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Text: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; yoallshot covet your neighbor’s wife;
male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything lbteéongs to your neighbor” (Exodus
20:17).

One of the legends to originate out of the history ok r@nd roll music is centered on
Keith Richards, the lead guitarist for the Rolling Str&ccording to this story, one night after a
long bout with alcohol, drugs, and sex, the rock starlfirfall into a restless sleep. During the
early morning hours he awoke with a series of musicasothis head. Though he later said he
had no memory of this, he got up from his bed and wrotendbey music that was in his head.
The next day he awoke and saw the music he had writtemhich he had no recollection of
having written. When he played it on his guitar, it wa®and that perhaps is the most famous
riff in the history of rock music. It became the preludéhe Rolling Stones’ smash hit, “I Can't
Get No Satisfaction.”

On almost any chart of the most popular songs iniftygpfus years of rock music that
song is either at the top or close to it. But | dolmihk it is just the driving beat or rousing sound




of that song that distinguishes it. There is somethirigartext of the song that has made it the
national anthem of an entire generation. “l can’t SetSatisfaction.”

This morning we have read the words of the “Ten Commantsi In recent times the
Ten Commandments have been a source of controvetisig icountry. The Supreme Court of
the United States ruled recently about the proper platteedfen Commandments in public
places, particularly in light of the Constitution’sopibition against the establishment of religion.

The Ten Commandments have also been the sourcenef@mtroversy in the Christian
Church. Martin Luther, the great Protestant Refornoaik &2 very negative view of any kind of
law, including the “Moral Law.” Luther saw the law @sbridle” and a “hammer.” It was a
bridle in the sense that it curbed the wicked and resttahem. It was, to use our word, a
“deterrent.” It helped to prevent evildoing. Luther also saevlaw as a “hammer” in the sense of
breaking down all self-righteousness and reminding alsahat we have “all sinned and come
short of the glory of God.” For Luther the value loé taw was that it drove people to Christ.

Others in the church have viewed the Ten Commandmeatsnore positive light. The
writer of the Psalms 1 and 119 speaks of the “law of Ga joy and a delight. The law is a
blessing, perhaps the greatest of all.

Jesus also spoke of the law in positive terms. Henafl that he had come not “to
abolish the law” but to “fulfill it.”

For that reason The Ten Commandments have alwaygeeha prominent place in the
life of the Presbyterian Church. John Calvin identitieeim as part of the “Moral Law” of the
Church and argued that they were still valid for the Zfam community, even though the
ceremonial and purification laws of the Old Testamemew® longer binding on Christians.
Calvin believed that the “Ten Commandments” were a goid€hristians and he often used
them in the liturgy of the church after the confessibsin and the words of pardon. In the
Heidelberg Catechism the Ten Commandments are included tinedeeading of “gratitude.”
They show us the proper way to express our thankfutneSed. Karl Barth once called them,
“the other form of the gospel’

There has also been some disagreement over thextdogy and the numbering of the
commandments. In the Jewish tradition the Ten Condmants are call the “ten words.” Some
traditions also count the commandments in somewhardiff fashion.

All faith traditions, however, see the Ten Commandmsias falling into two distinct
groups. Just as Moses brought two tablets from Mount Smave today recognize two major
divisions in the commandments. The first grouping haotawith our relationship to God. The
second has to do with our relationship to our fellow augsh women.
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This morning | want to deal with the tenth commandméntiou shall not covet.” For
many, this commandment is probably the least imporédter all, of all the Ten
Commandments, it is the only one that does not dehlexternal matters. It deals with matters
of the heart. All of us understand the prohibition aboutdewyrstealing, bearing false witness,
and committing adultery. These are common sense lagvs\aery organized and civil society in
history has had similar laws. But covetousness--whaieivig deal about this? It is what many
of us would call a “victimless crime.” It is an interiattitude, not an outward act. But that is
what makes it the most dangerous force we face.

That is something that Jesus understood quite clearly. Wasusways more concerned
about the inner qualities of a person than he was abeiutiiter qualities. He understood that if
the heart of a person were right, then the actidétisad person would be right as well. But he
also understood that if the inner heart of a person walreleen evil would result.

That is why Jesus took the ancient commandmentsighartevel. “It was said of old,”
he pointed out, “Thou shall not kill,” but Jesus saido ‘it be filled with anger and contempt”
(Matthew 5: 21ff.). And again, “You have heard it said, t¥shall not commit adultery,” but |
say, ‘Do not look after another person with lust” (Matv 5: 271ff). But Jesus did not have to
deepen or internalize the tenth commandment. Asdihger Catechism says, “it deals with our
‘inward motions and affections.™

So, how do we understand this most troubling commandment?
1.

For one thing, we ought to understand what it is not.cbmmandment does not forbid
people to desire certain things. On one level the imgatsacquiring things is actually
admirable. There is nothing wrong with people wantingravide for themselves and for their
family. There is nothing wrong with wanting to own a leoar provide for one’s future. In fact,
if the human desire of acquisitiveness were curtaitegiould be disastrous for our society.

That is not the thrust of this commandment. Thene ihis commandment a sevenfold
guarding of the interests of another. It is not wrandesire a husband or a wife. It is not wrong
to desire to have persons to assist one in one’sNldethe commandment is a prohibition of
desiring those things that belong to someone else.i§ tfeg qualifying prohibition. It is not a
command against desiring a house or a wife, but it is alptiolni about desiring what belongs to
someone else: your neighbor’s house or wife, or anythiigbelongs to your neighbor.

The commandment understands that covetousnessssnply an attitude. It generally

takes a person beyond simply the desire for somethingiually planning and scheming to get
the thing desired.
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In the Old Testament we read the story of King Ahakirigs 21) who owned palaces
and property, but who wanted more. He wanted the vineydri$ oieighbor, Naboth. In fact, the
king offered to buy the vineyard from Naboth. But Nab@tlased to sell the property to the
king. Finally the King became so enraged that he had Néidteith so that he could get the

property.

But Naboth had not contended with the power of God orsgptiphet Elijah. “Because
you have done evil in the sight of the lord,” said Elijdhyill consume you and your house.”

That is why covetousness is such a dangerous thing eldismns content to remain in the
heart. It has a way of poisoning our lives until we arerta@hed to get what we want--no matter
the price.

Someone recently shared with me an article frontHdoeard Business Review that
addressed this issue. The article spoke of how much monpiegbought they needed to be
satisfied. Those who had a million dollars believeat ththey just had 2.5 million they would be
satisfied. But those who were worth 2.5 million belietleely needed 5 million and so on.

That is the nature of our society today. Gardner TagloAfrican-American preacher,
who for a number of years was pastor of the ConBayatist Church in Brooklyn, once preached
a sermon on the vision of the valley of the “dry &na Ezekiel 37. He described the situation
in the United States as seen from the viewpoint oblliek community: soaring unemployment,
high rents, decaying buildings, streets, bridges, sidewtle lack of law enforcement, the lack
of health care, the drug trade, a foreign policy th&idreds military dictators and the oppressors
of black people. “What is behind all this?” he asked. THeam a long pause, he rolled out one
word like a peal of thunder: “Greed.”

V.

The answer, of course, to the plague of covetousnesgraad that infects every aspect
of our lives is contentment. It is learning to be setkvith what we have and not always
consumed to have more and more. In Paul's letter t€hioech at Philippi the Apostle states this
notion of contentment in a remarkable way: “I know Howe abased,” he writes, “and | know
how to abound; in any and all circumstances | have dekittme secret of facing plenty and
hunger, abundance and want. | can do all things through horstiéngthens me” (Philippians
4: 12-13).

The writer of | John observes that “perfect lovetsaut fear,” but perfect love also casts
out something else, the desire to have what does raridoed us. When Jesus was asked to sum
up the law, he did so by saying that the first commandmas; “You shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart, and soul and might.” In many svehat commandment echoes the
words of the first of the Ten Commandments: “You lshave no other Gods before me.” The
second great commandment, according to Jesus was tihneacaiment to love our neighbor as
ourselves. That commandment is an echo of the Témthmandment. In fact, it is the key to the
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second table of the law. If God frees us of covetousamesgives us contentment, we will have
no need to neglect aging parents, to kill, to committady to steal, and to bear false witness.

This week’sChristian Century features on its cover the smiling face of Joel Ostdem
is a television evangelist and the author of the ledkhg bookYour Best Life Now. Seven Steps
to Living at Your Full Potential. In many ways there is nothing really new about the dadpe
wealth and happiness that Osteen preaches. Norman ViPealet preached it. Robert Schuler
preached it. Bruce Wilkinson’s bodke Prayer of Jabez echoed the same sentiment. Osteen
believes that with a positive attitude and a lot otlh&ork, all things are possible for all of us,
including a beautiful family and house.

But the vision of the New Testament is something rtigaa the vision of wealth and
happiness. It is rooted in God’s love for us in JesussCihom which nothing can separate us,
even death itself.

It is also rooted in the notion that there is a respéself that does not lead us to those
things that are low; a love of others that does nothien of what is rightfully theirs; and a love
of God that issues in a life of obedience.

If a person has these three things, that person l&kalytto covet anything, for there will
be nothing to desire that he or she does not possess.
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