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MATTHEW 22:37-40; 1 TIMOTHY 6:6-10 
CHARLIE BERTHOUD | SERMON FOR SUNDAY, MARCH 21, 2021 

 
 
Today is our fifth and final Sunday sermon on 
the Ten Commandments. Our focus is on the 
final two commandments.  
 
9. You shall not bear false witness against your 
neighbor. 
 
10. 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. 

 
The Ten Commandments appear twice in the Bible—in Deuteronomy 5, which is 
Moses’s farewell sermon, and in Exodus 20, just after the Hebrew people were 
saved from slavery and began their journey toward the promised land.  
 
Listen now for God’s word from Exodus chapter 20, from The Message: 
 

God spoke all these words: 
 
I am God, your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of a life of slavery. 
 
No other gods, only me. 
 
No carved gods of any size, shape, or form of anything whatever, whether 
of things that fly or walk or swim. Don’t bow down to them and don’t serve 
them because I am God, your God, and I’m a most jealous God, punishing 
the children for any sins their parents pass on to them to the third, and yes, 
even to the fourth generation of those who hate me. But I’m unswervingly 
loyal to the thousands who love me and keep my commandments. 
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No using the name of God, your God, in curses or silly banter; God won’t 
put up with the irreverent use of his name. 
 
Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Work six days and do everything 
you need to do. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to God, your God. Don’t 
do any work—not you, nor your son, nor your daughter, nor your servant, 
nor your maid, nor your animals, not even the foreign guest visiting in your 
town. For in six days God made Heaven, Earth, and sea, and everything in 
them; he rested on the seventh day. Therefore God blessed the Sabbath 
day; he set it apart as a holy day. 
 
Honor your father and mother so that you’ll live a long time in the land 
that God, your God, is giving you. 
 
No murder. 
 
No adultery. 
 
No stealing. 
 
No lies about your neighbor. 
 
No lusting after your neighbor’s house—or wife or servant or maid or ox or 
donkey. Don’t set your heart on anything that is your neighbor’s. 
 

* * * * * 
 

Are Lutherans smarter than Presbyterians?  
 
I wonder because the Lutherans seem to take the commandment against coveting 
more seriously.  
 
As we’ve mentioned, different religious traditions count the commandments 
slightly differently. Lutherans merge what we Presbyterians call the first two 
commandments, so their first commandment is:  
 

1. You shall have no other gods; you shall not worship idols.  
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And they divide up what we have as the tenth commandment into two.  
 
So for Lutherans the commandments conclude with: 
 

9. You shall not covet your neighbor’s house 
 
10. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, 
or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor. 

 
Lest I be accused of coveting another church’s ways of numbering the 
commandments, I simply want to acknowledge that coveting is a serious issue, 
especially in our consumer society, so I appreciate what the Lutherans have done.  
 
To be clear, “to covet” is defined as: 
 To yearn to possess 
 To feel inordinate desire for what belongs to another 
 To desire wrongfully, or without due regard for the rights of others 
 
It’s the only commandment that is really of the heart, of our motives, and the 
reality is that coveting can lead to the violation of other commandments, to other 
very serious issues.  
 
Two biblical narratives teach us the danger of coveting and show how coveting 
leads to other sins. 
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In 1 Kings 21, we read about 
Naboth’s vineyard.  
 
 King Ahab desperately wanted 
the vineyard near his palace. But 
the owner, a man named Naboth, 
did not want to sell it, because it 
was a family-owned plot. Ahab 
conspires with his wife Jezebel, 
spreads lies (also known as 
bearing false witness) about 
Naboth, and basically has Naboth 
killed, and then takes ownership 
of the vineyard.  
 
So coveting leads to bearing false 
witness, murder, and stealing, 

and by taking the family property, you could make the case that Ahab is forcing 
Naboth’s family to dishonor his parents. That’s five of the ten commandments in 
one story. Check it out for yourselves in 1 Kings 21. 
 
An 1879 painting by Thomas Matthew Rooke called “Naboth Refuses Ahab his 
Vineyard” show King Ahab begging for the vineyard, with his palace in the 
background.  
 
And then in 2 Samuel 11, we read what I think is one of the most repulsive 
narratives in the Bible. 
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King David lusts after 
a woman named 
Bathsheba, whose 
husband Uriah is 
soldier and away 
from home.  
 
David sees her from 
the roof and 
summons her, and in 
a classic abuse of 
power, he essentially 
rapes her.  
 
Then when David 

finds out she is pregnant, she tries to trick her husband into coming home from 
battle to be with her, but principled Uriah refuses to spend time with his wife 
since his troops are still in the field. So, David essentially has Uriah killed and he 
swoops in to marry Bathsheba.  
 
A painting of the scene by 19th century artist James David Tissot (1836-1902) hints 
at David’s awareness that what he was thinking was wrong.  
 
So in this case coveting (lusting) leads to adultery, false witness, and murder. 
Read all about it 2 Samuel 11. 
 
Both of these crime stories began with coveting, with just a thought, an 
“inordinate desire” that overtook someone and led them to do horrible things.  
 
Jesus spoke often about the temptation of “things,” warning his followers 
repeatedly about the danger of wealth and loving money.  
 

“No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love 
the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot 
serve God and wealth.” (Matthew 6:24) 
 
“Truly I tell you, it will be hard for a rich person to enter the kingdom of 
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heaven…. but for God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:23-25) 
 
Coveting can get us into trouble, and obviously it’s not just a problem from 
“biblical times.” Greed and lust and uncontrolled desire for more stuff are all 
serious issues in our world today, as a glance at news headlines will tell you.  
 
Like Jesus, the apostle Paul was troubled by coveting and greed, and he offered 
an antidote. In a word: CONTENTMENT. 
 
Listen for God’s word from 1 Timothy 6: 
 

Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; for 
we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of 
it; but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. But 
those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many 
senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and 
destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their 
eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced 
themselves with many pains. (1 Timothy 6:6-10) 
 

In his delightful study of the 
Ten Commandments called 
Words of Life: Jesus and the 
Promise of the Ten 
Commandments Today, 
Pastor Adam Hamilton talks 
about John and Ann Betar, 
who were married for almost 
86 years before they died 
recently, just a few months 
apart, at ages of 107 and 103.  
 
They were often asked about 
the secrets for a long 
marriage. One of their answers was “Live within your means and be content.”  
 
Think about it. John and Ann Betar were married almost eighty-six years, longer 
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than many of us will be alive! One of their guiding principles affirms biblical 
teaching and common sense: live within your means and be content.  
 
Learning to be content is hard. We are taught to be discontented with our cars, 
our homes, our clothes, our appearance, our technology, and just about 
everything else. The alleged solution is to buy more stuff, but deep down we 
know that is a treadmill that doesn’t go anywhere.  
 
One way to nurture contentment is by focusing on two G words: GRATITUDE and 
GENEROSITY. 
 

Gratitude and generosity and contentment 
are all related and they all encourage each 
other. 
 
To grow more content, to avoid coveting, it 
helps to be intentional about gratitude and 
generosity.  
 
So let me encourage you to intentionally 
practice some gratitude and generosity this 
week.  
 

You could be generous with your money. If you got money from the latest 
stimulus bill, but you’re not hurting economically, maybe you can find ways to be 
generous with that money. 
 
If you’re fortunate enough to get restaurant food or take-out this week, leave a 
big tip. 
 
You could be generous with your time. If you have an extra few seconds, say 
something nice to someone, or send an email or make a phone call or write a 
note or say a prayer.  
 
Do someone else’s chores, or do a nice thing that no one else knows about.  
 
As for gratitude, look around right now, wherever you are and pick something. 
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Maybe a mug of coffee, or a book, or a pillow, or toasty warm pair of socks. Pick 
one thing and be grateful for it. Even offer a prayer of thanks for it: Thank you 
God for my chair, or my sweater, my television or computer.  
 
If you’re watching this video with someone, you could express your gratitude for 
them, and just say “Thanks for being part of my life.” 
 
If you’re not in the habit of pausing to give thanks before eating, maybe today’s a 
good day to try that. A simple prayer is fine: “Thank you God for this food, amen.”  
 
Some days, I’m thankful for a glass of water.  
 
I’ve shared previously about the year I spent in Nicaragua, in the late 1980s, when 
the already-impoverished country was at war. Most things we take for granted 
were very hard to find: from coffee to toilet paper and just about everything else. 
But that time of scarcity made us more grateful for little things.  
 
To this day, I am regularly grateful for a glass of clean water, something that was 
exceedingly rare in Nicaragua (and sadly still is in too many places throughout the 
world).  
 
A Swiss friend in Nicaragua shared her gratitude story, which has stayed with me 
all these years. She had an issue with her eyes and needed eye drops, but there 
were none in Nicaragua. She ended up going to neighboring Costa Rica, and when 
she entered a pharmacy, she asked “Do you have eye drops?” The pharmacist 
said “Yes.” She said, “Can I have some?” The pharmacist replied, “What kind do 
you want?”  
 
At that point she broke down crying, overwhelmed with the sense of abundance 
and scarcity, with new appreciation for the relatively simple gift of eye drops.  
 
This past year of Covid has been a time of unforeseen challenge and hardship and 
scarcity. It could make us bitter and greedy, or it could make us grateful and 
generous. The choice is ours. 
 

* * * * * 
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The commandments serve as guardrails to keep us from danger, and guideposts 
to point the way forward.  
 
The commandment against coveting is the final one, and it makes a good bookend 
with the first commandment about not worshipping false gods. The 
commandments tell us what NOT to love or worship: false gods, money, other 
people’s stuff. Jesus told us what to love.  
 
When asked by a lawyer which commandment is most important, Jesus replied: 
 

“‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” 
(Matthew 22:37-39) 

 
Thanks be to God for the commandments. 
 
Thanks be to God for the teachings of Jesus and for his life, death, and 
resurrection.  
 
And thanks be to God for mugs of coffee, comfy chairs, and the gift of today.  
 
Amen.  
 


