The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #10

“The Green-Eyed Monster of Greed”

Exodus 20:17

Words, like styles of clothing or décor, go out of fashion. Terms that were used on an everyday basis, understood by most if not all, today would get you blank stares. Any more, I think the word “sin” might fall into the category! One of those words is “covet.” We just don’t use that word a lot in our age. Yet it is the focus of the last of the Ten Commandments as seen in Exodus 20:17, “You shall not covet.” 

Coveting may not be a word that we use a lot today, yet the concept of wanting what is not ours is well known. In fact, the problem that the tenth commandment addresses is so familiar that it is expressed in dozens of popular sayings and quips. Consider these:

· “The biggest room in the world is the room for improvement.”

· “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.”

· “People live in one of two tents: content and discontent.”

· “Our yearnings will always exceed our earnings.”

Whether it is desserts, clothes, houses, salaries, talents, lifestyles, or cars, we want what other people have. Each one of us has unique desires—we like different things, have different tastes and different priorities. It would be a boring world if we liked the same things. Yet while our desires might be different, what we all have in common with each other is this: We all want what we haven’t got.

I was reminded this week of a song produced many years ago, the chorus went like this:

(When you’ve got) more than you need but less than you want
You know it’s gonna drive you to your knees
You’ve got more than you need but less than you want
I guess there’s just no satisfying greed.

Aha! There’s the key word: greed. What is coveting? Coveting is the verb form of greed. The Greek word translated “covetousness” in the Bible means “an inordinate desire of getting.”
 One author defines the word as, “an inordinate desire for what one does not have.”
 In the tenth commandment, this is especially true of what one does not have but somebody else does. In times of want we often crave what someone else has; in times of plenty we are impoverished by the inability to be satisfied with what we have. Both of these vices are violations of the tenth commandment.

Covetousness is a hidden thing, dealing with what man is thinking and secretly wants. It is in good standing in the world and often passes under the more refined term of “ambition.”
 

Nowhere is this more blatantly seen than in the 1987 film Wall Street, where a corporate raider named Gordon Gekko (portrayed by Michael Douglas) addresses a group of shareholders:

The point is, ladies and gentleman, that greed, for lack of a better word, is good. Greed is right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed, in all of its forms, greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge, has marked the upward surge of mankind. And greed—you mark my words—will not only save Teldar Paper, but that other malfunctioning corporation called the USA.

Greed is good? Maybe for a capitalist, consumer-driven economy, but not in God’s eyes. Many of the darker pages of human history have resulted from covetousness.
 Consider:

· Lucifer coveted the throne of God and was cast out of heaven.

· Lot coveted the easy riches of Sodom and lost everything he had.

· Achan coveted silver and other valuables and swift judgment overtook him.

· David coveted Uriah’s wife and became an adulterer and murderer.

· Judas coveted money and ended up betraying his Lord, and committing suicide.

· Ananias and Sapphira coveted popularity in the church at half price, and they lied and died in the church.

No, greed is not good. The tenth commandment speaks out against “the green-eyed monster of greed,” and we will see why as we examine what God’s Word says about the subject.

The Problem of Greed

We begin with the problem of greed. The word in Exodus is āmad, “to desire earnestly, to long after, covet” while the parallel passage in Deuteronomy 5:21 is hit’awwâ, “to set one’s desire on something.” Instead of taking up another outward action, this commandment appeals to a state of mind and the inner instinct that lies behind all acts, thoughts, and words.
 To break God’s commandments inwardly is equivalent to breaking them outwardly, as Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5:21-30.

It would be absurd—in fact, impossible—for such a prohibition to be passed into law. It could never be enforced. The officers of the law would be powerless to detect infractions.
 We cannot be prosecuted in court for it, since covetousness is not an action but an attitude of the heart. In fact, covetousness is to theft what anger is to murder and lust is to adultery.

This tenth commandment, like the first, deals with what’s in the heart, while the other eight focus on outward actions that begin in the heart. Covetous people will break all of God’s commandments in order to satisfy their desires, because at the heart of sin is the sin in the heart.

The original Hebrew āmad, is in itself a neutral word meaning “desire.” It is only when misdirected to that which belongs to another that such desire becomes wrong.
 In fact, the key to of the commandment may not be the word “covet,” but “your neighbor’s” and “his.” The verse reads, “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.” It is not wrong to desire a wife, nor a manservant, nor a maidservant, nor an ox, nor a donkey, nor anything that in itself is right. It is wrong to desire any of these when they are out of the reach of the one desiring.

Greed is an excessive, inordinate desire. It may be for wealth; it may be for fame; it could be a lust to excel. Some greed for power, status or ease. Others don’t know what they want; they just want, want, want. These people tear down barns to build bigger ones. In the process, they often trample on the innocent, the helpless, the poor—anyone in the way. Greed often knows no bounds. Greed can transform the human personality and is capable of turning humans into beasts.
 The person we are most concerned about in the world is our self. We are all self-obsessed. The root of covetousness is selfishness.

The problem with greed is that it never satisfies. As Ecclesiastes 5:10-11 says, “Whoever loves money never has money enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income. This too is meaningless. As goods increase, so do those who consume them. And what benefit are they to the owner except to feast his eyes on them?” Sounds like that song mentioned earlier! 

It is often true that the more you have the more you want. It is equally true, however, that often the more you have, the more difficult it is to be happy or satisfied with what you’ve got. It doesn’t help that no matter where we turn we are frustrated by appeals to our greedy natures. The multiple lures to get something for nothing abound everywhere. Planned obsolescence and irreparable parts are built into more and more products (the era of repairs made with a hairpin and baling wire is past).
 Capitalism and consumerism are largely based on greed. As Erwin Lutzer observes, “Our problem is not that we consume in order to live, but that too often we live in order to consume.” He goes on to add,

Consumerism is another kind of hedonism [which is pleasure-seeking self-indulgence]. Advertisers are constantly creating new needs for us. Above all, they insist that we cannot be satisfied with what we have, or our penchant for their products would come to an end. The world tells us that we must constantly be in a state of dissatisfaction so that we will want to buy more and increase the variety and intensity of our experiences. The game is to keep fulfillment and satisfaction just beyond our reach.

We may say that covetous desire plunged the human race into sin. We can trace the river back from age to age until we get to its rise in Eden. When Eve saw that the forbidden fruit was good for food and desirable to the eyes, she took it, and Adam with her. They were not satisfied with all that God had given to them, but coveted the status of gods which Satan deceitfully told them might be obtained by eating the fruit. She saw, she desired, and she took!

Far from a harmless, inconsequential rule, the tenth commandment is a key command, for it involves a sin that brings about every other sin. It is a door that leads to the violation of all the other nine.

The Peril of Greed

This brings us to the peril of greed. Notice that the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods before me,” and the last commandment, “You shall not covet,” are actually the same commandment. Greed, says Paul in Colossians 3:5, is idolatry because the things coveted become your god, controlling your life.
 Life has few certainties, but this is one of them, seen in Ephesians 5:5-7,

For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God’s wrath comes on those who are disobedient. Therefore do not be partners with them.
Of course it would be easy to speak about how much money we spend on conveniences we really don’t need; how much we waste on travel, movies, sports, and so on. I could comment on the money spent to own a second home at the beach. But the matter is more subtle than that: we can love anything to the detriment of our love for God. “Our heart, “ said John Calvin, “is an idol factory.” We are constantly setting our affections on the things of this world, rather than on God. We are in continual danger of breaking the first commandment “You shall have no other gods before me.” Ezekiel spoke God’s word in Ezekiel 14:3 to those who “set up their idols in their hearts.” Our problem is that the world is so much a part of our thinking that it’s hard for us to even identify “worldliness” in our lives. If we are honest, we will find it not just around us but in us. We are like a fish swimming in the river but seemingly unaware of the water.

The tenth commandment, then, did not confine itself to visible actions, as did the earlier commandments. It directly prohibited not the wrong act, but the wicked desire that prompted the act. It forbade the evil thought, the unlawful wish. It sought to prevent not only sin, but the desire to sin. In God’s sight it is as wicked to set coveting eyes as it is to lay thieving hands upon things that are not ours. 

And why? Because if the evil desire can be controlled, there will be no outbreak in conduct. The desire in the heart is the first step in the series that ends in action. Kill the evil desire, and you successfully avoid the ill results that would follow upon its hatching and development. Prevention is better than cure.

The Preventative of Greed

But how do we do that? What is the preventative of greed? In a word, it is the quality of inner contentment.
 Ultimately to desire and to try to obtain the property of another is to be dissatisfied with what God has given, and thus to show lack of faith in his love.
 Put positively, “you shall not covet…anything that is your neighbor’s” is a call to contentment with one’s lot. The contentment that the tenth commandment prescribes is the supreme safeguard against temptations to break the other commandments. The discontented man, whose inner itch makes him self-absorbed, sees other people as tools to use in order to feed his greed, but the contented man is as free as others are not to concentrate on treating his neighbor rightly.
 The truth taught here is the same as seen in 1 Timothy 6:6-10,

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 that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

Paul shows that the opposite of covetousness is contentment. This is not indifference to material things altogether, but happy acceptance of either little or much with trusting dependence on God the giver.
 Paul testifies in Philippians 4:12, “I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.”
So, how do we do this, practically speaking? The old saying, “The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence,” isn’t automatically true. The problem is that often we have been watering it. Maybe it’s time we started watering our side of the fence. Here are some tips for contentment:

1. Give thanks for what we have. The phrase “give thanks” appears in the Bible 34 times, and the words “thanks” and “thanksgiving” appears over 100 times. One of the problems we have in the Western world is an assumption that we deserve everything, that it is owed to us and that we have a right to it. What we fail to see is that everything we have is a gift from God. We deserve nothing. Coveting takes our focus away from what we already have to what we do not have, and leaves us in a permanent state of discontent. Instead of thinking longingly, “I must have this,” we should have the attitude that says gratefully, “Look at what I have already.”

2. Be wise in how we use what we have. God also calls us to responsibly manage what he has given us. And that is no light matter. God has entrusted humanity with the creation he has lovingly made, with each other, and with our own abilities and resources. The things we want and set our hearts on are not ours by right. At best, we are loaned wealth for a little while. What we are loaned is God’s, and we are accountable for our use and abuse of his property.

3. Focus on relationships over possessions. Proverbs 15:16-17 sums things up well: “Better a little with the fear of the Lord than great wealth with turmoil. Better a meal of vegetables where there is love than a fattened calf with hatred.” God’s call to us is to love people and use things. Covetousness inverts this disastrously so that we end up loving things and using people. People matter. After all, they are eternal; things aren’t.

4. Be a giver, not just a getter. Perhaps the best—and certainly the most drastic—antidote for coveting is to be generous with what we have. Instead of being concerned with amassing things we should be concerned about giving them away. Jesus talked a great deal about giving. Why? Because giving is the antidote to materialism and the cure for covetousness. Jesus’ words are recorded in Acts 20:35, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” As C. S. Lewis so succinctly said, “Biblical charity is more than merely giving away that which we can afford to do without anyway.” Let’s live simply so that others can simply live and learn again the gift of giving.

The prohibition of covetousness speaks loudly to the consumerism that has engulfed the Western world today. Yet Jesus told us to beware of covetousness, and Paul pointed us instead to a life of contentment, simplicity, and generosity. For like the Israelites in the wilderness, we are pilgrims traveling to the Promised Land, and we will be wise to travel light.
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