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Seven Deadly Sins 

 
Numbers 16:1-33 – The Deadly Sin of Envy 

 

Korah here to talk to you about the first deadly sin. You’ll find my story in Numbers 16. I was one of the Jews who had 
been in slavery down in Egypt. But then Moses and his brother Aaron came along and had their famous “Let my people go” 
stare down with Pharaoh. After ten God-sent miracles, Pharaoh finally blinked, and he let us go.  

As my story begins, we are in the wilderness, under the leadership of Moses and Aaron. I don’t know exactly when it 
started, but that’s kind of the way this deadly sin, the sin of envy. It starts out as something that is barely more than a passing 
thought—perhaps a thought on which you linger for just a couple seconds—but one which then never fully leaves your 
brain, coming back again and again until it’s turned into what some people describe as a “green-eyed monster.”  

Anyway, I just sort of started feeling like maybe it was time for a change in leadership. I mean, to tell you the truth, I 
was a little tired of hearing Moses come and speak to us with his authoritative “I just got done talking with God” voice, and 
I was a little tired of watching his brother Aaron parade around in his “Look at me, I’m the high priest” outfit!  

And, oh, I had a front row seat for it, too. As a descendant of Levi—just like Aaron, I might add—through Kohath, I 
was pretty closely connected to the tabernacle and its workings. Whenever the Israelite community moved, the tabernacle 
and all its furnishings had to be taken down, packed up, and moved. I was one of the people who had the responsibility of 
carrying the holy items—items such as the lampstand that was in the Holy Place and the bronze altar on which sacrifices 
were offered.  

Looking back now, I see what an amazing privilege it was to be able to do something that so few Israelites were allowed 
to do—to come into such close contact with such items. It was a responsibility for which many Israelites would have, well, 
envied me.  

But I couldn’t see that then. All I could see back then was Aaron, the high priest. You see, while I was part of the group 
that was supposed to carry these items, God had also stated very clearly that we were not to actually touch them. (If you’re 
wondering how we were able to carry them, they had rings through which poles could be inserted. So we could carry the 
items by touching only the poles on which they hung.) God had also stated very clearly that we were not even to look at the 
holy things, and that Aaron (and his sons) were to “assign to each man his work and what he is to carry.”  

So basically—at least this is the way that I viewed it—we were there to do the grunt work while Aaron ran the show. 
So in the area of the tabernacle Aaron ran the show, and in most every other area Moses ran the show.  

And you know what? I wanted to run the show. I was tired of taking orders from two old men—at least one of whom 
was in his 80s. I wanted to be the one giving the orders. I envied the esteem with which they were held by most of the other 
Israelites.  

I say “most of the other Israelites” because it turned out that there were a number of others who felt the way that I did. 
In talking with Dathan and Abiram (two of the leaders in the tribe of the Reubenites) one day it came out that we all felt 
that way about Moses and Aaron.  

Those led to more conversations with one another. We began to feed off each other a bit, together bemoaning the 
injustice of it all, looking for and even inventing flaws in Moses and Aaron which would reinforce our notion that we would 
be better choices for the positions they had.  

We dwelt on how ordinary the two of them were. We even discussed the rumors about the skeletons in Moses’ closet—
the rumor that a number of years ago he had killed an Egyptian with his bare hands—a fine leader for God’s people, indeed! 
And the poor public speaking! (If you don’t believe me, read Moses’ own admission of his flaws in Exodus 3.) The lack of 
vitality we thought they showed due to their age, their tones of voice—you name it, we found (or invented) flaws and were 
greatly irritated by them.  

Finally, enough was enough. Our little group had grown to 250 men, “well-known community leaders who had been 
appointed members of the council”. We went to Moses and Aaron and made an accusation— “You have gone too far! 
The whole community is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is with them. Why then do you set yourselves above 
the LORD’s assembly?” 

Looking back, it’s hard to believe that we did that. Looking back, I see that not only were we attempting to dress up our 
envy by pretending that we were concerned for the nation as a whole, but I realize that we were entirely misrepresenting the 



facts. They had not set themselves into these positions but had in fact been placed there by God Himself—and pretty 
emphatically confirmed. God’s public confirmation of Moses’ leadership had begun with the ten plagues, had continued 
with the parting of the Red Sea and now with the miraculous provision of manna—food from heaven—each day. And 
Aaron’s leadership had been confirmed in front of Pharaoh when his staff not only turned into a snake but also ate up the 
other staffs.  

Besides that, we really should have been so busy thanking God for His goodness to us that we wouldn’t have even had 
time to envy. As Moses said to us, “Isn’t it enough for you that the God of Israel has separated you from the rest of 
the Israelite community and brought you near to himself to do the work at the LORD’ s tabernacle and to stand 
before the community and minister to them? He has brought you and all your fellow Levites near himself, but now 
you are trying to get the priesthood too.”  

Looking back now, I don’t know how we could have been so blind as to not see that. But that’s what envy does—it 
blinds you so that after a while all you can see is your own envy.  

Roughly 1500 years later some people would be so blinded by their own envy that they were unable—or unwilling—to 
see the clear testimony that God had given concerning Jesus Christ, and they handed Him over to be crucified. They did 
this in great part because they resented, envied the authority with which He spoke and the adulation which He received from 
people. Even Pontius Pilate was able to figure that out, for the Bible says that “[Pilate] knew it was out of envy that they 
had handed Jesus over to him.” 

Not only is envy an ugly, ugly sin, but it’s also the sort of thing that eats you up inside. No wonder the book of Proverbs 
says that “envy rots the bones.”  

Who do you envy? Is it that undeserving jerk Hanrahan in the next cubicle? Well, actually, he used to be in the next 
cubicle—now he’s in the corner office—with an actual window!  

Is it that no-talent teenage singer who’s running around in limousines and going on incredible vacations and has pretty 
much had success handed to her simply because her last name is the same as her famous sister’s?  

Who brings out the green-eyed monster in you? Even as you smile and get along with her, do you also envy your next-
door neighbor who hit the jackpot in the spouse lottery, marrying ridiculously far above herself while you ended up with a 
guy whose idea of Valentine’s Day is tossing you a box of candy and the very first—and only—card he looked at Walmart 
on the way home, and then headed for the television?  

You laugh at the picture, but when you’re living it, it’s not so funny, is it? No, it makes you a little envious, doesn’t it? 
It slowly rots your bones, doesn’t it?  

None of it seems fair. We should be the ones living that kind of life—or at least they shouldn’t be.  

Shame on you for thinking such things and having such feelings! Shame on you who all look this morning to be 
sufficiently—yes, I dare say even well—fed, who all live in a household that own at least one vehicle—shame on you for 
daring to be envious because someone else has more. Shame on you for ignoring the undeserved generosity that God has 
shown to you, choosing instead to focus on what you perceive to be the greater undeserved generosity that He has shown to 
someone else. Shame on you for in essence saying, “God, you screwed up. You blew it when You allowed this person to 
have this kind of life and when You assigned me to have my kind of life.”  

That’s what I was saying in my head concerning Moses, Aaron, and me. Moses said, “These men have treated the 
LORD with contempt.” And it turned out to be a deadly sin, for the next day in the presence of the entire assembly of 
Israelites, this is what God did: “The ground under them [Dathan, Abiram, and me] split apart and the earth opened its 
mouth and swallowed them, with their households and all Korah’s men and all their possessions. They went down 
alive into the grave, with everything they owned; the earth closed over them, and they perished and were gone from 
the community.”  

It’s kind of fitting, I guess that the earth closed over us as though we had never been there and that we were “gone from 
the community” just like that. After all, by the pettiness and selfishness of our envy, we had made ourselves insignificant 
little people who deserved to be wiped off the books.  

And I have to say this to you: So do you. Your envying is the sort of deadly sin that deserves to be swallowed up forever 
in hell. Do not doubt this: If you continue to envy others, it will kill your soul.  

So repent. Repent of your sins of envy, confessing them in all of their ugliness, in all of their smallness and pettiness. 
Then trust that although envy is indeed a deadly sin, one that condemns a soul to suffer hell, Jesus Himself suffered that 



death and hell in your place. He was able to do that in your place; He was able to make a satisfactory payment for your sin 
because never in His life did He envy.  

Although He would have had every reason to—although literally everywhere He looked, there were people far less 
deserving than He and yet far wealthier, far more popular, and far more powerful than He, He never once complained about 
it, never once raged against the injustice of it all.  

Because Jesus has done this, your sins are forgiven, your soul is saved, and you will one day be taken to heaven.  

In the meantime, may you continue to guard against the green-eyed monster, the deadly sin of envy in your life. May 
you pray that you would immediately recognize it when it threatens to rear its ugly head and to worm its way into your soul. 
Instead of spending so much time counting other people’s blessings, spend more time counting yours. I recently read of a 
man who, whenever he has to wait for a freight train to pass, attempts to list a blessing with each train car that passes.  

Maybe you don’t encounter enough trains. Maybe you should use mile markers or exits as you travel. Or deer. Or … 
whatever. Practice this sort of thankfulness, and your envy of others will be replaced with something else—contentment.  

That’s what the Apostle Paul had. The Apostle Paul was someone who would have had far more reason to be envious 
than I. This was a man who had very little earthly wealth, no family of whom we’re aware, and constant attacks on his 
reputation, his body, and his life. Yet Paul did not look around at others and envy them. Instead, he said, “I have learned 
to be content whatever the circumstance … I have learned the secret of being content in every situation …” (Phil 
4:11,12) 

What’s the secret? The real secret is something even greater than thanking God for “little country streams, sleep without 
dreams, Sunday School in May, and hay.” (Tom T. Hall—“I Love”) The real secret is this: You have a Savior. Yes, God 
gives people what they do not deserve. But exhibit A is not your wealthy neighbor or your popular classmate. Exhibit A is 
you—you have been given what you did not deserve—eternal life. Be content, for you have everything anyone could want—
a place in heaven.  

For that, I envy you. Thanks for listening. 


