
The Path to Covetousness – Sermon Notes!

Exodus 20:17 “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s 
wife, or his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your 
neighbor.”” 

Most scholars agree that the 1st three or four commandments deal with our relationship with God 
– and that the final six (some might say final seven) speak to and about our relationships with 
others – or to put it another way, keeping these final six “Words” are important in maintaining 
security and harmony as we seek to live and flourish alongside of others.

This 10th commandment is particularly intriguing, for several reasons. 

Roman Catholics and most Lutherans, following Saint Augustine, combine what we consider to 
be the 1st and 2nd commandments (prohibiting the worship of any other god or constructing an 
idol) into one commandment (their 1st). They then arrive at 10 “Words”, as they are referred to 
within Judaism, by breaking verse 17 (our 10th Commandment) into two commandments. 
Written as a traditional catechetical formula, for Catholics and Lutherans, the 9th commandment 
reads “You shall not covet your neighbor's wife,” while their 10th commandment reads “You 
shall not covet your neighbor's goods.” 

This difference may be due to the fact that in Deuteronomy 5, where the Decalogue (the Ten 
Commandments) is repeated (it first appears in Exodus 20), two different Hebrew words are used 
prohibiting “coveting” a neighbors property. In Exodus 20:17 the verb hamad (translated as 
covet) is used to prohibit coveting anything of your neighbors; his house, wife, servants, ox, 
donkey, or any property. But in Deuteronomy 5:21 (the parallel verse), hamad is only used in 
reference to coveting a neighbors wife. A second verb, avah, generally translated “desire”, is 
than used to prohibit “coveting” - or “desiring” - a neighbor's goods! Thus Deuteronomy 5:21 is 
commonly translated “You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, and you shall not desire your 
neighbor’s house, his field or his male servant or his female servant, his ox or his donkey or 
anything that belongs to your neighbor.” (NASB)

But there's a second reason for why this 10th Word is so intriguing. 

Most scholars believe that it is unique among ancient near eastern legal code in that it is an 
injunction against a particular type of thought, rather than merely prohibiting actions, as the other 
nine commandments do (at least in their original context).

Questions to Consider:

1) What role does this 10th commandment appear to play in the breaking of the other nine?



2) Is there a difference between “coveting” and “desiring”? In what ways might desire be a good 
thing? At what point do we cross the line so that “desire” becomes evil?

3) What are we saying about our gratitude towards God for what we do have when we covet 
what someone else has?

4) What does Jesus warn his listeners about regarding possessions in Luke 12:13-15?

5) What prescription for coveting does Paul offer in Philippians 4:4-7, 10-13? What does he 
suggest is the secret to avoiding coveting entirely? 

As a result of what you have learned by answering these questions, is there anything in your life 
that you need to change or surrender to God?


