainable, or it its something you have no control over, then you need to come to a place of acceptance…  
· focusing on doing the best you can… leaving the rest to God.  

Third, we need to come out of hiding with whatever envy we may be feeling… and start talking to those closest to us. 
· Now, the danger with this is that we use this as an opportunity to gossip and speak negatively about another person.  
· So, with your house in shambles and with your two kids keeping you frazzled and up all night… 
· if you find yourself envying that woman who’s four kids are always perfectly behaved and whose house is always in perfect condition… 
· and who always seems so “put together,” then without knocking her, share your struggle with a friend.  

And… friend… don’t just let them off the hook. Help them to look inward a bit to see what’s behind it… 
· and then help them to look upward to what God says is true about them.  
· Then, stick you head in the door from time to time… asking them how they’re doing with it.

The last thing I’ll share, in terms of confronting envy in our lives, is an admonishment… to make the Father’s presence your ultimate reward in life.
· In Philippians 4:11-12, Paul said that he had learned the secret to contented living.  And how did he do that? 
· Well… he made the decision that he was no longer going to live the kind of life where contentment was hinged upon his circumstances.
· Instead, he hinged his life to Jesus whom He knew would never leave his side.  In other words, his joy was the Father’s presence.

It was the same for Moses.  Two different times in Exodus, Moses came to God feeling completely inadequate to do what God had called him to do.  
· But both times he went through with it.  But do you know why? Do you remember what God said to him that convinced him it’d be ok? 
· It’s because both times, He told Moses that His presence would go with him… and that was enough.

Maybe that’s what we need to face up to.  Is His presence enough? Or do we need to be in the limelight? 
· Do we need certain titles or salaries or grades or relationships or positions in order to find contentment in life?
· So often our significance and joy is tied to both our performance and what other people believe about us.  
· But is it enough to find our contentment and significance based on what God says is true about us?

You know, everything in our culture is driving us to seek significance from the wrong things. 
· For most of us, it is going to be a lifelong battle to keep returning to the simplicity of being in the Father’s presence. 
· God longs for you and me to live with hearts at peace… to be people who look beyond comparisons…
· Beyond what we, or others, have or don’t have… He’s calling us out of a life of discontentment and comparisons…
· In order to embrace a life of deeper intimacy with Him and richer community with one another. 
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