Pre:


Well, we finally made it. Today we will talk about number 10 in God’s Top Ten.


Do you think that number 10 is less important than the other nine? What actually happens is that number 10 circles us back to number one. Or, you could think of number one and number 10 as bookends, holding up the other 8. All the other commandments have to do with things you do (or not): making idols, telling lies, honoring parents, stealing, committing adultery, bearing false witness, keeping the Sabbath, murdering. But the first and the tenth are what you might call intangibles. They happen in the mind and in the heart. Number 1: You shall have no other gods before me. Number 10: You shall not covet. If you break those two commandments, the others will crumble as well. And the keeping of these two commandments make the keeping of the others possible.
And it’s all about trust, trust in the God who created you and called you to go on a journey with God and God’s people. 

Once again I hope you can picture that caravan of Israelites, who received the Ten Commandments after they left Egypt and as they were on their way to the Promised Land. And place yourself in their midst, because your journey is similar, even though it is centuries later and in a whole different environment. Some things are just the same. And one of them is the need to trust. The Israelites, if they were to make it through the wilderness to the Promised Land, needed to learn to trust the God who was leading them. And they needed to embrace the journey that God had placed them on. And so do you and so do I.
God’s Top Ten: You Shall Not Covet

Exodus 20:1-17, Philippians 4:10-14

As I was looking through my file of illustrations this week I found a one-liner that pretty much sums up what I want to say today: (got your pencils out?) “Be yourself. Everyone else is taken.”


That is the challenge of the tenth commandment. The commandment says, “Don’t covet,” but at the heart of this commandment is the calling to be the person God created you to be, and to embrace the journey that God has placed you on. 

For each of us there is an Egypt. A place from whence we have come. Generally, for most of us, it is a place of pain, a place of dysfunction, a place of oppression or fear or ignorance. 

But listen to this: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the Land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 


Do you get what this is saying? For you? For your life?

God has called you out of the land of Egypt and the house of slavery and God has set you on a journey. You and I are on this journey together to a place that is good and safe and full of life. Behind us is the life we left behind in Egypt. To the right or to the left are the hazards of the desert.  Ahead, following our Lord together, is the Promised Land. 
Like the Israelites, you and I need to stay the course. Not go back, not veer off to the right or to the left, but keep going forward as God leads us. 

It won’t always be easy. Staying on God’s path does not make trouble go away. There will be bumps in the road. There will be danger and disease and death. There will be struggle and trauma. But God will be with you all the way, making the way possible. 


There’s a great scene at the very end of the Gospel of John that I often think about. Jesus and Simon Peter have been walking on the beach, talking about Peter’s future ministry and his future suffering. Jesus forgives Peter for his denial and he gives Peter a new leadership role, a new calling. It’s a pretty intense conversation, especially for Peter, but it heals the past and opens up the future. Well, sometime in the midst of their conversation, John enters the scene. It turns out he has been following them. And Peter points at John and says, “What about him?” And Jesus says, in effect, “Never mind about him, Peter, you follow me.” 


This is the message that we all need to hear. YOU follow me. Be yourself. Everyone else is taken. Don’t covet.

It’s so easy, and common, to look at someone else’s life or someone else’s home or someone else’s family or someone else’s job or someone else’s spouse or someone else’s body and to think that I got the short end of the stick.


Coveting begins with a basic dissatisfaction of one’s lot in life.  And that dissatisfaction comes from a misunderstanding and misuse of the restlessness that is built into us as humans. We are curious by nature, seeking information, researching facts, experimenting with possibilities. But that restlessness is meant to draw us to God. As Augustine said it, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.” Or, as someone else  once said, human beings are made with a God-shaped vacuum inside. And though you may try to fill that vacuum with many things, only God will fill it.

You are going to be restless, you are going to be dissatisfied, until you solve the basic equation of life which is YOU + GOD = PEACE.  YOU – GOD = Despair. 
Ernest Hemingway once said this about his life: “I live in a vacuum that is as lonely as a radio tube when the batteries are dead, and there is no current to plug into.” If you’re under fifty, you might have to ask the person sitting next to you about the vacuum in a radio tube, but I think you get the general idea of his despair. Ironically, Hemingway was brought up in a Christian home, and as a young person he embraced the faith—or seemed to. But during WWI, he abandoned his faith and absorbed the despair that surrounded him. 

But on the other side of the ledger, listen to the story of Leonard Slye, better known as Roy Rogers. Roy Rogers and Dale Evans were among my favorite childhood TV stars. Roy said this about his life: “Dale worked with God to bring me something I had longed for all my life. Peace. Materially speaking, for years I had nothing. Then for years I had much. But I soon learned that having too much is worse than having too little. Nothing ever seemed quite right. I was restless, confused, unsatisfied. But the power of prayer, and the feeling of spiritual blessedness, and the love of Jesus have no price tags.” (Crosswalk) 

Roy Rogers’ comment echoes what the Apostle Paul said in our Philippians passage: I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me. The Apostle Paul’s life was not defined by what he had or what he did not have. His life was defined by a contentment that came from knowing Jesus Christ. 

This kind of contentment is not dependent on circumstances. It is a state of mind that comes from trusting the God who brought you out of Egypt and is leading you to the Promised Land. The bumps in the road will not keep you from making it all the way, because God is trustworthy. 
So, contentment is a state of mind. So is covetousness. Covetousness arises from a belief system that is based on philosophy of scarcity and insecurity. There’s not enough to go around, and I won’t feel secure until I get more. Or at least until I get more than my neighbor has.  Or until I get what my neighbor has.   

You might think that coveting would be the sin of the poor. Those who have less, pine for what the rich have. But the sin of coveting is found in all economic brackets. John D. Rockefeller was once asked, “How much is enough?” and he answered, “Just a little bit more.” 

And coveting is not just about material things. Coveting is a state of mind; it’s a belief system that says the grass is greener on the other side of the fence.  And if I could only get some of that grass! It’s easy to see that coveting is the driving force behind virtually every sin. In the New Testament letter of James, it says, “Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you? You want something and do not have it; so you commit murder. And you covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts. You do not have because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get on your pleasures.” (James 4:1-3) 
Be who you are. Everyone else is taken. Besides, when God made you, God did a good thing.  Somebody once said, “God doesn’t make junk.” It’s true. You have gifts and talents and ideas and possibilities you may not even be able to imagine. To find them, you need to embrace the you that God has created and begin to walk the journey that God has called you to walk. 
There is an ancient Persian legend that tells of a wealthy man by the name of Al Haffed who owned a large farm. One evening a visitor related to him tales about acres of diamonds that could be found in other parts of the world, and of the great riches they could bring him. Al Haffed went to bed that night a poor man. Poor because of his discontent; and discontented because he viewed himself as poor. 
So instead of caring for his own prosperous farm, he sold it and set out to find these acres of diamonds. But his search was fruitless. Finally, penniless and in despair, he committed suicide by jumping into the sea. Meanwhile, the man who had purchased his farm noticed one day the glint of an unusual stone in a shallow stream on the property. He reached into the water, and to his amazement he pulled out a huge diamond. Later when working in his garden, he uncovered many more valuable gems. So, Al Haffed had spent his life traveling to distant lands seeking jewels when the farm he had left behind had all the precious stones his heart could have ever desired. 

Are you searching the world, when there are acres of diamonds in your own backyard? 

So, may you embrace the journey that you are on, and may you embrace the God who leads, guides and provides. 
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