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Easter 4
Becoming better lovers:

love does not envy
Introduction
We’re striving to become better lovers.
And this morning that bachelor from southern Europe

-- one of the two bachelors tutoring us in this “art of loving” --

comes and shares another one of his secrets.

He gently whispers in our ears: “αγαπη ου ζηλοι”

“αγαπη ου ζηλοι”

What on earth does that mean?

Some suggest “love is not jealous”;


most simply say “love does not envy”.

Love does not envy
1) What’s wrong with envy?
Love does not envy?  

Why not?

What’s wrong with envy?

Envy is so common in our culture.
We find it in our homes;


one of our kids whines, “It’s not fair! Why can she go to the movie, but I can’t?”

We find it at our company;

a colleague complains, “I worked harder than he did.  Why didn’t I get the promotion?”

We find it even in our church;

a member tells us, 
“I’ve tried to be such a ‘good Christian’ too.  So why am I suffering?” 

Envy also seems to be the engine that drives our economy.

You’ve seen the ads; 

you know the marketing strategy.

We’re shown what others – others just like us – have.

We’re given the impression that we too deserve it.

We get the feeling that we won’t be satisfied until we also get it.

We tell ourselves, “If they have it, why can’t I?”

So what’s wrong with envy?

Buddhists claim it’s our basic problem – the cause of all our suffering;


but we’re not Buddhists, are we?

Our Catholic friends tell us that it’s one of the “seven deadly sins”;


but we’re not Catholics either.

What’s wrong with envy?
My curiosity was aroused, 

so I did what another bachelor once suggested.

I “searched the Scriptures”;

I wanted to know what our “instructional manual” for life on planet earth had to say.

Did you know that our two tutors 
– the two bachelors who helped to write the instruction manual – 

did you know that they side with our Roman Catholic friends?

Both, you see, include envy on their list of “deadly sins”.

Jesus mentions it in the same breath as “murder, adultery”. [Mark 7:22]
Paul lists it alongside “drunkenness, orgies and the like”.  [Galatians 5:21]
Then there’s James, that brother of Jesus.

I don’t know if he is a bachelor;


but he too bashes envy.

He tells us that “where you have envy..., there you find…every evil practice.” [James 3:16]
I wonder if James learned to exaggerate 

as he grew up in the shadow of his older brother Jesus.
“Where you have envy, there you find every evil practice” --

isn’t that overstating the case a bit?

I decided to take the challenge…

I decided to try and make a list – from A to Z – 
of all the problems that envy can cause.
A is for adultery – you leave your spouse and kids because you envy someone else.

A is also for anorexia – you starve yourself because you envy skinny people.

B is for bitterness – you resent other people because you envy what they’ve achieved.

C is for complaining – you moan and groan because you envy what others have acquired. 

Perhaps James was right after all.

Maybe Maxie Dunnam was right too.

Maxie Dumman was president of Asbury Theological Seminary.

This president claimed that “envy is the sin that no one confesses”.

We admit to other sins on the list

-- we confess to being angry, proud, even selfish at times --


but have you ever asked God to forgive you 
because you envied someone else?

I don’t think I have.

We seem to ignore this deadly sin.
But like a cancer that we ignore, envy destroys us from within.

Isn’t it interesting that – long before cancer was ever discovered – 

a wise old man named Solomon wrote this:


A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones. [Proverbs 14:30]
What is envy anyway?

I can tell you what it’s not.
It’s not a dream; it’s not a goal.

There’s nothing wrong with having dreams, setting goals.

Envy, though, is our reaction – what we think and and how we feel – 

when we don’t realize our dreams…

when we don’t reach our goals.

I like what Dorothy Sayers says.

“Envy begins by asking: ‘Why should I not enjoy what others enjoy?’  It ends by demanding: “Why should others enjoy what I may not?”

I also like this definition…a definition I discovered while preparing this message:


“Envy is resenting God’s goodness to others while ignoring God’s goodness to me”

Why is such envy so bad?

It not only destroys us from within – destroys us as individuals –


it also destroys any relationships we might have.
The name Benedict Arnold is synonymous with the word “traitor” today.
But Benedict Arnold originally was a patriot.

He was a gallant soldier in the US Army.

Wounded twice in battle, he was respected for his military leadership.

He even enjoyed the friendship of George Washington.

But when five of his subordinates were promoted over him,


Benedict Arnold was consumed with envy.

He laid plans for revenge.

In 1780, he betrayed his country…his comrades in arms…his “fellow Americans”.

All the relationships he had enjoyed were destroyed.

He moved to Britain – where he was never totally accepted –


and died an unhappy man…all because of envy.

Please note: Benedict Arnold did not envy the British general Cornwallis;

he did not envy the “red-coats” or their officers.

He only envied the people he knew.

That’s the way envy works.

It likes to worm its way into our existing relationships.

It likes to attack the way we think and feel about those whom we know.
For example, I have never envied Pavarotti.

I may admire his singing, but I’ve never envied him.

We don’t have much in common.

He’s not my size…and I’m not a big fan of the operas he sings.

I never envied my sister either…


at least not until she parked her new Lexus beside by Ford Escort.

I bet that you never envied your neighbor…


until they left the neighborhood – and the three-bedroom house like yours –



to move into a sprawling mansion in an exclusive suburb.

You probably never envied your co-workers either…


until one of them got the promotion you were seeking.

You never envied your best friends at school either…


until one was selected as a cheerleader…

and the other became a star on the basketball team.

Speaking of best friends…


what if yours won the lottery?

How long would that friendship last?

Envy destroys relationships.

It turns friends into foes.

It turns colleagues into competitors.

Does it finally make sense?

why the bachelor tells us: “love does not envy”?

What’s wrong with envy?

It’s a deadly sin that destroys relationships.

It makes it all but impossible for people like you and me to become better lovers.
No wonder this bachelor’s friend – a man named Peter – urges you and me to

“get rid of envy”. [1 Peter 2:1]
2) What’s the antidote for envy?

But how?
What’s the antidote for envy?

What’s the antidote for this poison 
that diminishes us and destroys our relationships?

Jesus once told a tale that gives us a clue.
You and I heard that story only moments ago…


the story of a supervisor 

who recruited five different groups of workers 

at five different times of the day,

but who – at the end of the day –



gave everyone the same pay packet.

Although many scholars claim that

we can only extract one truth from each tale that Jesus told, 

I believe this story might have two –


an obvious “Do” and a subtle “Don’t” for dealing with envy.

Let’s focus first on the “Don’t”
In the tale Jesus told, he suggests this:

don’t compare yourself to others and what they receive.
In fact, the people who compare themselves with others are criticized in the story.

Jesus tells us:

The workers who had been hired first thought they would be given more than others.  But when they were given the same, the began complaining to the owner …  He said, “Are you envious because I’m generous to them?” [Matthew 20:10-11,15 CEV]

Jesus suggests that we don’t compare ourselves with others.
The other bachelor is a lot more blunt.

In the first letter he ever wrote, he tells us:

Make a careful exploration of who you are and what you’ve been given. … Don’t compare yourself with others.  [Galatians 6:4 MSG]
It’s actually quite easy to do what is a “don’t”, isn’t it?

On Wednesday, 

when Carmen complained that several classmates had more privileges than she did,


Karen and I – trying to be good parents – 

told her not to compare herself with others.

Then on Thursday,


when she wanted to know what she should wear to a class trip this weekend,


we asked, “What are the other kids wearing?”

Ah! we know what’s right;


but we don’t always get it right.

How about you?

Thank God, then, that his son Jesus provided another antidote.
I’m not talking about the antidote with a cross on the label.

I’m not talking about the cure that Jesus secured on the cross…


the cure that Jesus provided with his death for your sin and mine…


that cure that prevents envy from destroying our relationship with God.

I’m talking about the antidote that Jesus proposes in the story…


the antidote that helps us get rid of envy in our relationships with other people…


the antidote that helps us get on with loving those people.

What is this antidote?
Jesus tells us to stop looking horizontally – stop looking around at others –


and start looking vertically – start looking up to God…and his goodness to us.

Don’t compare yourself to others, suggests Jesus,


but do…do concentrate on God and what he gives.

What Jesus tells you and me to focus on 
is really the focus of the tale he told.
Those laborers – who they are and what they did – are only a sideshow.
The landowner is the star.
The spotlight focuses on who he is and what he does…how generous he can be.

It’s so easy to forget that, 

if the landowner was not generous…if he had not recruited those laborers,



they would have received nothing at all.

That’s why the story ends with this punch-line, spoken by the landowner:
Friends, I didn’t cheat you.  I paid you exactly what we agreed on… What business is it of yours if I want to pay them the same…?  Don’t I have the right to do what I want...?  Are you envious because I am so generous? [Matthew 20:13-15 CEV]
Are you beginning to see…

see how you can relate this story to your life?

You and I were born orphans.
But there is One who longs to adopt us…


a Father so generous that he wants to share all he has with the likes of you and me.
That’s why he sent his son Jesus to this planet;
he didn’t want to leave us as orphans.

He made it possible – with the help of his son Jesus – to give us a home.
Folks, if the Father hadn’t done that, you and I would be going nowhere.
That’s what we call grace.

But grace is more than that!

The Father is so generous 

that he also has crafted a unique plan for each one of us to reach home safely.

That’s right!  Each one of us can say today what a poet said so long ago:

You saw me before I was born, and scheduled every day of my life before I began to breathe.  [Psalm 139:15 LB]
You and I can both say that …even though our schedules might be vastly different.

For you, God may have scheduled a seemingly hectic life…

for my wife, a seemingly tragic life,

and for me, a leisurely life (oh, how I wish!).

But all of our lives have been scheduled by the same God…

with the same grace…

and with the same goal: to get us home safely.
That’s a lesson that the bachelor had to learn too.

There was a time when Paul resented what God had scheduled in his life.
He became desperate and tried rid himself of what he called a “thorn in the flesh”.
That’s when God reminded him of grace.

That’s when the Father told him:


My grace for you is enough; it’s what you need. [2 Corinthians 12:9]
I think you and I need to hear the Father speaking to us this morning.
No matter what happened in your life and mine yesterday…


no matter what is going on today…



no matter what may transpire tomorrow,




we need to hear the Father remind us:





My grace for you is enough; it’s what you need. [2 Corinthians 12:9]
God’s grace – that’s what makes the antidote work.
God’s grace to you, to me comes in the same amount…

but in different forms.
It may take the shape of sweet syrup, a bitter bill or a hard-to-swallow capsule.

But it is always what the doctor ordered…what the Father scheduled.
When we realize that,


we won’t waste our time comparing ourselves to others and the grace they receive.

Instead, we’ll be able to concentrate on God and the grace he is giving to us.

Conclusion
The Father longs to see each one of us reach home safely.
He has even made detailed arrangements to make that possible.

Did you know, though, that the Father doesn’t want any of us to make the journey alone?

That’s why the two bachelors 

– one God’s son, the other God’s servant – 

urge us to recognize and remove the envy in our lives.

They – just like the Father – want us 

to make the journey in the company of family and friends –


people who can love us…people whom we can love.
And love, say these two bachelors, love does not envy.
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