
TEN COMMANDMENTS, #4      EXODUS 20:17       JUNE 26, 2022 

 There have been stories circulating on social media about people, perhaps visitors to our area, 

picking flowers out of resident’s yards, either because they think the yards are public areas or because 

they don’t know any better or whatever.  This reminded me of a story told by a feisty older gentleman in 

my first parish years back.  He lived in an area on the edge of town, but still in the town, where 

attractive pine trees had been planted by the city along the public boulevard that fronted his yard.  One 

early December day he heard the alarming sound of axe blows coming from near the street.  Rushing 

out, he discovered a woman with an axe chopping down one of the planted pines.  Editing his part of the 

conversation somewhat for our purposes, he cried out, “What do you think you’re doing?”  She replied 

indignantly, “I’m cutting down this tree.  I want to have it for my Christmas tree.  And it’s not in your 

yard, it’s on the boulevard, so it doesn’t belong to you.”  To which my parishioner retorted, “Lady, it 

may not belong to me, but it sure as heck doesn’t belong to you!”  Just one of those little human-interest 

stories that nicely sets the scene for our focus on the final commandment of the 10 Commandments 

we’ve been studying throughout June:  “Thou shalt not covet”.  More explicitly, “You shall not covet 

your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or 

donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”   Including… the flowers in their garden or the pine 

trees on their boulevards. This commandment gets to the heart of a very basic and sadly sinful human 

presumption that lies within us; namely-- if we see something we want to have, we believe it should be 

ours to have for the taking.  It’s a problem. 

 It would be fair to say that the 10 Commandments were given by God to be life-giving rules and 

boundaries in order to prevent just these kinds of problems from happening.  You recall the first tablet or 

 1



table of the commandments were about the vertical relationship between ourselves and God.  We were to 

worship God alone, not create idols in God’s place, not to take God’s name in vain, and to remember to 

honor the Sabbath.  Following these commandments allows us to create a space in our lives with God at 

the center.  This vertical dimension to the 10 Commandments teaches us about loving God.  

 The second tablet of table of the commandments are about the horizontal relationship between us 

and others.  We were to honor our parents, and we were not to kill, steal, commit adultery, or to lie.  This 

horizontal dimension to the 10 Commandments teaches us about loving our neighbor.  Put together these 

two dimensions form the sign of the cross and remind us of Christ’s greatest commandments:  to love 

God and to love our neighbor. This morning we have an entire sermon dedicated to the last of those 

neighbor-loving commandments, “You shall not covet.”  

 Why does coveting receive a week all unto itself?  In the words of one commentator: “Many, 

perhaps most, big sins start when we set our gaze on something that belongs to another.” One more time: 

“Many, perhaps most, big sins start when we set our gaze on something that belongs to another.”  

Coveting, or its close relatives, jealousy and envy, is the starting point of so many of the other sins we 

have already thought about. I’m guessing that a high percentage of the time, stealing, lying, adultery, 

and murder come about as the result of that initial internal coveting, that wanting to have something that 

wasn’t ours to have. Coveting is a matter of the heart that can lead to all kinds of destructive and terrible 

consequences, even for innocent bystanders who get caught in the cross fire.  As an example, I give you 

King David of ancient Israel. 

 David is described in Scripture as being a man after God’s heart.  David was a poet, a leader, a 

musician, a warrior, a king, a man of deep and profound faith. He also was an adulterer, a liar, and a 
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murderer, thereby breaking three of the 10 Commandments right there. If you recall, David, who had 

multiple wives and royal courtesans available to him as the King of ancient Israel, happened one 

afternoon to see a sight that changed not only his life, but multiple lives.  We could read in 2nd Samuel 

11, “It happened, late one afternoon, when David rose from his couch and was walking about on the roof 

of the king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman bathing, the woman was very beautiful.”  David 

learns this woman is Bathsheba, the wife of one his loyal soldiers, Uriah.  Uriah, who at this very 

moment, was out fighting for his king in a distant land.  This woman was not David’s for the taking, but 

he coveted Uriah’s wife, he wanted to have her, and he took her.   

 We have no idea how Bathsheba felt about any of this; she was woman in a patriarchal society 

and David was the king. She had no power and no choices.  She became pregnant, and the timing of the 

pregnancy would make clear that Uriah was not the father. David, in a panic, orders one of his generals 

to place Uriah and his men in the thick of the fighting and then to abandon them to be killed, and that’s 

what happened.  So David has moved from his original internal coveting to become a liar, adulterer, and 

murderer.  And not only is Uriah’s death an unintended consequence of David’s sin, but all of Uriah’s 

men also become collateral damage, caught in the crossfire as it were. So it is that this tragic story of a 

man both great and awful becomes a morality tale about the danger of coveting.  Coveting can take us 

into dark places.  

 All of the commandments seek to set guidelines and protective boundaries, but perhaps this one 

does so more than most.  We could almost picture signs being posted around our flower gardens, our 

pine trees, or our house, spouse, and so on that might say---"Keep away.  Back off.  Not yours to have.”  
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Obeying those signs would lead to healthy communities and healthy individual souls; disregarding them 

leads to mayhem, both large and small.  What is it about coveting? 

 As we’ve said, coveting is a matter of the heart.  It seems to come out of some vast well of 

wanting within us that is not easily filled.  There’s always more to want.  Wanting what another has 

immediately creates a hindrance to that relationship, leading easily to envy, jealousy, and resentment.  

Coveting can fester within us, leaving us with a sense of smallness and inadequacy. It seems to be based 

on that bizarre assumption mentioned earlier, that if we see something we want to have, we believe it 

should be ours to have for the taking.  Why would that follow, what kind of logic is that?  Just because 

we want to have something, does that mean it’s ours to have?  Manifestly not.  Furthermore, just because 

we want to have something doesn’t mean it would be good for us to have it. Because the desires of our 

hearts can lead us astray.  No one wants a drink more than an alcoholic, but having that drink is 

disastrous in that circumstance.  So, to summarize a few takeaways, we would be very foolish to assume 

that simply because we want to have something, it’s ours to have.  Or that it would be beneficial to us to 

have it.  Or that we can have it, even if it’s not ours to have, without causing any damage to ourselves or 

others.  There is always damage, and the unintended consequences can take in a wide swath of collateral 

damage. Don’t do it, God says.  Don’t go there.  Don’t covet your neighbor’s house or spouse or 

livelihood or possessions or happiness or garden flowers or pine trees.  Obey the “Keep off” signs. 

Respect the boundaries I set.  Live in a way that maximizes the health of the community rather than 

gratifying your list of wants.   Summarized in that final commandment: “You shall not covet”.   

 All of the commandments are challenging, but this one may seem particularly so.  Again, 

because it deals with a matter of the heart, of internal workings.  How can we not covet?  It seems 
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unfortunately a part of human nature.  And perhaps we can’t altogether stop coveting, but we can 

certainly stop taking action as the worst versions of ourselves based on our coveting.   Had David done 

that instead, history would have been changed. Little though we like to hear it, coveting is an example 

where self-control matters. Still, can we move beyond self-control to some positive stance or attitude of 

the heart in place of coveting?  What is the opposite of coveting?  Could it be gratitude?  Or 

appreciation?  Or contentment?  Or being satisfied?  What if one antidote to coveting was to foster 

instead these opposing internal attitudes, these life-giving habits of the heart?  Whether we use the time-

honored approach of counting our blessings or whether we ask in any given situation, “where do I see 

the goodness of God around me”? we might train ourselves to move from wanting to have more to 

instead appreciating more what we already have.  It’s not a perfect solution, because we’re not perfect 

people.  And we will never perfectly obey these 10 Commandments in their entirety.  Just not going to 

happen. As I said when I started this sermon series 4 weeks ago, these laws and rules are given by God 

for our good and the good of our world.  They are intended to set boundaries and give guidelines that 

foster just communities and protect the vulnerable.  But any set of external guidelines, as necessary and 

beneficial as they are, will fall short of actually changing the human condition.  That has to happen not 

from imposed external rules, but from changes from the inside out, changes of the heart.  And it would 

be my contention that only love truly changes people.  Rules help.  But love redeems.  I think God 

believes that also, and because of that, became incarnate as Love in Christ, the one who brings 

forgiveness, mercy, and change to our souls.  I’m not discounting the 10 Commandments; I believe they 

are universal and applicable and necessary.  I’m just suggesting that in the final analysis, it’s the love of 

God that will change us, save us, and redeem us, a love we see most fully realized in Christ.  Amen.  
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