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“Catechism Review:  Ninth and Tenth Commandments—Guard Your Heart”


The Tenth Sunday after Pentecost						           August 9, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									    Micah 2:1-5
Epistle Lesson									        I Timothy 6:6-10
Gospel Lesson									      Matthew 15:10-20


Today we continue the Catechism Review and we come to the Ninth and Tenth Commandments.  The theme is “Guard Your Heart.”  The Commandments are “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house, his wife, his servants, or anything that is your neighbors.”  I’ve rephrased that in these words:  “I will be your God and you will be my people.  You will find joy in life by controlling your desires, according to the nature, the purpose, and the lot in life that I have given you.”  

In simple terms, we all have desires, and our desires are gifts of God.  But these desires need to be controlled if they are to be a blessing.  Coveting is simply uncontrolled desire.  And in these Commandments we are warned against the dangers of uncontrolled desires.  I would ask you to consider the Mississippi River.  The Mississippi River is called a natural resource, but in its present state it is actually far from natural.  For the better part of the last two centuries the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers has spent vast amounts of scientific inquiry, government money, human effort, sand, dirt, gravel, concrete, and steel to see to it that the Mississippi River doesn’t do what it would do naturally.  It is far from natural.  Without the vast system of dams, levees, locks, and other engineering structures the Mississippi would no longer run through Baton Rouge, Louisiana, it would no longer run through New Orleans.  Its present mouth would have been not navigable since the time of the Civil War, and it would enter the Gulf of Mexico approximately a hundred miles west of where it does now.  In addition, it would not have provided dependable transportation, it would have changed course all over the place, and it would have caused unimaginable death and destruction in its ever-changing path, on a yearly basis.  The Mississippi River is a great resource for our country because it has been harnessed, and for the most part it is controlled.  If it were left to its natural activity, it would do so much harm, and it would do very little good.  We want the river, but we want it controlled so it does good and not harm.

It is the same with our human desires.  If we had no desires, we would be unmotivated lumps.  Have you ever known someone who has no desires?  I have.  It’s very sad.  They are people stuck, in what I would consider, less than human existence.  God has given us desires that go beyond food, shelter, defense, and propagation.  And it is these desires that have produced civilization, government, art, technology, better health, houses, electricity, free time, life lived above the level of constant drudgery.  It is our desires that have led us to these things.  Our desires motivate us, and our desires direct our energies—they’re good things.  

On the other hand, when the desires of humans are uncontrolled they produce, more or less, constant crisis and destruction.  As Micah wrote in the Old Testament Lesson, “Woe to those who devise wickedness, and work evil upon their beds.  When the morning dawns they perform it because it is in their power to do so.  They covet fields, and then they go and take them.  They covet houses, and then they go and take them away from the rightful owners.  They oppress people.  And they oppress people and their inheritance.”  There are those who say the key to life is doing what we naturally desire when we have the ability to do it.  You hear this all the time.  It is one of the foundation stones of the culture in which we live.  Our Creator is telling us that this is the recipe for destruction.  Human desires serve God and us only when they are controlled.  The destructive force of the uncontrolled Mississippi River is nothing compared to the destructive force of uncontrolled human desire.  Our desires need to be controlled because our desires when not controlled lead to conflict within us.  This conflict within us harms us, and it eventually leads to words and actions which cause harm to us and to those around us.  

Here is a simple example.  On the one hand, I desire to be reasonably healthy.  On the other hand, I have a strong desire for ice cream.  About five years ago I drove to the Dairy Queen for an after-supper Heath Bar Blizzard.  Not a large Blizzard, not a medium Blizzard, a small Blizzard.  The next morning I took my glucose readings, because I am a diabetic.  They registered so high that I made a very difficult decision that morning.  That was the last Blizzard I would have—ever.  I never had another one.  About two weeks ago, I sat in the sun on a beautiful day enjoying a single scoop, chocolate ice cream waffle cone.  It was great!  The next morning, my glucose level registered so high that I had made another difficult decision.  That was probably the last ice cream cone of my life—ever.  Because I am diabetic, my desire to be reasonably healthy, and my desire for ice cream are two desires in conflict within me.  There is no way around this.  One of these desires will be met and one of them will be sacrificed--either ice cream or reasonable health.  It is up to me to consciously decide which it will be.  So I am training myself to say goodbye to ice cream, so I can satisfy my desire to be a reasonably healthy person.  It is not easy.  I keep reminding myself that nothing tastes as good as being fit feels.  I keep telling myself that.  Part of the task is to not eat ice cream, but another important part of the task is to curb my desire for ice cream.  And so there are now two disciplines in affect in my life.  One, do not eat ice cream.  And now listen very carefully.  Number two, do not covet ice cream.  Do not fantasize about ice cream.  Do not look at pictures of ice cream.  Do not go to ice cream websites when no one is watching.  Do not hang out in ice cream parlors.  Do not plan how to sneak just one little spoon full of ice cream.  And anytime ice cream is offered, think about feeling fit.  Don’t think about the taste of ice cream, think about feeling fit.  Think about maintaining good eyesight long into the future.  I accept the absence of ice cream in my life, and rather than whining about no ice cream it is up to me to constantly be thankful to God for the wonderful life that I have, even without ice cream.  As I watch other people eat ice cream, I wish them well.  I will be happy for them, even though they are enjoying something that I desire but can’t have.  So it is up to me to keep that desire under control.

Here is a less simple example.  Human beings desire the security and blessing of a dependable family relationship.  Most human beings also desire sexual adventure.  This conflict of desires is the basis for marriage vows, which in part say, “I so strongly desire the security and blessing of a dependable relationship with you that I freely, I freely set aside my desire for sexual adventure.  I will control my desire for sexual adventure, because it is in conflict with this other desire which is of much greater importance to me.”  And so there are two disciplines in affect in the life of every married person.  One, do not commit adultery.  But now listen carefully.  Two, do not covet sexual adventure.  Do not fantasize about sexual adventure.  Do not look at pictures of sexual adventure.  Do not go to sexual adventure websites when no one is watching.  Do not hang out in parlors of sexual adventure.  Do not plan to sneak just one little spoonful of sexual adventure, such as flirting around the office or in the neighborhood.  Anytime sexual adventure is offered, don’t think about the joy of sexual adventure.  Think about the joy of a secure marriage relationship.  Think about your children.  Think about the other person’s marriage.  Think about your spouse.  Think about being a person of Christian character long into the future.  Accept the absence of sexual adventure in your life.  And instead of whining about no sexual adventure in your life, constantly thank God for the wonderful life you have even without sexual adventure.  And as you watch other people enjoy their lives, wish them well and be happy for them, as they enjoy what you can’t have.  We are to train ourselves to say, “That would be nice but it is in conflict with what I want most of all.  So I will, as a conscious decision of my character, let it go.”  

Do not covet means “guard your heart” so it does not become the source of that which will harm you and other people.  Jesus says, “What comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart and this defiles a man.  For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander.  These are what defile a man, and it begins in his heart.”  It is not wise to think we can have hearts filled with uncontrolled desire which will never set evil into motion.  If your heart is filled with desire for things you are not to have, it will finally set evil into motion.   It is a fool who thinks he can live a righteous life with a heart full of uncontrolled desire.  Twenty percent of the Ten Commandments warn us to guard our hearts.  That should be sufficient warning.  

Here are four areas of uncontrolled desire in people that lead to great harm.  These are things that I have observed over the years.  

Number one.  Uncontrolled desires, coveting for things in conflict with reality cause people great harm.  For example:  The uncontrolled desire, the coveting of a perfect or a trouble-free life causes great harm.  As Christians our greater desire should be the ability to deal with life as it is, not dreaming up some sort of perfect life that we want.  Some sort of trouble-free life we think we deserve, and then covet that, and turn our heart into simply desiring that which is unrealistic.  The uncontrolled desire, the coveting of a perfect or trouble-free life, leads people to constant disappointment.  You see people living constantly disappointed in life and more often than not it is because they covet that which is unrealistic.  It leads people to be angry people, to be envious people.  It leads to jealousy.  And it even leads to hopelessness, as a person feels that he or she has been cheated in life because of the problems that they have to deal with.  We go through life envying the other person’s trouble-free life.  We envy the other person’s perfect life.  I can tell you that when people envy the life of another person, they probably don’t know much about the life of that other person.  And if the other person’s life is indeed enviable, they are not aware of the great struggle, the effort, the pain, and the suffering that a person went through to get to that enviable position.  We are much better off to develop desires in life that are in accord with what is real—what life really is.  

Number two.  The uncontrolled desire, the uncontrolled coveting, of outcomes we cannot make happen, leads to great pain and harm in people’s lives.  People set their hearts on what they can’t make happen, and then they go out and try to make it happen.  Their hearts so desperately are set on these outcomes that they can’t bring about, that they live their lives in constant anger and constant disappointment.  We become envious of people whose children are accomplishing what we desire our children to accomplish.  And so we try to make this happen.  We try to make our children people who can accomplish what these other people’s children are accomplishing.  Some people simply hate themselves because they can’t make themselves do what they desire to do.  They can’t make themselves what they desire themselves to be.  People desire their church, their team, their family, their business to do what is apparently beyond them.  And the frustration level and the anger becomes so overpowering that people live in constant agitation or they finally just walk way.  We are much better off to develop desires which are in line with what we can actually make happen in life:  to say, “This is the limit of what I can do, and I’m not going to desire beyond that.”  

Number three.  Uncontrolled desire, coveting of that which is in conflict with our purpose or character as Christians causes great harm.  A young man or a woman may so strongly desire popularity at school that they diminish their Christian character to attain these desires.  That’s a bad bargain!  That will only bring misery.  A man or a woman may so strongly desire financial or career success that their heart is driven by this desire to the exclusion of other stated desires such as peace of mind, a balanced family life, a sane mind in a healthy body, the chance to do good with their life.  If any of your desires are so strong that they are leading you to be someone less than you should be, the coveting of your life has gotten to you.  This is the process.  This the process by which decent people become greedy people, materialistic people, plotting people, stingy, malcontents--this thing of desiring those things which go against Christian character, which go against our purpose in living.  

The fourth thing I want to mention is uncontrolled desire or coveting that leads you to focus beyond your portion in life causes great harm.  When we do not control desire for that which has not been allotted to us we are in big trouble.  We should have strong desire for that which has been allotted to us in life.  We should go for it.  We should work for it.  We should take reasonable pride in it.  We should cherish it.  We should give God thanks for it.  But we must work very hard to understand what has been allotted to us, and what has not been allotted to us.  Now, I admit that knowing the difference is perhaps one of the biggest challenges in life.  What has been allotted to me and what has not been allotted to me?  That’s what we have to try to figure out.  

Here is a fairly trustworthy test.  Consider a desire you have and ask yourself, “In the long run, will satisfying this desire bring me peace or will it make me miserable?  Will it help me more fully be what God has made me, or will it make me less than what God has made me?”  Jesus was talking about desire for what is not allotted to us when he said, “Out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander.  These are the things that defile a man.”  And if you look at every one of those horrible sins, what causes them?  Desiring what has not been allotted to you, and taking it by force because you can.  

Do not covet has a positive side to it that can be stated this way:  Figure out what your life is meant to be and go after it with all your might.  But make certain that it is your life you are going after and not someone else’s.  How can a person do this?  It seems to me that if anybody would have wanted to be someone else it would have been Jesus.  But Jesus was happy being Jesus.  It was his confidence that for him being Jesus, as God had set it before him to live out was sufficient.  It was sufficient.  It was good.  The key to not being destroyed by covetousness is to trust God.  To trust God that the reality of life with which we have to deal can be dealt with.  To trust God that the little bit we can control in life is sufficient for our peace of mind.  To trust God that the purpose that God has given to us and the character that he is trying to develop within us is sufficient for great joy.  To trust God that the portion in life that God has allotted to us, is a great blessing, and is sufficient for us.  We get into great trouble when we no longer trust these things.  We think that happiness will be found in comparisons between ourselves and other people.  I like the statement that says, “It is the devil who taught us to look sideways.”  When we start thinking that the joy in life is going to come from comparing ourselves with the other person and our life is made up of looking sideways at someone else’s life, rather than our own, we have set ourselves up for great misery.  

The key, if you remember nothing else, try to remember this:  the key to not coveting is the grateful realization that the life that God has given to me is a great life.  Filled with challenges I can meet and with blessings to enjoy.  The life that God has given to me is a great life filled with challenges I can meet and things I can enjoy.

I conclude with this great section from the Old Testament Book of Ecclesiastes:  “So my conclusion is this:  True happiness lies in eating and drinking and enjoying whatever has been achieved under the sun throughout the life God has given us.  For this is the lot of humanity and whenever God gives someone riches and property with the ability to enjoy what has been given, and to find contentment in his work, this is a gift from God.  For such a person will hardly notice the passing of time, so long as God keeps his heart occupied with joy.”  

”You shall not covet your neighbor’s house, his wife, his servants, or anything that is your neighbors.  I will be your God, and you will be my people.  You will find joy in life by controlling your desires according to the nature, the purpose, and the lot in life that I have given to you.” Amen
