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Learning to be Content
A Study of Exodus 20:17
Characteristic:  Giving Away My Life
Big Idea:  Give what you can’t keep, to get what you can’t lose.
Introduction:

A.
It’s no secret that we live in a culture that places great importance on material possessions.  For many, the American dream is about accumulating wealth so that we can buy stuff to make us look good and feel good.  In America, we are religious about our consumerism.  In fact, if Marvin-Martian were to study our behavior from a telescope on Mars, he might conclude that our churches are Starbucks and our Bibles are L.L. Bean catalogs.  Let me show you a little video clip that provides a caricature of our culture.
(Show video clip from Best in Show here.)

B.
I think the film clip is pretty funny.  And sad.  The reality and consequences of pinning your hopes and dreams to the acquisition, consumption, and possession of things is not so funny.
Let me read you a recent quote from Dr. Richard Ryan, professor of psychology at the University of Rochester.  He says,
At this point in human history we have enough material resources to feed, clothe, and educate every living individual on Earth.  Not only that: we have at the same time the global capacity to enhance health care, fight major diseases, and considerably clean up the environment.  That such resources exist is not merely a utopian fantasy, it is a reality about which there is little serious debate. . . .

This global reality exists, however, only because people, and I mean each one of us, can so readily be converted to the religions of consumerism and materialism (from Kasser, The High Price of Materialism, 2002, p. ix.).

Jim Clark is the founder of Silicon Graphics, Netscape, and Healtheon/WebMD.  Before he founded Silicon Graphics, he said a personal fortune of $10 million would make him happy.  He got it and was not happy.  Before founding Netscape, he said a personal fortune of $100 million would make him happy.  He got it and was not happy.  Before founding Healtheon/WebMD, he said $1 billion would make him happy.  He got it, and now he says, “Once I have more money than Larry Ellison, I’ll be satisfied.”  Larry Ellison, the founder of a software company called Oracle, is worth about $13 billion (Lewis, The New Thing, 2000, pp. 259-261, referenced by Kasser, p. 43).  All this, while most of the people in the world have never had the luxury of a hot shower (Kasser, p. 58).

How can we learn to be content in a culture that always wants more?  One study indicates that the average American is exposed to 3,000 advertisements a day (Goldman, Educational Forum, vol. 60, Winter 1996, quoted by Schlessinger, The Ten Commandments, p. 306).  Everyday we are bombarded with marketing and social messages that suggest that you won’t be happy unless you get more.  And we’re buying it.  Americans are working more hours outside the home than ever before (Kasser, xii).  Why?  So we can get more.  How in the world can we learn to be content?  That’s what I want to talk about today.
C.
Against this backdrop, we come this morning to a commandment that is decidedly countercultural.  We’ve been studying through the Ten Commandments.  We’re at number ten.  It’s recorded in Exodus 20:17.  It says,
NAU Exodus 20:17 “You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife or his male servant or his female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”
I.
What exactly does this mean?  Well, let’s consider some of the terms used here.
A.
First, let’s consider the term, “covet.”  It is a translation of the Hebrew word, hamad.  The word alone simply means to desire something.  The context in which the word is used determines whether the desire is good or bad.  Most often hamad is used a bad sense in the Bible, as it is in the tenth commandment.  When used in this negative way, hamad describes, “an inordinate, ungoverned, selfish desire” (TWOT, BDB).  One commentator says it means to “desire, yearn for, covet, [or] lust after someone or something, specifically for one’s own use or gratification” (Durham, Word Biblical Commentary, Exodus, p. 297).  This bad coveting is jealous, envious, lustful, and greedy.  And experience tells us it is insatiable.
B.
The coveting or desiring that is prohibited has as its object stuff belonging to a neighbor.  Last week I noted that the term for “neighbor” is always used in the Old Testament to describe a person in a reciprocal relationship.  In this case, it refers to a fellow Israelite.
C.
Now, let’s look at the list of stuff the Israelites were not supposed to covet.  First, they weren’t supposed to covet a neighbor’s house.  When I first read this I thought of a building in which a neighbor lives.  It certainly includes residential real estate, but the word, “house” is used here as a figure of speech known as metonymy to describe everything a person has, including people and possessions.  The command goes on the list just a few examples of the people and possessions that are off limits, including the neighbor’s wife, his male and female employees, his bull, and his donkey.  It concludes with the summary statement that the Israelites were not to covet anything belonging to their neighbor.
II.
Why is this tenth commandment given?  Why is it important?  Let me mention just a couple of reasons.
A.
First of all, the command to not covet may be viewed as a complement to the preceding nine commandments.  If a person could get his coveting under control, then it would help him keep the other commands.  Let me give you some examples of what I’m talking about.
1.
James 4:2 says,

NAU James 4:2 You lust and do not have; so you commit murder. You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel. . . .
This says lusting after or coveting something you don’t have can lead to murder—a violation of the sixth commandment.  And being envious or covetous can lead to fighting and quarreling, which could certainly include bearing false witness—a violation of the ninth commandment.
2.
Now let’s look over at First Timothy 6:10.  It says,

NAU 1 Timothy 6:10 For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith . . .

The love of money is a form of coveting.  This says such coveting has caused some to wander from the faith.  Such wandering can include replacing God with your own selfish pursuit of possessions—a violation of the first three commandments to have no other gods, no idols, and no taking the Lord lightly.
3.
And it’s not hard to see how the desire for someone else’s possessions or for someone else’s spouse could lead to stealing or adultery—violations of the seventh and eighth commandments.

4.
In the Bible, a guy named David is an example of how coveting can get you into trouble on a bunch of the commandments.  David coveted his neighbor’s wife, Bathsheba.  His coveting led to committing adultery with her, which led to his attempted deception of her husband, which eventually led to the murder of the husband, which led to damage to God’s name.  David’s coveting knocked out four commandments in short order.

So you see, coveting is an attitudinal problem that underlies the violation of many of the other commandments.  That’s one reason why this tenth command is so important.
B.
Another reason for the tenth command is that coveting things just doesn’t pay.  We long for certain things because we believe that happiness and contentment will come with having more.  Who hasn’t said to himself things like, “If I could just get out of debt.  If I could just increase my income.  If I could just get out from under that payment.  If I could just buy a house.  If I could just get a car.  If I could just have a makeover.  If I could just have a job like his.  If I could just have a vacation.  Then I would be happy.”  But the dream is a mirage.  It’s an illusion.  It’s a lie.  Coveting and contentment are combatants, not cohorts.
The reality is, and research now shows that, indeed, money can’t buy happiness.  In the May 1996 issue of the Scientific American, psychologists David Myer and Ed Diener report that Americans now earn twice as much in today’s dollars as they did in 1957.  That means that, even adjusting for inflation, our income has doubled since 1957.  In my lifetime, we’ve become twice as wealthy.  So we should be a lot happier about it, right?  Nope.  At the same time, the percentage of Americans saying they are “very happy” dropped from 35% to 29% (pp. 70-72, quoted by Kasser, p. 3).
I read an intriguing book last week.  It’s titled, The High Price of Materialism.  It was written by Tim Kasser and published in 2002.  Kasser is Associate Professor of Psychology at Knox College.  The book is actually a report on a lot of secular, academic research done on the effects of a materialistic attitude.  Essentially, Kasser studied the effects of coveting.  What’s the bottom line?  Coveting not only fails to bring contentment, it is damaging, it brings many griefs.   Coveting brings psychological grief, emotional grief, physical grief, and relational grief.  Kasser says,
The more materialistic values are at the center of our lives, the more our quality of life is diminished.  In samples of adolescents, college students, and adults, with various means of measuring materialistic values and well-being, results show a clear pattern of psychological and physical difficulties associated with holding wealth, popularity, and image as relatively important (p. 14).

The studies document that strong materialistic values are associated with a pervasive undermining of people’s well-being, from low life satisfaction and happiness, to depression and anxiety, to physical problems such as headaches, and to personality disorders, narcissism, and antisocial behavior (p. 22).

That’s why the tenth commandment says, “Don’t covet.”  It’s not about deprivation; it’s about protection from a lot of grief.  The Apostle Paul says in 1 Timothy 6:10,
NAU 1 Timothy 6:10 For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.

III.
How are we to apply all this?  I guess I could try to figure out some clever way to say, “Don’t covet.”  But frankly, saying, “Don’t covet” is probably not all that helpful in curbing covetousness.  Perhaps it was never intended to be.  It’s a little like saying, “Don’t think about the red-faced monkey.”  The prohibition itself seems to invite us to think about it.  The tenth command was given, at least in part, to reveal the sinfulness of our own hearts.  The Apostle Paul confirms this in Romans 7:7-8.  He says,
NAU Romans 7:7 . . . I would not have known about coveting if the Law had not said, “YOU SHALL NOT COVET.” 8 But sin, taking opportunity through the commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind . . .
This dynamic is familiar to any parent.  Tell a child that something is off limits and immediately the thing becomes more interesting.  The moment a line is drawn, here comes the temptation to cross it.  The problem is not with the command, but with our sinful hearts.
Well then, how do we overcome covetousness and learn to be content?  Jesus gives us some help.  Listen to what He says in Matthew 6:19-21:
NAU Matthew 6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 20 But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; 21 for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
A.
A key idea here is mentioned in this last line:  “for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  What does this mean?  Let’s consider the various terms Jesus uses so that we can understand.

1.
First, let’s consider the term, “treasure.”
a.
A treasure is something that we choose to value highly.  In fact, it is something that we choose to value so highly that it becomes a priority in our lives.

b.
Money is a good example.  Some value money so highly that it becomes their treasure; it’s a top priority in their lives.  Money is not automatically a treasure.  It only becomes a treasure when we choose to attach such a high value to it.

c.
There are many other examples of treasures besides money.  We can choose to treasure a spouse, or a child, or a car, or a goal, or prestige, or victory, or health, or any number of things.  A treasure is something we choose to value highly.

2.
Now, let’s consider the term, “heart.”
a.
The original Greek term Jesus used for heart is kardia.  It’s the word from which we derive our word cardiac.

b.
In the Bible, kardia is not used in a purely clinical sense to describe the organ within us that pumps blood.  Rather, it refers to our inner self which encompasses our thoughts, our emotions, our will.

c.
When we have a heart for something, it occupies our thoughts, it governs our feelings, it factors into our decisionmaking.

3.
Now, I want you to notice what Jesus says about the relationship between your treasure and your heart.  He says,

NAU Matthew 6:21 “for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
Note the order here.  Your treasure leads; your heart follows.

a.
Here’s how this works.  When we choose to treasure something or place great value upon it, our hearts follow, and soon the thing we treasure occupies our thoughts, it governs our feelings, it factors into our decisionmaking.

b.
Let me give you a small, silly example.

Let’s say your great aunt Bertha has willed you her goldfish named Biff.  To be honest, you don’t really want Biff.  In fact, you would just as soon flush Biff.  But, out of respect for your late great aunt, you choose to value Biff; you keep him; you resolve to take care of him.

Days and weeks go by of feeding Biff and changing his water.  Strangely, you find yourself talking to Biff, as if you’re starting to develop some kind of relationship.  You tap on his bowl to announce dinner time and ask him how he likes it.  You even catch yourself making little kissing noises by his bowl.

Biff becomes a topic of conversation at the dinner table.  The kids ask why his eyes bulge and why he poops so much.  And, you decide not to let the house get too hot or cold during the day because of Biff.

When Biff dies, you can’t bring yourself to flush him.  The kids insist on a full-dress backyard memorial service and burial.  You are touched because you chose to value Biff, and your heart followed.

4.
Where your treasure is your heart will follow.  Where you have your greatest treasure, that’s where your heart is, that’s where you have your dreams, your hopes, your aspirations, your life goals.  So the three most important words about your treasure are location, location, location.  Where is your treasure?
B.
On the basis of this truth, Jesus says in Verse 19,
NAU Matthew 6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth . . .”
1.
It seems clear that “treasures on earth” is a bad location.  But, what exactly are the “treasures on earth”?  The last part of Verse 19 explains that the earth is . . .

NAU Matthew 6:19 “. . . where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.”
a.
The moth mentioned here is the bug whose larvae eat clothing.  This is a clue to one kind of treasure on earth.  You see, during Biblical times in the middle-east, a person’s social status was communicated by the clothing that was worn.  Among those who were better off financially, and among those who at least wanted to look like they were better off, a lot of money was spent on fine, elaborate clothes which would convey an upscale, successful image.  There’s nothing new under the sun is there?
Let me give you one quick example of the value placed on clothing and image.  There’s a story in the Old Testament about Joshua leading the Jews in conquest of the promised land.  The Jews were commanded not to take for themselves any of the belongings of the people they conquered.  But, a guy named Achan disobeyed.  When confronted, Achan confessed, as recorded in Joshua 7:20-21.  I want you to notice what he kept for himself, particularly the very first thing on his list of contraband:

NLT Joshua 7:20 Achan replied, “I have sinned against the LORD, the God of Israel. 21 For I saw a beautiful robe imported from Babylon, two hundred silver coins, and a bar of gold weighing more than a pound. I wanted them so much that I took them. . . .”
Achan coveted the silver.  He coveted the gold.  But, first on the list, he wanted a new robe—a designer robe from Ralph Babylon!  He wanted to be on the cover of JQ.  That’s Jew Quarterly. (
So, when Jesus says,

NAU Matthew 6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth . . . destroy[s] . . .”
. . . in effect, He is saying, “Don’t make social status your treasure.  Don’t make a cool image your priority.  Don’t put your trust in your looks.”

b.
The term, “rust” in Matthew 6:19 also provides a clue to another type of treasure on earth.  The original Greek term translated “rust” is brosis.  It literally means “an eating into (Friberg).”  It can mean “rust” since rust eats into metal.  But, it is not used elsewhere in the Bible in this way (Barclay, 241) and rust does not generally eat into precious metals like silver or gold.  Alternatively, the Greek term brosis can also mean a burrowing insect (Friberg).  This alternative meaning makes sense here.  You see, during Biblical times in the middle-east, a person’s wealth often consisted of corn and grain stored in large barns.  This corn and grain was susceptible to burrowing insects like worms which would invade it and eat it away.

So, when Jesus says,

NAU Matthew 6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where . . . rust destroy [s] . . .”
. . . in effect, He is saying, “Don’t make your assets your treasure.  Don’t make possessions your priority.  Don’t put your trust in your net worth.”

c.
The term, “thieves” provides yet another clue to a kind of treasure on earth.  In Palestine, during the time of Jesus, many of the houses were made of baked clay—a kind of adobe.  Thieves would dig in through one of the walls and burglarize a home.

So, when Jesus says,

NAU Matthew 6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where . . . thieves break in and steal.”
. . . in effect, He is saying, “Don’t make a treasure of something that someone else can take away.”  It certainly includes material things.  But I think it may also include non-material things that people can take away.  Things like your popularity, your job, or your lifestyle.

2.
Why is this important that we don’t store up treasures on earth?
When our treasures are on earth, they will not last.  They may disappear in this life, and they will certainly disappear in the next.  You can’t take a U-Haul to heaven.  When our treasures are on earth, sooner or later, they will disappear along with our dreams.  And our hearts will break.  And we will have nothing to show for our efforts.

What makes this so scary is that the truth of this is often realized when it’s too late.  We often learn the hard way.  The corrosion of treasures on earth goes unnoticed until the damage is done.  We excitedly pull out our treasured garment of social status and find it full of holes.  With great anticipation, we calculate our net worth; we examine our storehouse of grain and find it full of weevils.  With confidence, we reach for our popularity, or our job, or our lifestyle, and it’s gone.  Someone has taken it from us.

3.
Let me anticipate and answer some questions that may be rattling around in your head.

a.
Does this mean you shouldn’t save or enjoy money?  No.  Saving and enjoying money are fine.  Just don’t make money your treasure.  It’s not to be your top priority.

b.
Does this mean that you shouldn’t wear and enjoy nice things?  No.  This isn’t a mandate to look like you just got out of bed.  Just don’t make your appearance your treasure.  It’s not to be your top priority.

c.
Does this mean you shouldn’t have career goals and aspirations?  No.  Career goals and aspirations are fine.  Just don’t make your career your treasure.  It’s not to be your top priority.

C.
All this raises the question:  What exactly are you supposed to treasure?  Jesus answers the question in Matthew 6:20, saying,
NAU Matthew 6:20 “But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven . . .”
1.
Heaven is a term used to describe in a figurative way where God abides, so in a very general sense, this probably means we ought to value the things that God values; we ought to be pursuing God’s agenda and God’s purposes in life, not our own.  But Jesus gives us a very specific and practical example of how to do that in Luke 12:33.  He says,

NLT Luke 12:33 “Sell what you have and give to those in need. This will store up treasure for you in heaven! . . .”

Jesus is calling us to give generously to others in need.  Giving is an important part of the Christian life.  In fact, one of the characteristics of becoming complete in Christ is giving your life away.  If you really want to become complete in Christ you will give away your time, your money, your abilities, your talents—your life, with a focus on God and His priorities for your life.

This idea of giving yourself and your resources is reiterated elsewhere in the Bible.  For example, in Matthew 16:25, Jesus says,

NLT Matthew 16:25 If you try to keep your life for yourself, you will lose it. But if you give up your life for me, you will find true life.

The Apostle Paul says in 1 Timothy 6:17-19,
NLT 1 Timothy 6:17 Tell those who are rich in this world [that’s us because when we’re averaged out with the world’s two billion starving people, we’re rich—tell those who are rich] not to be proud and not to trust in their money, which will soon be gone. But their trust should be in the living God, who richly gives us all we need for our enjoyment. 18 Tell them to use their money to do good. They should be rich in good works and should give generously to those in need, always being ready to share with others whatever God has given them. 19 By doing this they will be storing up their treasure as a good foundation for the future so that they may take hold of real life.

2.
How is this generosity and giving related to contentment?
a.
Unlike treasures on earth which we cannot keep, our treasures in heaven we cannot lose.  They are an absolutely secure investment in our future.  The last part of Matthew 6:20 explains that heaven is a place . . .

NAU Matthew 6:20 “. . . where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal”
So, that tells us that treasures in heaven are not subject to corrosion or theft.  They are not material things like treasures on earth, nor are they things that other people can take away.  They are secure.  They last forever.  This fact alone brings contentment:  to know that you’re making the wisest investment of all, to know that you’re doing what God designed you to do, to know that your heavenly reward is coming and no one can take it away from you.
The late missionary, Jim Elliot, was brutally murdered by members of the Auca tribe to whom He was trying to share the gospel.  He literally gave his life away.  But he is no worse for it because His treasure is in heaven.  Elliot said, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose.”  I’ve adapted Elliot’s words for the big idea of this message.  Here it is:  Give what you can’t keep, to get what you can’t lose.

This giving starts by placing your faith in Jesus Christ the Son of God who died and rose again to pay for your sinfulness.  Storing treasures in heaven starts with trusting Jesus.  You need to trust Jesus.
Having trusted Jesus, giving what you can’t keep involves surrendering your whole life to God, including your resources, realizing that your reward is coming in heaven.  Give what you can’t keep, to get what you can’t lose.
b.
But there’s more.  Our contentment comes not only from the knowledge that our future is absolutely secure.  It also comes from the knowledge that, when we give, God will take care of us here and now.  When we give our lives away for God, when we give of what God has given us, God promises to take care of us.  We don’t have to worry.  We’re free to be content.  Jesus talks about the provision of what we need in Luke 12:29.  He says,
NLT Luke 12:29 “. . . Don't worry whether God will provide it for you. 30 These things dominate the thoughts of most people, but your Father already knows your needs. 31 He will give you all you need from day to day if you make the Kingdom of God your primary concern.”
Wow!  Give your life and your resources to the things of God, and He’ll take care of you everyday.  Give what you can’t keep, to get what you can’t lose.
This kind of giving can be scary.  It requires faith.  God knows that.  That why God inspired the writer of Hebrews 13:5 to remind us that He will always be there for us when we let go of our coveting and give.  It says,
NAU Hebrews 13:5 Make sure that your character is free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, “I WILL NEVER DESERT YOU, NOR WILL I EVER FORSAKE YOU,”
Want to be content?  Go ahead.  Give what you can’t keep, to get what you can’t lose.
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