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Adam and Eve were given a commandment, “You shall not eat of the fruit 
of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall 
die.” Eve knows this commandment so well that she can recite it verbatim to the 
serpent. This commandment is the first boundary recorded in the Holy 
Scriptures, the first time God has set a limit.  The limit is not about the fruit but it 
is about the relationship.  With this boundary, Adam and Eve will have to decide 
if they will submit to a relationship with God where there are limits, where God is 
ultimately in control, and where they must value God more than any other object 
of their desire.   

Ultimately, this commandment placed upon humanity is about coveting— 
desiring things that are of lesser value more than we desire our relationship with 
God. Do you want fruit or do you want a relationship with the divine?  This first 
commandment is placed in the third chapter of the first book of the Bible as 
though to warn all the descendants of Adam and Eve that this commandment will 
be our greatest challenge and the biggest threat we face in our quest to love God 
and follow God’s Son. 

And so it should come as no surprise that the final commandment in the 
list of ten on the tablets given on Mount Sinai to Moses and the Israelites is this 
same commandment.  It says you shall respect boundaries, you shall respect 
God’s authority, you shall honor your relationship with the divine, you shall love 
your neighbors, in sum—you shall not covet.  Exodus 20:17 “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.”  This is the 
final commandment and Walter Brueggemann in his book; Money and 
Possessions feels in this commandment God saved the best for last, the hardest, 
and the ‘sharpest zinger’.1   

Coveting is about the desires that get the best of us.  Now desire is what 
drives the human race—the desire to succeed, the desire to possess, the desire to 
love, the desire to create, the desire to belong.  The American psyche is a 
combination of pure ambition and hard work.  We strive to better ourselves, to 
achieve, to invent, to explore.  We are also competitive and so the ‘keeping up 
with the Joneses’ is a real driving force in our society.  Desires and ambition and 
competition in and of themselves are not the problem.  The problem comes when 
our desires confuse us, seduce us, and corrupt us.  Our attitudes become warped 
by our uncontrolled desires —we want and so we take or we compromise in order 
to get.   

This is why God has given us a boundary, so that we are protected from the 
seductive and corrupting power of our own desires.  God knows what we are like 
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and so God says that fruit you want to taste—well don’t even touch it—it is 
poisonous to your soul.   

Brueggemann writes, “This tenth commandment refers to an original 
attitude of desire, of being propelled in ways we do not understand to desire what 
is not properly our own, so that desire becomes a powerful, seductive force that 
skews one’s life.  The commandment suggests that it is the stuff that the neighbor 
has (wife, house, anything) that evokes the seductive energy of desire.2”   

The marketing industry knows the power of these desires and they are 
hugely successful in getting us to covet things we do not have—the bigger house, 
the faster car, and the latest gadget.  And marketing is so smart —they know I 
want—I listen to Pandora radio and I am too cheap to pay to not hear the 
commercials and so every 4-5 songs I hear these commercials that know my brain 
—they know what I want!  Except for the ad for Palm Beach Tanning that comes 
up every single day—apparently Pandora has just decided that I should be 
interested in tanning beds.  But despite that exception the marketing folks out 
there are very clever at tapping into our desires.   

Our desires are not limited to material goods— we desire the corner office, 
we desire the perfect marriage, we desire the sculpted body.  Big houses, fast cars, 
and fun gadgets are not the problem.  Corner offices, perfect marriages, and 
sculpted bodies are not the problem.  The problem is the way our desires for 
these things have the ability to take the place of utmost priority in our lives—a 
place that we have been told is reserved for God alone.  Saint Augustine said that 
our true desire for God is distorted by our desire for lesser objects.3  The time and 
energy we should be spending striving after God is spent coveting things of far 
less importance.   

I think about this when I see the lines outside of the Apple store or the 
Nike store or the cupcake store – the amount of time and energy and money we 
are willing to invest in things of far less significance to our relationship with God.  
What we know about things is that they never ultimately satisfy us.  The corner 
office will not bring you peace.  The fast car will not get you to heaven.  The new 
gadget will not offer you salvation.  These things feel important and yet ultimately 
they are not.  If they are not of ultimate importance then they must not hold the 
kind of power over us—power which makes us willing to sacrifice our relationship 
with God or our relationships with one another to get them.  Nothing should have 
such power—Jesus said the first and greatest commandment is to love God and 
love thy neighbor—with nothing out ranking those chief ends, not money, not 
status, not power, not any worldly good.   

Lent is the time of year when we think about things that are roadblocks in 
our lives of Christian discipleship. We ask ourselves, ‘What is preventing me from 
following Jesus with heart and mind and soul and strength?’  We give things up 
or take things on in order to try and redirect ourselves towards God.  In this holy 
season, we can use the tenth and final commandment ‘do not covet’ as a way to 
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take stock of our faith and our relationships.  We look to see what we desire and 
evaluate whether it might fall in the category of a ‘forbidden fruit’ or a ‘neighbors 
house, or wife, or ox’.   

And then we ask ourselves pointed questions: are our desires leading us 
into deeper relationship with God and with our neighbors or are they damaging 
our relationship with God and driving us away from one another?  In the case of 
Adam and Eve, their desire to eat the fruit and thereby gain knowledge seriously 
damaged their relationship with God.  This was the sin.  In Lent, we examine our 
sins, we confess our sins, and we strive to turn away from covetous ways. 

Thankfully, there is a biblical solution for repairing the damage that our 
coveting has done to our relationship with God—the solution is the Sabbath— this 
is another commandment from God and another boundary for our lives.  Sabbath 
was the day to celebrate the life you already have, a day when we can stop our 
endless pursuit of bigger, better, and more.  Sabbath was the day the Israelites 
were not allowed to store up food but had to eat and enjoy what they had 
gathered throughout the week.  Brueggemann writes, “Sabbath is a refusal of the 
rat race of commodity acquisition; Sabbath is the alternative to coveting.”4  For 
six days a week, we strive, we earn, we create, we pursue but on the seventh day 
we say, ‘it is enough.’  To keep the Sabbath means you must lean into the promise 
of God’s abundance5 and God’s provision for your life.  It takes faith and trust to 
keep the Sabbath and to turn ones focus towards relationship with God and with 
one another. 

Whenever my parents visit D.C. they comment on the noise of the 
airplanes in the Georgetown skies.  They live in the mountains in Arizona where 
the air pollution comes from only hot air balloons.  And so the D.C. background 
noise we all get used to seems to them thunderous and intrusive.  This is how it is 
for us, we live in the clamorous noise of life but in Lent we are called to retreat 
from the noise, to embrace the Sabbath, to shut out all that distracts and pollutes 
—the noise of the hustle and bustle of life, the noise the advertisements and 
marketing schemes, the noise of our own inner monologues of striving, and 
desiring, and coveting.  We are supposed to silence these things so that we might 
listen for God.   

Lent is the season to attune our ears once more, that we might realize the 
power of our desires and the sins that have corrupted our attitudes and damaged 
our relationships.  In Lent, we are called to keep the Sabbath so that we might 
affirm the psalmists refrain, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” Our 
heavenly Lord supplies our greatest needs—if only we would pause for long 
enough to realize it. 

Amen.      
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