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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, AMEN. 

 There is an internal logic to the Ten Commandments.  God numbered them the 

way he did for a reason.  They have a logical progression.  The first commandment 

deals with who God is; he is the one and only God.  The second deals with how he is 

to be worshipped; he is to be worshipped in spirit and in truth and not with idols 

made with human hands.  The third deals with how he is to be spoken of; his name is 

to be used with reverence, thanksgiving and praise.  The fourth deals with how his 

time is to be used; the Lord's Day is to be celebrated with worship, prayer, acts of 

love and mercy and rest and refreshment.  After dealing with who God is and our 

responsibilities to him, God turns to our responsibilities to our neighbours.  The fifth 

commandment deals with the honouring of our parents because love of neighbour 

starts with the love of mother and father in the family home.  Our responsibilities are 

then outlined one by one: We are responsible for our neighbour's life, his marriage, 

his goods and his reputation.   

 Now, when we come to the commandment tonight, the commandment not to 

covet, we find ourselves with a different sort of commandment.  The Apostle Paul 

certainly thought so.  When Paul summarized the law of God in Romans 7:7, he said 

that it states "Do not covet."  In this he is telling us that the last commandment is in 

some ways just as important as the first commandment, for coveting is at the root of 
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every and all sin.  Covetousness is an illicit desire that moves us to break all the other 

commandments.  John Gerstner, in the study "Handout Theology, lists the 

commandments and shows how the breaking of them is connected to a covetous 

heart.  He puts it this way: 

1.  No other gods.  To covet God's deity means to have other gods of your own 
making before the One, True and living God. 
2.  No graven images.  To covet God's worship means to worship God in your 
way rather than in his.  
3.  No taking his name in vain.  To covet God's power is to profane his name. 
4.  Keep the Sabbath holy.  To covet God's time is to break the Sabbath. 
5.  Honour your father and your mother.  To covet parental authority is to 
succumb to the sin of disobedience. 
6.  Do not murder.  To covet a man's life is to murder. 
7.  Do not commit adultery.  To covet a man or woman's chastity is to seduce 
them. 
8.  Do not steal.  To covet a man's goods is to steal. 
9.  Do not bear false witness against your neighbour.  To covet a man's 
reputation is to lie. 

You see, the tenth commandment is different from the others in this: On the surface 

we can imagine that the first nine commandments have to do simply with actions.   

Murder.  Stealing.  Lying and so on.  Now a person can imagine this and he will be 

wrong, of course.  Psalm 119 tells us that the commandments of God are exceedingly 

broad."  All the commandments deal with us on the inside as well as the outside.  But 

when it comes to the tenth commandment, there is no question about staying on the 

surface of things.  God demands that the law be obeyed not only in our actions, but 

also in our thoughts and our desires.  God lays claim not only to our respectable 
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public life; he also claims our dark, inner side, the part that no one knows about 

except God and our own selves.   

 In a Christmas Eve sermon the Swiss theologian Karl Barth made the point 

this way, as he spoke of the outer and the inner man:  

 You see, the proud or modest inns, and our behaviour as their 
inhabitants, are but the surface of our lives.  Beneath there lurks the depth, 
even the abyss.  Down below, we are, without exception, but each in his own 
way, only poor beggars, lost sinners, moaning creatures on the threshold of 
death, only people who have lost their way. 

That dark, inner side of the human heart is what the tenth commandment unfailingly 

points us to.   

 So, what does the tenth commandment require of us when it tells us that we are 

not to covet?  One translation of our catechism answers the question in this way: 

 That even the smallest inclination or thought contrary to any of God's 
commandments, never rise in our hearts; but that at all times we hate all sin 
with our whole heart, and delight in all righteousness. 

On the negative side of the commandment, we are to refuse to entertain even the 

smallest inclination of thought or desire of anything that is not pleasing to God.  We 

are to hate all sin passionately, with our whole heart.  It doesn't matter if the sin is 

public or private, if it is of thought or word or deed, if it is respectable or tawdry: We 

are to hate all sin, all the time, everywhere and with everything that is in us.   
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 On the positive side of the commandment we are to love righteousness with 

everything that is in us.  We are to love righteousness with the same intensity that we 

hate sin.  Herman Veldkamp puts it this way: 

 It comes down to the requirement for absolute holiness; for he who has 
never given entrance into his heart to the least desire contrary to any of God's 
commandments, and at all times wholeheartedly desires all righteousness, is a 
perfect man.  Yet the Lord can ask no less.  If he dropped even one iota of his 
requirements, he would cease being God!  Hence, "Be ye holy, for I the Lord 
thy God am holy!" remains an unflinching requirement.    

Veldkamp goes further: 

 By describing this requirement as a desire for all righteousness, the 
commandments of the Lord are... intensified.  We have listened to the 
commandments one by one, and now at the end it is declared that the doing of 
all righteousness means little if it is not rooted in the desire for all 
righteousness.... God the Lord does not desire a forced service but a voluntary 
service from his children, who have learned, "How I love thy law, it is my 
meditation all the day." 

 Now the question arises, of course, as to who can keep such a requirement for 

utter holiness.  It is clear the unconverted cannot.  They can't even understand the 

question.  But what about those who are converted?  What about those who have new 

hearts fashioned by the Holy Spirit himself?  What about those who have (as 

described in the catechism) a God-given "sorrow of the heart, that they have 

provoked God by their sin, and more and more hate and flee from them?"  Are they, 

in the power of the Spirit, able to keep God's law of holiness?   The short answer is 

no.  They cannot.  Now it is true that some Christians are more mature than others.  
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Some more holy and obedient.  Some more confident and cheerful in their walk with 

God.  Some more loving and kind.  But the holiest of saints makes only a small 

beginning of obedience in this life.   

 And if you don't believe me, you simply have to ask them.  Ask the Apostle 

Paul about the righteousness and holiness he had attained.  Ask him about the 

beatings he took for the sake of Jesus, or the dangers and hunger and imprisonment 

that he suffered that he might make a sure and unflinching witness.  Boast about his 

works and his holiness and he would look at you with incomprehension and call 

himself the chief of sinners, saying, "Wretched man that I am!  Who shall deliver me 

from the body of this death?"  Ask the Apostle Peter, the one who loved the Lord 

from his heart, deeply and impetuously, the one who jumped into the lake to run and 

greet his master, the one who ran to the tomb on the third day, and with tears in his 

eyes he will whisper, "Depart from me, for I am a sinful man."  Ask Isaiah, the 

holiest man of his generation, and he will cry out in anguish, "Woe is me!  I am 

ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips and I swell among a people of unclean  

lips..."  Ask Job, who for the sake of God lost his goods, his family and his health.  

Ask Job who lost so much and yet never cursed God as he had been urged.  Ask Job 

and hear his answer:  

 Surely I spoke things I did not understand, things too wonderful for 
me.... therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes.  
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 The greatest Christians all testify that their obedience, such as it is, is made up 

at best only of small steps.  But here is the thing.  Those who belong to God are not 

satisfied with this state of affairs.  They do not view their lack of holiness with 

complacency.  They are fighters.  They strive to reach the goal to which they have 

been called.  You see, the first difference between those who are converted and those 

who are not is not that the unconverted sin and the converted don't.  All are sinners.  

All are big sinners.  The difference between the two is found in their attitude toward 

that sin.  Those who are converted are truly distressed by their sins.  Broken hearted.  

They cannot rest easily in them, for they hate them.  The unconverted on the other 

hand are sinners content to stay that way.  They are comfortable in their sins.  They 

are not broken hearted, but stony hearted.   

 The second difference is this: Those who are converted have a new beginning 

of obedience.  A fresh start.  Now a beginning isn't a static thing.  It grows and 

develops in the same way that a seed, when it germinates, begins to sprout.  So it is 

with the Christian's obedience.  It is not a perfect obedience yet.  But it is better today 

than yesterday.  And it will be better tomorrow than today.  And if there are setbacks 

along the road, they will be repented of and movement in the right direction will 

begin once more.  One commentator put it this way: 

 What is dead stands still, but what lives moves and grows.  If there is 
someone then who is still just as stingy, rancorous, proud, egotistic, unclean as, 
say, ten years ago, such a one cannot with a clear conscience class himself with 
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those "who are converted to God."  That new, converted life does not stand 
still, even for a moment, but knows the driving force of that "sincere 
resolution...to live not only according to some, but [to] all the commandments 
of God.   

Do you hate sin?  Are you growing in obedience?  Are you putting off a grudging, 

complaining spirit and taking on a spirit of submission and humility?  Those, along 

with many others, are signs that we all need to look for in our lives.   

 Beloved, the tenth commandment makes it clear that God requires holy living, 

holy thinking and holy desiring on the part of the Christian.  But it is just as clear that 

we cannot keep this requirement perfectly.  We can only make a small beginning.  

That being the case, why does God require so insistently that the commandments be 

strictly preached?  We can't, at least in this life, keep them.  So what's the point of 

urging people to obey?  The first thing is this: The Law of God teaches us to 

recognize our sinful nature.  Think back to the fundamentals of the faith and the 

purpose of the law.  The Law is given first and foremost to convict us of our sin.  It is 

meant to kill the old man, the old nature.  That is, the Law shows us conclusively that 

there is no way in the world that we in and of ourselves are obedient with the 

obedience God requires.  The Law teaches us our sin, our guilt and our misery.  This 

is the message of the Law of God: You are lost and perishing and will be condemned 

to hell unless God enters your life and does something about it.  That is the message 

of the Law.  It is bad news.   
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 But the Law is bad news only for those who hope in themselves.  For those 

who are willing to hear the sentence the Law pronounces, for those who 

acknowledge their sin and guilt, the Law is a schoolteacher that drives them to 

Christ.  This is what I mean.  When people know they are sick, when they are 

feverish and in pain, they will go to the doctor for relief.  They know he can take care 

of them.  In the same way, the Law teaches people they are sin sick, so they will go 

to Christ, the great Physician, who has a balm for the sin-sick soul.  When people 

know that they are in danger, and they know they cannot save themselves, they look 

for someone who can.  The gospel is the good news that Jesus can and does save 

those who flee to him.   

 The Law, then, must be preached because it is the forerunner of grace.  But it 

is more than that too.  After we have received God's grace, once we have been 

justified--declared to be not guilty in the sight of God--the Law teaches us what is 

pleasing in God's sight.  It is a signpost to holy living.  What is this new life in Christ 

supposed to look like?  Well, it has these elements: God alone is worshipped; he is 

worshipped in his way; his name is used reverently; his time is used well; his 

institution--the family--is honoured; the neighbour's life is cherished, and so on and 

so on.  These are the lessons the law teaches the converted man. 
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 Let me recap.  I must preach the Law because it takes the Law to teach us that 

we are sinners.  Now we are not sinners because we sin every now and again; our 

situation is much more serious than that.  We sin because we are sinners.  There is 

something wrong deep down inside us.  There is something so radically wrong that 

only one answer is possible if we are not to perish.  We must have someone take our 

sins away; we must receive in place of our sins the righteousness of God.  That's the 

only answer.   

 And second, I must preach the Law because the Law drives us to Jesus Christ.  

We must put away any thought of fulfilling the Law through our own righteous 

works so that we can look to Jesus alone and find in him what alone can give us the 

victory.  Listen to these beautiful words of Saint Paul: 

 ...I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I 
consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having 
a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 
faith in Christ--the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 

The Law of God teaches us that we need a righteousness that comes from God and is 

through faith alone.   

 And third, I must preach the Law because the Law teaches us holy living.  It 

tells us that that we must pray to God that through his grace the Holy Spirit might 

incline our hearts, our thoughts and our deeds to holiness.  It moves us to pray, "O 

Send your Spirit, Lord, that we may walk in your way; without him our strength must 
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fail and we must lose our way.  But with him, as he draws alongside us, going with us 

step by step, we can be confident that our foot will not slip and our final destination 

will be reached, to the praise of your holy name." 

 The Law must be preached, for it convicts us of our sin, drives us to Christ, 

and leads us to pray for the Spirit's guidance that we might live godly lives that are in 

all ways pleasing to the Father.  If the Law is not preached, or if it is watered down or 

glossed over, the lost will perish in their sins.  If the Law is not preached, or if it is 

watered down or glossed over, the saved will not know how to live a victorious 

Christian life.  It is as simple as that.  The lost need to be warned of the danger in 

which they stand.  They need to hear the convicting word of God so that they might 

have ears to hear the saving word of his grace.  The saved need to know how to 

present their lives to Christ as a sacrifice and offering of thanksgiving and praise.  If 

the church doesn't tell them, who will?  Beloved there remains work for us to do.  

Work in our own hearts and lives.  Work in bearing witness to the truth of God.  It is 

a wonderful grace that God abides in us through his Spirit to see to it that this work 

can move forward.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.
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