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The Snare of Compare 
by Carolyn Mahaney and Nicole Whitacre 
 
How do we respond when someone else gets what we want? We compare our situation to theirs. We 
measure our lot against theirs—especially if we think they have it better than we do. 
 
Why can she eat whatever she wants and stay so skinny and I just look at a piece of chocolate and gain 5 
pounds? 
 
Why does she have that gorgeous face and I look so average? 
 
Why can she barely study and make a 4.0, and I have to work so hard for a 2.5? 
 
Why does she have such a beautiful voice and I can‟t even carry a tune? 
 
Why can she decorate and sew and paint and do photography, and I can‟t even make a pillowcase? 
 
Ever had thoughts like these? 
 
I knew I wasn‟t alone. Whenever we face things in our lives that we don‟t want but can‟t change, we are 
tempted to sinfully compare ourselves with others.  The apostle Peter was also tempted to compare. In 
the following pages we‟ll consider what the Lord said to Him, and what He says to us. 

 
What About John? 
 
In John 21:18, Peter got some horrible news: 
“Jesus said to [Peter]… „Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were 
young, you used to dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, 
but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another 
will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go.‟ (This he 
said to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And 
after saying this he said to him, 'Follow me.'" 
 
Jesus told Peter that he would eventually die by crucifixion. How did Peter respond? 
 
"Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following 
them, the one who had been reclining at table close to him….When 
Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, 'Lord, what about this man?'” (v.20-21) 
 
Peter “turned” away from the Lord and “saw” his fellow disciple, John. He began to sinfully compare him-
self to John.  He began to measure his situation against John‟s. 

 
Maybe he thought something like… 
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Is John going to get a better deal than me? After all, he did get to sit next to Jesus at the Last Supper, 
and he seems to have an especially close relationship with the Lord.  Does this mean that the Lord is going 
to let John off with an easy death?  Will he die peacefully in his sleep while I have to die a martyr‟s death? 
 
Peter couldn‟t contain himself anymore. He blurted out, “Lord, what about this man?” 

 
A Loving Rebuke 
 
 “Jesus said to him, “‟If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is 
that to you? You follow me!‟” John 21:22 
 
At first glance, Jesus‟ question—“what is that to you?”—seems a little harsh.  He says to Peter, in effect: 
“What I have planned for John is none of your business. Stop comparing yourself to him and follow me.”  
Jesus allowed Peter no room for self-pity. He gave Peter no time to indulge his thoughts or feelings. In-
stead, He rebuked him for comparing himself to John.  We might be tempted to think that this is a rather 
insensitive and poorly timed response from our Lord. I mean, Peter had just learned he was going to die a 
martyr‟s death—doesn‟t he need a little sympathy, compassion, and understanding?  After all, a little sym-
pathy and understanding is what we want when we think others have it better than we do. We want oth-
ers to feel as sorry for us as we feel for ourselves. 
 
And yet, this rebuke was the most loving thing Jesus could have said to Peter. For Peter to turn his atten-
tion away from the Savior and look at John was the worst thing he could do. For Peter to compare his 
situation side by side with John‟s situation was the most detrimental action he could take.  Sinful compari-
son is a futile and destructive exercise. It robs us of joy. It destroys our peace. It plunges us into despair 
and self-pity. It distorts our view of a wise and loving God.  And Jesus loved Peter, so He protected Peter 
from the trap of sinful comparison. He wants to protect us as well. 

 
Comparison Unmasked 
 
When we ask, “What about her?” when we "turn” and compare our life unfavorably to another, we tend to 
cast ourselves in the role of “victim.” Poor me! I have to deal with this person who dares to have it better 
than me, right in front of me! How can I help but compare? The disparity is impossible to ignore! We like 
to talk about “our temptation to compare” because we‟re likely to rake in some sympathy and understand-
ing. And oh how we love sympathy and understanding!  But Scripture calls comparison out for what it is: 
the sin of envy. 
 
Jonathan Edwards offers this definition: 
“Envy [is] a spirit of dissatisfaction with, and opposition to, the prosperity and happiness of others as com-
pared with our own. The thing that the envious person is opposed to, and dislikes is the comparative supe-
riority of the state of honor; or prosperity or happiness, that another may enjoy, over that which he pos-
sesses” 

 
I‟m generally happy for the happiness of others—just so long as it doesn‟t exceed my own! 
But if they get a bigger house (compared to me) or more attention (compared to me); if they have better 
health (compared to me) or more obedient children (compared to me); if they are prettier than me, more 
gifted than me, more fun than me—then a twinge of dislike, a feeling of opposition, a spirit of dissatisfac-
tion begins to rise in my heart. And that dislike and dissatisfaction are sure signs of envy. 
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A Local Problem 
 
Once we realize we may have a problem with envy, we need to figure out where the problem is, exactly. 
Chances are, we won‟t need to look very far. As Aristotle observed:  
 
“We envy those who are near us in time, place, age or reputation.” 
 
Envy isn‟t a world traveler. It busies itself with the locals. So the Hollywood star with her perfect figure, 
gorgeous face, and fabulous wardrobe is probably not a threat. But when a new girl shows up at church 
and turns all the guy's heads, we may suddenly feel unattractive and discontent. Women around the globe 
get married, have babies, and move into bigger houses every day, and we barely notice. But when our 
best friend gets married, has babies, and moves into a bigger house, we may find it hard to rejoice. 
 
We may admire talented people, from afar. But if the girl in our class gets a better grade, or our coworker 
earns a promotion, or a mom we know does a better job with her kids, or if a friend gets more attention 
for her gifts and talents than we do, we may find a resentful feeling rising up in our hearts. The closer a 
person is, the more we should beware of envy. 

 
What An Envier Wants 
 

I remember a sad episode of envy in my life. Someone (close to me) got something I wanted. To be hon-
est, I was content to live without it—until she got it. But when she did, I was consumed with self-pity and 
discontent. 
 
It was not a pretty sight. 
 
The real ugliness, though, lay below the surface. These words expose envy for the evil that it is: 
 
“What an envier wants is not, first of all, what another has; what an envier wants is for another not to 
have it…The envier has empty hands and therefore wants to empty the hands of the envied. Envy, more-
over, carries overtones of personal resentment; an envier resents not only somebody else‟s blessing but 
also the one who has been blessed” (Cornelius Plantinga). 
 
Remember the story of the two women who came to Solomon in a dispute over a baby? The one who 
stole the baby was content to let the true mother be bereaved, just as she was. What appalling behavior!  
But in my envy, I was no better. I wanted to snatch someone‟s blessing away, simply because I couldn‟t 
have it. And even though I loved this person dearly, I resented her for being blessed. 
It was hard to face, but seeing envy, in all its ugliness, was the first and necessary step toward killing it. 

 
Putting Away Envy 
 
The Bible tells us very simply to: “Put away all...envy” (1 Pet. 2:1). How do we do this? 
1. Confess our envy to God and ask for his power and grace for change. 
2. Stop comparing ourselves with others. Jesus‟ question to Peter (“What 
is that to you?”) was intended to jolt him (and us) out of a preoccupation 
with others. It‟s none of our business, so we must stop thinking about it! 
We must refuse to entertain thoughts that lead to envy. 
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3. Meditate on a verse that convicts you of envy and redirects your gaze to 
Christ. Connect one bit of Scripture to one bit of life. 
4. Pray for God to bless the person you are tempted to envy. This strikes a 
blow against the envious desire to see blessing withheld from another. 
5. Remember all the ways that God has blessed you. Start a list if you 
need to and refer to it when you are tempted to envy. You can‟t give thanks 
to God and envy at the same time. 
These are but a few ways to put away envy, but what if it won‟t stay put? 

 
When Envy Won‟t Stay Put 
 
 
I remember a time I was struggling with envy: I prayed for God‟s blessing on this person every morning 
for many months. My feelings didn‟t change overnight, but over time, God transformed my heart to one of 
love for this person. So let me encourage you—don‟t give up in your battle against envy! Each time you 
pray, each time you meditate on God‟s Word, each time you reflect on God‟s goodness, you are weakening 
envy. Even though you might not see results at first, God will give you victory, if you persevere and do not 
give up. 
 
“For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap 
corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap 
eternal life. And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season 
we will reap, if we do not give up." Galatians 6:8-9 


