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“You shall not covet your neighbor's house. You shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his manservant or 

maidservant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” 

 

Introduction 
 I once talked with a guy who had recently started coming to Immanuel when he 

wasn’t yet a Christian and he felt drawn to keep coming back by this strange confluence 

of feelings.  He said to me, “Since I’ve been here I’ve never felt worse about myself and 

at the same time I’ve never felt better about myself than I do now.”  And I said, “I think 

that means you’re getting the gospel.” 

 Everyone’s looking for ways to feel good about themselves.  Whether it’s 

unashamed, as seen in the recent popularity of New Thought books that call for positive 

thinking; or whether it’s more cloaked behind the pursuits of the achievers and seemingly 

successful.  We already know something of what it is to feel bad about ourselves or that 

there’s a lacking somewhere.  What do we do?  Well, I think the answer is found in the 

unique Christian message.  I really do.  Mind tricks won’t last.  Basing your self-worth on 

your competence or accomplishments will eventually unravel (what happens when you 

lose your edge?).  Only Christianity offers a truly unshakeable confidence. 

 But the way it does it… that seems so counterintuitive, is through condemning 

you.  I know; it’s a real turn-off.  It doesn’t make sense.  But Jesus was clear on this: 

“Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it” 

(Mt. 16:25).  Christianity requires you to die in order to live, to abandon trying to save 

yourself and cease trying to find your identity in anything other than the crucified and 

risen Jesus.  This means coming to grips with the reality that you are a… sinner.  Sin is 

what we don’t want to talk about.  It seems so negative.  We want to fly and talk of sin 

appears to holds us down.  It’s antiquated and overly pessimistic.  It’s not helpful.  Sin is 

not really my problem and sin-talk just makes more problems for me. 

 But what I want to try to do today is show you that sin may not be exactly what 

you thought it was.  I think we have a very simplistic view of sin, skewed by encounters 

with self-righteous religious-types pointing the finger at behaviors that aren’t necessarily 

sinful, and so we’ve dismissed the whole category because of certain repressive legalists.  

Or we think sin is something we by and large avoid doing.  “Yes there are unethical or 
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immoral behaviors, maybe I’ve done a few bad things, but not that frequently.  And so to 

keep dwelling on sin becomes morbid and cruel.  I need to hear something positive and 

encouraging.” 

 We’ve been looking at the Ten Commandments this summer as a church.  If 

you’ve been with us hopefully you’ve begun to see that they’re not exactly what they get 

passed off as in our culture today: ten simple rules for being a good person or the ten 

things that make all those others out there bad persons.  It’s way more sophisticated than 

that.  Today we get to the tenth commandment and have a chance to sum things up.  And 

looking at the tenth commandment what we see is just this: we sin because our desires 

are disordered.  Or you could put it this way: what’s wrong with us is that we want 

wrongly. 

My guess is that most of us think of sin as simply breaking some rules.  It is, but 

even within the list of rules that the Bible gives we are told specifically that our sin runs 

deeper than external actions.  We need to take a deeper look at our desires, our wants.  

We sin because our desires are disordered.  What’s wrong with us is that we want 

wrongly. 

 

Let’s get into that but first I’m going to pray for us… 
 

The Sin of Covetousness 
 So what is the tenth commandment?  Like most of the others (but not all) God 

gave it to Moses in the negative form – “Thou shalt not…,” in this case covet.  But, this is 

important, technically it doesn’t just outlaw some mental or emotional activity called 

coveting, whatever that is (and we’ll get there).  There are direct objects to this verb: 

house, wife, servant, animal, and then there’s the catch all “or anything.”  Or anything!  

“The intention is not to limit the scope of the commandment to these precise objects, but 

by heaping one possible object of coveting on another to drive home the seriousness of 

the sin” it’s getting at.
1
  There are seven items listed here – the Hebrew number of 

totality.  Also notice that these objects of coveting are qualified with the possessive 

descriptor – “your neighbor’s,” or, “that belong to your neighbor.” 

 Now, obviously, we have to figure out what the word covet means.  It’s found two 

times in this verse.  In the parallel passage in Dt. 5 where this commandment is repeated 

the same word for covet is used once and then the second time a synonym is substituted.  

That word is translated as “set your desire on.”  To ‘covet’ means to ‘desire’, to ‘crave’, 

to ‘hanker after’, to ‘want earnestly’, to ‘long for’… 

 This verb is actually neutral.  You can technically ‘covet’ (although we’d 

probably use a different word when talking this way)… but you could technically ‘covet’ 

good things in a good way, desire strongly something that’s right and have it be right.  

For example, in Isaiah 53:2 the word is used in conjunction with a desire for the Messiah.  

In Ps. 19:10 the word is used to describe the appropriate affection for Scripture.  In Psalm 

68:16 God is said to ‘covet’ Mt. Zion.  The Greek word (epithumeo) used to translate this 

Hebrew word is used the same way – a neutral verb sometimes used in positive contexts 

(i.e. Ph. 1:23!). 

 But the vast majority of occurrences of this word in the Bible are in negative 

contexts, as here.  So what exactly is this text saying is wrong?  Is it wrong to have 

desires?  No.  It’s denouncing desires that are inordinately set on things at the expense of 
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others.  Your desires shall not be set on stuff and against you neighbor.  That’s what the 

last commandment says. 

 

Summing up the Ten Commandments on Sin 

 Now, it’s last for a reason.  It serves a kind of summarizing purpose.  It has been 

called the “summary commandment”
2
 and “the interpreting clause of the whole 

Decalogue.”
3
  “It is the function of the final commandment to make explicit the 

internalizing of the whole law and the dire reality of sin in the heart,”
4
 says one scholar.  

“This commandment deals with a man’s inner heart and shows that none of the previous 

nine commandments could be observed merely from an external or formal act,”
5
 says 

another. 

“The tenth commandment is where the Decalogue ends, but it is, in fact, the point 

at which every breach of the law begins.”
6
  It “refers to an inward desire that, if fanned, 

will lead to action”
7
  So coveting a neighbor’s house – representative of his whole 

position in life – to the point of resentment is what motivates murder, coveting a 

neighbor’s wife is the starting point of adultery, coveting a neighbor’s ox leads to 

stealing.  We’ve noted this before as we’ve gone through the commandments, but now 

we see within the very body of the Ten Commandments that this is indeed appropriate – 

to look within at the heart and not just externally at behaviors. 

 

Disordered Love as the Cause of Sin 
 This already makes God’s law more indicting than first thought.  But let’s think 

together a little bit more about this concept of desires.  Why are these inner thoughts said 

to be bad?  I mean, doesn’t everyone think crazy things, but it really just matters whether 

you act on them or not, right?  But God is saying here that he is interested in the heart.  

More specifically, what the heart desires.  I know I’ve said before that the goal is love 

and the problem is that we are loveless.  In one sense that is true, but if we were to be 

more precise it’s not that we’re loveless, it’s that our loves are disordered.  This phrase 

was one of the great contributions of St. Augustine to theology.  To paraphrase: our 

problem is that our desires are out of whack. 

 First, we love ourselves.  As Martin Luther said, “Sin is being curved in on 

oneself.”  We pursue and desire our well-being above and often exclusive of others’.  

James talks about desires gone haywire, doing battle within you.  “You want something 

but don’t get it.  You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want.  You quarrel 

and fight.  You do not have, because you do not ask God.  When you ask, you do not 

receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your 

[own] pleasures” (James 4:1-3).  We are not loving others, but ourselves.  That’s one 

problem. 

The second problem is: we don’t love God chiefly.  Again, our loves, our desires, 

our wants are not bad things.  Christianity’s not about the eradication of desires!  God 

made things to be enjoyed.  It’s good to desire good things like food, sex, friendship.  It’s 

just wrong to make good things into ultimate things.  “I need this job, this girl or guy, this 

baby, this house…”  And it’s not just things, it’s intangibles like, “I want to this person’s 

talents, to be thought of as smart…”  The coveting that’s identified as sin here is healthy 

desires turned obsessive, addictive, consuming.  John Calvin said, “Human desires are 

evil, and we charge them with sin, not in as far as they are natural, but because they are 
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inordinate.”
8
  We set our highest desires on things, instead of God, elevating gifts above 

the Giver, and we fail to love, desire, want yearn for, treasure GOD!  And so “the 

commandments come full circle back to where they started,”
9
 don’t they?  It’s ultimately 

about having no other gods before the one, true God; nothing you place above him in the 

order of your loves, longings, desires, affections. 

The first and tenth commandments make a nice bookend to this summary list of 

what God expects of us.  What’s required of us is to love the Lord our God with all our 

heart, mind, soul, and strength and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Our problem 

comes from the fact that in our heart of hearts we desire other things instead of God and 

we want it all for ourselves instead of others.  We sin because our desires are 

disordered and what’s wrong with us is that we want wrongly. 

You’ve got to understand that the Scriptures are not interested in outward 

morality (cf. 1Sam. 15:22).  It’s going after the unruly affections of the heart.  But when 

you look at the whole of Scripture’s teaching you see it’s not advocating for Stoicism – a 

battle to repress your desires.  It makes unblushing appeals to desire, causing C.S. Lewis 

to conclude that “our desires [are] not too strong, but too weak.  We are half-hearted 

creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, 

like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot 

imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.  We are far too easily 

pleased.”
10

  And that is our sin.  Our ultimate cravings are selfishly set on penultimate 

things instead of the One who truly satisfies, and that is God.  And this fundamental 

problem leads to all our other problems. 

 

The Anatomy of Sin 

 So all sin stems from a distortion of desires, from the first human sin, where Eve 

‘coveted’ (Gen. 3:6) the fruit and disregarded God, to the sin of every person who has 

descended from her.  A good old-fashioned word for our disordered desires is ‘lusts of 

the flesh’ (2Pe. 2:18, KJV; cf. Rom. 13:14, Eph. 2:3, 1Pe. 1:14, 2Pe. 1:4…).  A good 

verse that illustrates how this works is James 1:14 – “Each one is tempted when, by his 

own evil desire [lust], he is dragged away and enticed.  Then, after desire has conceived, 

it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.”  We always do 

what we want.  Always.  It’s just that we want wrongly.  That’s what’s wrong with us.  

All our sin comes from desires that are disordered and distorted. 

 Take for example the classic case of covetousness which is greed or materialism, 

that is having money and its accoutrements too high up in the order of your loves.  To 

preface a story about a man who hoarded material wealth Jesus said, “Take care, and be 

on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of 

his possessions” (Lk. 12:15, ESV).  This kind of covetousness occurs when our desire for 

the amenities of wealth – security, comfort, pleasure, beauty… all natural and good 

objects of desire – goes berserk and gets out of order.  “No natural feelings are high or 

low, holy or unholy, in themselves,” says C.S. Lewis.  “They are all holy when God’s 

hand is on the rein.  They all go bad when they set up on their own and make themselves 

into false gods.”
11

 

It’s not wrong to make money or enjoy money.  Money can be used in worship 

and for great good in the service of a neighbor.  But if it becomes your god – what your 

worship, something you hoard all for yourself, the thing you live for, what you look to for 



5 

happiness, what secures your future, what you can’t live without – then you’ve gone 

corrupt; it doesn’t matter if you’ve actually stolen or started printing your own bills in 

your basement.  That’s what Eph. 5:5 and Col. 3:5 are saying when they define greed as 

idolatry.  You worship money instead of or perhaps, more insidiously, above God.  But 

the problem is that this god of money cannot save, it only enslaves.  Someone once asked 

Nelson Rockefellar how much money it took to be happy and he said, “Just a little bit 

more.”  It’s like Ecclesiastes 5:10 says, “Whoever loves money never has money enough; 

whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income.” 

But the Apostle Paul said, “Godliness with contentment is great gain.  For we 

brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.  But if we have food 

and clothing, we will be content with that.  People who want to get rich fall into 

temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires [epithumias] that plunge 

men into ruin and destruction.  For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” (1Tim. 

6:6-10).  Consumeristic coveting has always been around (obviously… thus the need for 

this commandment in 1500 B.C), but it’s exacerbated in our era due to the overload of 

advertising and the economy of endless consumption and the ability for unlimited travel.  

It’s very difficult, I would say well nigh impossible to be content (content = loves in 

order).  If the Puritan Jeremiah Burroughs wrote a book entitled The Rare Jewel of 

Christian Contentment in the 17
th

 century, think what he would say today.  What is “the 

secret of being content in any and every situation” that the Apostle Paul referred to (Ph. 

4:12)?  We’ll get there in a moment, but let’s keep teasing out this understanding of sin 

due to disordered desires. 

Every sin is an example of some desire gone haywire.  It’s not just breaking a 

rule, it’s wanting wrongly.  Just as the inordinate love of money could legitimately be the 

cause or a cause in the breaking of any one of the Ten Commandments (murder for 

money, sex for money, lie for money…), so one commandment could be broken due to 

any number of different lusts of the flesh.  For example, sexual immorality (breaking the 

seventh commandment) could stem from an obsessive/idolatrous desire for “erotic 

pleasure, financial advantage, [avenging your honor by getting] revenge on a spouse or 

parent, fear of saying no to an authority, pursuit of approval, enjoyment of power over 

another’s sexual response, the quest for social status or career advancement, pity for 

someone and playing the savior, fear of losing a potential marriage partner, escape from 

boredom, peer pressure, and so forth.”
12

  “Some of those aren’t desires,” you may say.  

“They were fears.”  But “a fear is simply a desire turned on its head: ‘I don’t want.’”
13

  

Do you get the picture?  When we talk about sin we’re talking about a fundamental flaw 

with our inner desires, not merely external rule-breaking. 

Let’s take a situation where you get into a traffic jam.  Everyone hates those, 

right?  It’s normal, it’s not a big deal, right?  Well, it is a big deal.  You broke the rule of 

taking the Lord’s name in vain when you used it as a curse word.  But it’s more than that.  

When you flipped off the guy behind you, you were angry and harbored hatred in your 

heart.  Okay, now we’re starting to look within, but we can get even more specific using 

the language of desire.  David Powlison helps us take this a step further: “I cursed in 

anger because I craved to get to my appointment on time, I feared criticism from the 

person waiting for me, and I feared losing the profits from that sale.”
14

  Desires/wants 

that have gotten out of order and war within us; God receding to the background or 

dropping out of the picture; that’s what happens when we sin. 
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The Indictment of Sin 

 Basically, what this tenth commandment does is radicalize our understanding of 

sin.  It’s deep in all of us.  We can’t dismiss sin as a silly concept.  Our hearts are twisted.  

We are curved in our ourselves.  We are captive to our desires and our desires are 

disordered, our flesh is a slave to sin.  Martin Luther said, “This last commandment, then, 

is addressed not to those whom the world considers wicked rogues, but precisely to the 

most upright – to people who wish to be commended as honest and virtuous because they 

have not offended against the preceding commands.”
15

   Francis Schaeffer said: 

 

“Thou shalt not covet” is the internal commandment which shows the man 

who thinks himself to be moral that he really needs a Savior.  The average 

such “moral” man, who has lived comparing himself to other men and 

comparing himself to a rather easy list of rules, can feel, like Paul, that he 

is getting along all right.  But suddenly, when he is confronted with the 

inward command not to covet, he is brought to his knees.
16

 

 

 This is the primary objective of God’s law – to bring us to our knees.  This was 

Paul’s experience and his point in Romans 7 – “Indeed I would not have known what sin 

was except through the law.”  And then he uses the tenth commandment as the best test 

case, “For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, ‘Do 

not covet’” (Rom. 7:7).  “But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced 

death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become 

utterly sinful” (Rom. 7:13). 

 We must really grapple with what God’s law really requires.  We have to come to 

see through the law that my desires are all out of whack.  It’s not just that I have lied (I 

mean ‘bent the truth’) to the Planning Review Commission, it’s that my soul craved 

security, I desperately feared that telling the whole truth would have jeopardized my 

finances by having to build something more costly, and I didn’t trust God to be 

everything I needed in that moment.  I have to realize that anything ‘good’ I’ve ever done 

has never been completely altruistic.  I’ve loved others so they will love me back.  I’ve 

‘obeyed’ God to avoid him, not out of passion for him.  Getting specific like that helps us 

see more of the anatomy of our sin and recognize our indictment under it. 

 

The Answer to Sin 

What is the answer?  We cannot make ourselves better.  We can’t fix it with good 

works, because they’re tainted.  Our desires are irremediably messed up, a twisted, 

tangled Gordian knot.  When need someone to come in and cut the knot.  We need a 

Savior, someone to redeem us from our slavery to sin.  That’s what Christianity says 

Jesus is.  Not a mere example, but a Savior.  God is not about improving us in Adam, but 

killing us in Adam and uniting us to Christ so that we find our lives wrapped up in him.  

We have to die to ourselves and face the bad news that we are sinners in order for the 

good news, the truly good news to make sense. 

 And the good news, the gospel is this: that though you are far more sinful than 

you ever imagined, at the same time on account of faith in Christ you can be far more 

accepted than you ever dared dreamed!  By faith in the Son of God, who loved you and 
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gave himself for you, you can say, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, 

but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20).  You died in him on the cross and all your sins – past, 

present, and future – were exhaustively paid for.  There is therefore now no 

condemnation (Rom. 8:1).  “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful 

nature with its passions and desires” (Gal. 5:24). 

 And what happens is that God, just as he did in the creation of the world, speaks 

into the disordered chaos of our dark hearts and begins to bring forth order.  The Holy 

Spirit hovers over our hearts and we hear the gospel – the announcement of what Christ 

has done in history for sinners – and in hearing the Spirit gives faith and brings forth life, 

a new birth, a new creation.  And the Spirit of Christ actually comes in and begins to 

rearrange your desires and give you new ones.  First, a genuine love for God that 

sincerely delights in him, knowing and enjoying his favor.  You can’t love God 

otherwise, apart from the gospel.  He will never cease being a distant judge and become a 

tender Father apart from this arrangement – repenting of your sin and trusting that God 

adopts you in his son and forgives you your sin apart from your works but based upon his 

grace.  Second, the Spirit also works love into you that can flow out to others, the same 

selfless love that you have in Christ. 

 This is what Thomas Chalmers called “the expulsive power of a new affection.”  

These new desires supernaturally implanted by God through the gospel slowly bring 

change.  It’s a process, just like the creation of the world took six days.  This takes our 

lifetimes.  But as we feed those godly desires and starve the sinful ones, our loves come 

into greater and greater order.  The way we fight sin is not to numb our desires, but glut 

them on sweeter pleasures – God for us in Christ.  We will always be sinners resting 

solely on the righteousness of Christ and not our own until we see the glory of the Lord in 

unmediated splendor so that we can’t help but be utterly, entirely, and eternally 

enraptured with him.  But though we are never sinless in this life, we will sin less and less 

as we keep delighting in the God of the gospel. 

 The key is to keep looking at “the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is 

the image of God” (2Cor. 4:4).  It’s never just change your behaviors, because behaviors 

are symptoms of disordered desires and we are incapable of changing our desires on our 

own, “the heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure” (Jer. 17:9).  The answer is 

to keep recognizing and repenting of those misplaced desires and believing the gospel 

that Jesus was the only man with perfectly ordered loves, but “God made him who had no 

sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2Cor. 

5:21).  We are forgiven, loved, accepted, pardoned, and the object of God’s intense, 

passionate, affectionate desire, through Christ, despite our sin.  That is our only avenue 

for escaping the lusts of our flesh. 

 John Bunyan in The Pilgrim’s Progress has a great interchange between Christian 

and a figure named Ignorance over this topic: 

 

“What!” Ignorance exclaimed.  “Would you have us trust in what 

Christ alone has accomplished without adding our own accomplishments?  

Believing in Christ and His righteousness would give us complete 

abandon to live as we choose the moment we believed it.  This way of 

thinking would loosen the reins of our lust and permit us to disobey God’s 

commands to our heart’s content.” 



8 

“Ignorance is your name, and as your name is, so are you,” 

Christian exclaimed.  “Your answer demonstrates what I say.  You are 

ignorant of what justifying righteousness is, and you are ignorant of how 

to secure your soul through faith from the heavy wrath of God.  Yes, and 

you are also ignorant of the true effects of saving faith in the righteousness 

of Christ, the effects of which are to bend and win over the heart to God in 

Christ….  Saving faith will not, as you ignorantly imagine, give license to 

do evil but will instead give the earnest desire and power to do good.”
17

 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let’s spend some time examining ourselves, asking the Spirit to search us and 

expose our twisted hearts, our sins beneath the sins in our lives, so that we despair of our 

own righteousness and turn in faith to the one lived and died and rose again for us.  Then 

let’s worship him through singing and through eating the bread and drinking the wine that 

represent the body broken and blood shed to take the punishment that our souls deserve.  

Jesus told his disciples that he “eagerly desired [epithumeo] to eat this Passover with 

[them] before [he suffered]” (Lk. 22:15).  He eagerly desires to eat this meal with us to 

show us how much he loved us by suffering in our place.  His body… broken for you.  

His blood… shed for you.  Enjoy. 

 

Benediction 
Christ died for you, that you who live in him should no longer live for yourselves but for 

him who died for you and was raised again (2Cor. 5:15).  May you by the Spirit put to 

death the misdeeds of the body (Rom. 8:13) and may God continue to work in you to will 

and to act according to his good purpose (Ph. 2:13). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 22, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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