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The Tenth Commandment

Ex. 20:17-21, Philippians 4:10-13

Our last commandment says, “You shall not covet” and then has an extensive, though certainly not exhaustive, list of people and things follows. God has already told us not to do an awful lot of things. And we’ve seen again and again that the heart is implied in all of these commandments. Do not murder shows us our hateful hearts. Do not commit adultery reveals our lustful hearts. Keep the Sabbath reveals our restless hearts. Honor your father and your mother reveals our disrespectful and independent hearts. So it goes.


Is the 10th commandment even really needed? Isn’t it superfluous? Can you see that the 10th commandment is essentially the same as the 1st? The first says that we should have no other gods before Yahweh. That we should love God enough, you must, you shall love Him all circumstances. He should be all we need. Nothing else can ever take his place.


The 10th commandment says the same thing. Things that you covet are the idols in your life; they are the things you think will make you happy. They will become the things you serve.


The Bible is littered with coveting. Adam and Eve start us off. They see the fruit (being deceived by Satan), they desire it, they take it and eat and then they hide from God. Cain saw God’s favor on Abel, he desired it for himself, he took Abel’s life and he hid from God. Achan saw the forbidden things of Jericho, he desired them, he took them and he hid them. David saw, desired, took and hid Bathsheba.

This then is a pattern of sin. See-Desire-Take-Hide.
 Covet is a word that we don’t really understand today. It really just means “want.” It is a neutral word in an of itself. But filled with spiritual meaning, God shows us that when we covet, we really, really, really, really want something.  Wanting is fine and good. Coveting is bad and evil. Tim Keller says that in wanting you’re the dog and the want is the tail. In coveting, however, you’re the tail and the wanting is the dog. Coveting is an inner grasping of something that says that you MUST have it.  This coveting goes from merely seeing something that is good and acknowledging that it would be nice to have it in your life to eventually taking over our thoughts and actions. It’s like something has taken us over. It’s a want that has put you into slavery because it’s become an idol.


What are things we covet?


Before I make a list, think to yourself for a little while. Mull it over in your mind. What would kill me to live without? What, if it were taken away, would crush and depress me? Or this question – what am I spending all my time and money and efforts to get?


What do we covet? Other people’s bodies. Top 10 Freshman. President of the club or group or sorority. Position. An A in Organic Chemistry. Her boyfriend. His girlfriend. That girl. That guy. A husband. A wife. The feeling that comes with sexual pleasures. Being popular. Being funny. Being smart. Being spiritual. Being in the in group. A Hummer. A national championship. A big international best selling novel (okay, that’s mine). 


Anything really. We covet all kinds of things. What’s the trouble with that? Isn’t it natural to want things?


Some people would say that we should take the opposite approach. All wants are evil. All physical desires are wrong. You should flee from anything of this world and pursue only spiritual things. That would be called asceticism, or Stoicism or even Buddhism.
 None of these are Christianity. 


Adam and Eve were in the Garden. What were they doing while they were there? In their perfected state, they were communing with God, they were having sex, they were taking care of things, they were delighting in the world, they were drinking a Guinness and eating a steak. The height of godliness isn’t going without. We are to enjoy our bodies, enjoy our minds, enjoy each other, enjoy the earth. God has given us these gifts and to throw them away is dishonoring to Him.


Jesus went to enough parties, drank and produced enough wine, that he was called a drunk. He didn’t shun the pleasures of the world. He would have been a fun guy to be around. 

So what then? What is the answer? We’ve said all along that the opposite is implied in each of the commands. What’s the opposite of coveting? Contentment.


Paul writes about this in Philippians 4:11-13: “I have learned in whatever situation I am to be content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me.”


Contentment is a secret


Paul writes that being content is a secret that he has learned. Contentment is being grateful and for what you have and not always wanting the next thing. Contentment is thankfulness, recognition that you don’t deserve anything at all. It is a security of position. It is the reining in of desires to their proper place. It is the recognition of the lie of the American Dream, seeing through the seller of goods who wishes to convince you that NEED something. 


Paul writes in 1 Timothy 6:6, “Now there is great gain in godliness with contentment, for we brought nothing into the world and we cannot take anything out of the world. But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content.”

Now this is not at all obvious to the average person. It is not common sense; it is a secret Paul says. Secrets are something we want to know, but they aren’t obvious. They can be found out though. They are like a mystery waiting there to be discovered with some hard work. There are clues, things strewn out on the landscape that need to be put together in order to see the whole picture.

There is a desire for contentment built into each of us, but it eludes us.

How do I know this? Because when I stop to think about it, the things I most enjoy in life remind me of something else, they stir up in me a feeling for something that will never go away, but will be imperishable. There is a longing in my heart for something more. It’s hard to say more than that about it. Each of you have already begun to feel it, but since you’re at the very beginnings of your journey, it’s still vague. You are pursuing it, and you think you just may get it. It’s graspable in your mind. But talk to enough 50 year olds and watch their lives, and you may get discouraged.

You see, when I realize that all these things I am pursuing will eventually pass away, I am struck with the impermanence of things. Just when I get something I wanted, I see that I can’t hold on to it for very long. Someone else is coming behind me with more talent or more brains, more looks, more charisma, more social standing, more connections, more money, more guts, more time to practice. We want a permanent contentment, but it is always slipping through our fingers. 

When we find a little bit of satisfaction, we squeeze the life out of it. The deal is that these things are arousing desires that in fact they cannot fulfill. Marriages, friendships, careers, kids, etc., can be very dangerous because they arouse the desire for the things we need the most, but they cannot fulfill that desire. That makes us angry with them. They get so close but they can’t deliver. Can you sense this already? That what you’re pursuing is really just the outer covering of something much deeper. That the outer shell is a mask for something else you desire deep in your heart. Have you figured that out yet? 


Why can’t these outer things come through for us? Why do they always let us down? It’s a secret. Because that which we really want is a secret, it’s hidden, it’s underneath. It’s God. You want service, knowledge, love, approval of and from God. You laugh. But it’s true. He is permanent. The only thing that will be there. The thing you were made for. The Lord of Lords, King of Kings, Beginning and End, the Lover of Your Soul, the One who will never die or leave you or forsake you, the One who watches over and protects you, the one who cherishes you.


But we don’t want Him.

False contentment is exposed by plenty and want


How do we know that we don’t want him? Paul says that he has learned the secret of being content in plenty and in want. When he has a lot and when he has nothing. When he is low or high. In the highlights of life and in the heartaches of life our true gods are exposed to us.


How does that work?


We all think early on in life that we can find out where our contentment will be – career, looks, marriage, kids, achievement, our dreams, etc. That is what will fulfill me. That will make me content. There is no secret.  I can do it. This will make me happy and fulfilled and a real person. That is what you think. I still think that sometimes. But getting plenty or getting nothing is what explodes this myth. Getting it all or getting nothing exposes the life lie that you are loving under, it reveals what you think or thought would make you happy.


Huh? Think about getting it all. Some of you probably will. Some of you will be millionaires, or wildly famous, or own your own businesses. Think about the things in your life that are the most important and what the ultimate result of those things could be. The absolute pinnacle. If some of you dream of unattached sexual pleasure, imagine 10 women or 10 men at your disposal every day of your life. That is possible, you know. Or if it acclaim, imagine being Time Person of the Year for your profession. Or winning the championship. Or being President. Or Sultan of a small country. Or a famous orator or debater or mathematician, artist or teacher. The next computer programmer, so that everyone knows your name like Bill Gates. 

What would be the ultimate? It could be less extravagant. When WAMP was first starting out, Matt and I had a joke with each other. They were asked to play at Spring Conference our first year, and he was scared to death. This was upping the stakes from messing around on the computer at home. I remember him saying, “If they would just like it, just clap, then that would be enough. I could stop right there. That would be all I needed.” Well, what happened? They gave a standing ovation of course. He came back glowing. Then he said, “If they would just give us a encore call, that would be enough, I could stop right there.” Encore.

If we would just cut a disk. If we could just play at Summer Conference. If we just don’t get booed off the stage. Now look. Our famous boys played at Sooner Scandals and pretty soon will be world famous. There’s always more out there. Getting it is never enough.

King Uzziah in 2 Chronicles 26 is another example of this. He started off well in his relationship with God, but as he continued on in his life, he became proud of his things and his accomplishments, and he began trusting in those things. The chapter lists his accomplishments and his achievements stack up around him. He was wildly famous and successful. And his life ended in ruin.

The people that have “gotten it all” are some of the most unhappy people in the world. Why? Wouldn’t you think that wealth and fame and fortune would make you happy? Isn’t that what they wanted? 

The problem was that in their achievement of all those things they lost their life’s lies. They saw how empty they were. Plenty is an expose of false contentment, of seeing that things won’t come through for you.


Tim Keller quotes Cynthia Hymel
, writing for the Village Voice. She says, “When God wants to play a really terrible practical joke on you, he grants you your greatest wish and then giggles merrily as you realize you want to kill yourself.”

The other extreme is not getting anything – that’s more difficult to talk about since we don’t know those people as well. But they are the people who have pursued things and never can get them. Their life’s lies are thwarted at every turn. They can’t succeed, they can’t make it, they can’t find happiness. 


But most of us are in-between, and that means that our idols can remain undercover, without being detected. Most of us never have our dreams utterly dashed and most of us never really achieve the ultimate of all we’ve dreamed. Most of us stay in the delusion because we don’t ever really get there. We always think it’s “just out there” a little farther from our grasp, that we just need to make a few more adjustments - it’s so close, it will satisfy me once I get it if I can just work a little harder.


Keller says that when we realize we are unhappy, and we see that the things we thought would make us happy aren’t going to, we can have these different responses. We can:


Blame the things – I need a better spouse, a better career, a better body. My first dream was wrong – I need to get a new dream. This response makes people bitter, anxious and afraid to commit to anything. If anything looks like it might not be fulfilling you for even one second, then you are out of there. You discard people, looks, careers and everything because you’re blaming the things.


Blame yourself – You realize you aren’t happy, but you believe the press releases of everyone else. You see them acting happy and think to yourself, the reason I’m not happy is that something is wrong with me. I’m inadequate, I’m disturbed, there is something wrong with me on the inside. This is dangerous because you can always find something there. In one sense, you are correct – there is something wrong with you. But you can spend all your time working on that thing without ever getting down to the bottom issue. There is a deeper issue down there, one that has to do with meaning.  You may be asking real questions like What am I doing here? Why do I exist? What is real? Psychology can’t answer those questions. Science can’t answer those questions. Only religion can. You aren’t content because you were made for something else


Blame the universe – Nothing can ever satisfy me, so I’ll close my heart to everything. I will trust nothing, I will give myself to no one, I will destroy all my dreams. Because I didn’t like my heart getting broken, I’ll harden it so it will never be hurt again. People see that in their heart that they were built for dreams and soaring and complete love, creativity, for eternity, for complete love, for nobility – and they can’t find it on earth, so they kill that part about them.


Blame your relationship with God – you can say that you know that God is supposed to be answering these prayers, but He isn’t.  This is the one that many people resort to because it is the easiest on your psyche and your relationship with yourself and others. God isn’t coming through. 


But the truth is that it’s a secret. Most of us live in the middle of these extremes. But Paul says that it’s only in living in plenty and in want that our true idols are revealed. 


You aren’t fulfilled because only God will fulfill you. How does He do that?

True contentment is learned


I hope that as we’ve progressed tonight, you’ve been thinking about where you place your trust and hope in. That you can sit here all you want and tell me how much you love Jesus, but that there are functional gods in your life. These gods are screaming to you right now because they don’t want to hear the Word of God expose them. In fact, when some of you get together with me, you freak out because your gods put alarm systems a mile around them so as to not allow any intruders into their presence. What are you really touchy about? It very well may be an idol. What gets you really irritated? What you feel like I’m against in your life? What makes your really mad and upset?


These are things that are breaking the first and the tenth commandment in your life. They can be anything, and they rear their heads in anger when light is put on them. They want to slink around in the darkness, making you the tail and them the dog that wags you to and fro. 


Paul though, says that godliness with contentment is great gain. He says that he can do anything in Christ, he can encounter any situation, he can be anywhere and be confident, because Jesus strengthens him.

How can he say that? Paul writes that he doesn’t discover the secret. He learned it. It’s a process. It’s a secret that can be and must be learned. That’s sort of a bummer. That means that what you’re hearing tonight is just the first step in a longer process. If I’ve convinced you at all that it is God’s will for you to be content and not covetous, then you would want to know how better to do that. But see, it’s a learned secret. Not just a sentence or two that you didn’t know before. It’s a process of growth and growing.


Here are what Tim Keller says are five things you need to commit yourself to.


You have to unmask the coveting for what it is. As I’ve said, the 10th commandment is really just the first commandment stated in a different way. The only things that you will so want that if you don’t have you’ll be miserable are things that you’re putting before God. Idols are things that psychologically give you your esteem and identity. Sociologically they give you credibility from other people. Theologically they are what you think are making you right and acceptable in the sight of God. When you are depressed, upset, bitter, miserable and unhappy, ask yourself – what besides God has taken title to my heart’s functional trust? What besides Jesus has become my heart’s delight? What has become a greater preoccupation than my joy in Christ. You think you’re going after these things? They are going after you. You think you are wanting them? They are wanting you. Wanting to destroy you, and squeeze the life out of you. You have to see this.


You have to preach the gospel to yourself. You have to talk to yourself and say, “This is not my identity. This is not what makes me important. This is not my righteousness. This is not what makes me a real person, a real woman, a real man, a real provider, a real mother, a real anything.” We’ve talked about this over and over again. You need to hear it again tonight. You don’t believe it. You just barely understand the gospel. It has to mean everything to you. If you don’t have it, you’ll die. 


You have to understand the candy approach. Imagine your favorite candy. What is it? Ring pops? Snickers? I think my favorites are Extra Hot Tamales and Sour Patch Kids. One box of each of those and I’m set at the movie. But what we do in our lives is only eat candy. Imagine if I only at Hot Tamales and Sour Patch Kids. What would happen? I would shrivel up and die. That is what is happening to our souls when we eat only spiritual candy. This is the condition of the church. Don’t hear me saying this in a snobby or arrogant way, but as a real assessment. Most of your friends are starving. 


Some of them are actually eating tapeworms. They are only going backwards as far as health goes. They say they are Christians, but they never eat anything that has any health in it. They only eat things that cause them harm. But others, thousands of them, are only eating candy. It’s like we’re here in a starving country standing with a plate of steak and mashed potatoes and there is someone else on the other side of the road with Hot Tamales, Gummi Bears and Altoids. He is surrounded. Why? Because they initially taste better, right? Would you rather have sugar or protein? Sugar in the short run seems best. But if you would taste the steak and eat it, and grow to love it, you’ll see it is nourishing you and making you stronger and fulfilling your real hunger and thirst. Grow your appetite for the word. Weep for those who are starving and who are starving themselves with such poor food. 


In that same spirit, you have to learn communion with God. Not just saying your prayers and going through the motions, but learning to seek God, meditate on His word, to seek him with all your heart. There’s no way you can discover this secret on your own. You have to meet with Jesus personally and allow His words and His love to wash over you. You have to get the Word of God into your life in your own time with God, in times with someone else, in small groups and in large groups. This is a learned thing. 


And you need to obey. You have to look over the things God wants you to do with your life and you have to recognize that you’re not going to feel God’s love for you if you don’t have a clear conscience. You need to commit yourself to obeying God. That’s what we’ve been talking about throughout this series in the 10 Commandments. This is a real relationship. Relationships have commitments to each other. They can hurt each other. They can wax and wane in intimacy. Committing yourself to doing what God says even if you don’t initially like it or understand it is a learned thing. Repenting when you screw up is a part of the same thing.


What we need is a people who love Jesus so much that they will do anything for Him. Don’t here me say that you shouldn’t pursue your callings and do the best job you can with your gifts and commitments. You should be out there doing great things, winning awards and seeing accomplishments fulfilled.


The difference is one of the heart. It’s contentment. You should be able to say, I could be in the sorority or not be in the sorority. It doesn’t define me. I want to do what God wants me to do. That’s the bottom line. You should be able to say, I can be an athlete/cheerleader/Top 10 Senior/artist/Bible study leader/whatever or not be that. That thing doesn’t define me. I want to do what God wants me to be. I can be in a relationship or not in one. I can be an accountant or not one. I can live in Oklahoma or not. I can own a big house or not. I can be rich or not. I can be married or not. I can be popular or not. I can be influential or not. I can have that position or not. Those things don’t define me. Jesus does.
 


Jesus lost all his delight in God so you could delight in Him.


Jesus lost all his joy so that you could rejoice in Him.


God turned his back on Jesus on the cross so that He could turn toward you.


It is Easter week. May our hearts and our minds focus on Christ. May we repent and turn away from our idols. We are whores who sleep with other lovers. We are building Asherah poles that need to be torn down. We are wanting to live in a different kingdom and serve other kings. We aren’t comfortable with the goodness of God and want to bask in the glow of another source.


God forgive us. Jesus help us. Help us to do all things through Him who strengthens us and loved us and called us according to His purpose. You have redeemed us from slavery. May we worship only You.

� Tim Keller is all over this message. I should just get up there and play the tape it is so good. 


� Douma uses a helpful illustration to reveal that our actions come from our beliefs, which are pictured as residing in our hearts. Picture your heart as the boardroom or a corporation. From the boardroom, “all kinds of messages and orders proceed to various departments of the corporation. This boardroom is not open and accessible just to anybody, but some things do leak out to others. Decisions made behind closed doors generally do not stay inside the room, so that eventually outsiders get a pretty good idea of what happened inside the room... What lives in the heart never stays hidden.”


� “There are stages of desire. Someone can be caught off guard by an immoral desire. He can continue to nurse that desire. He takes another step by surrendering his will to that desire and thus develops a plan to satisfy that desire. Finally, he translates that desire into a deed.” Douma, The Ten Commandments, p. 340.


� This thought comes from Gordon Fee’s commentary. 


� I tried to find this reference but couldn’t. I don’t know if this is the correct spelling of her name.


� These are almost direct quotes. I just can’t improve on them. I shouldn’t try. I’ve made some additions and contextualized them in some places. But if you listen to the tapes, you’ll think it’s practically a transcript.


� “Your own house is the best one for you. Your own spouse is the most pretty or handsome for you, in your own job lies the most fruitful development of your abilities, even though your house may be smaller than your neighbor’s, though your wife may be less attractive than other women, though your job may rank lower on the scale of values than those of your friends and acquaintances, and so on.” Douma, 345.





