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Introduction. 
 Last week Amy Carlan told me something that I had a hard time believing, but 
I did some research and discovered that what she told me was absolutely true.  It 
seems that in Finland they actually celebrate “National Jealousy Day,” and the 
whole country observes it.   
 The New York Times reported that in Helsinki on November 1st, people started 
lining up outside the central office of the Finish tax administration at 6 am.  “The 
reason?” you ask.  It’s the day when every Finnish citizen’s taxable income is 
made public at 8 o’clock sharp.  That’s right.  Everyone’s taxable income is 
published for everyone else in the country to see. 
 All over Finland people check to see who is up and who is down financially.  
They find out which tech entrepreneur sold his company, and which Instagram 
celebrity is actually broke.  Esa Saarinen, a professor of philosophy at a university 
in Helsinki, calls it a “positive form of gossip.”1  But I have to confess, this is the 
first time I’ve ever heard of government-sponsored encouragement of envy and 
coveting what other people have!   
 Can you think of a time when you were envious of another person?  Did you 
ever covet what belonged to someone else?  I know I have.  When I was growing 
up in Atlanta, I remember the boy next door to me who was named Gil Flowers.  
Gil was the only child of wealthy parents who owned a chain of dry cleaners.  And 
every Christmas after I had torn through my presents and checked out all the good 
stuff Santa brought me, I would then go next door and see what Gil received.  And 
every year his collection of Christmas presents seemed much larger and nicer than 
mine ever was.  The experience always left me a little envious, and many times I 
coveted his gifts.  I may have gotten a new bicycle, but Gil had received a new 
motorized minibike! 
 The Tenth Commandment is about coveting and envy, and it’s a problem we all 
have.  We see something we don’t possess, and we wish we had it ourselves.  
What’s the solution?  How can we overcome the problem of envy?  I think the key 
is found in the Tenth Commandment.  Let’s take a closer look. 
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I.  The Problem with Coveting. 
 Many people think that coveting really isn’t that serious a problem.  I mean, 
with war, famine, the fires in California, climate change, injustice in the world, 
what's a little coveting among friends?  It is one of those things which looks so 
harmless on the surface, but in reality, it holds great danger for our souls.  It’s like 
going to a beach where the red flag is up and blowing because of the dangerous rip 
tides in the ocean.  On the surface it looks harmless enough, but there’s a vicious 
undertow that can pull you out to sea.  And if you’re not careful you can be lost. 
 In Hebrew the word "to covet" is hamad, which interestingly enough can also 
be translated "to praise."  Essentially, coveting is excessive praise.  It’s 
concentrating too much on something, or someone, with a desire to possess it 
yourself.  It’s admiration which becomes obsession.  And in God's eyes, it is sin. 
 In his excellent book Celebration of Discipline author Richard Foster writes, 
"Because we lack a divine Center [in God] our need for security has led us into an 
insane attachment to things.  We must clearly understand that the lust for affluence 
in contemporary society...has completely lost touch with reality.  We crave things 
we neither need nor enjoy.  ...We are made to feel ashamed to wear clothes or 
drive cars until they are worn out.  The mass media have convinced us that to out 
of step with fashion is to be out of step with reality.  It is time we awaken to the 
fact that conformity to a sick society is to be sick.  Until we see how unbalanced 
our culture has become at this point we will not be able to deal with the mammon 
spirit within ourselves nor will we desire Christian [contentment]."2 
 Nowadays, greed we call industry, hoarding we call prudence, and 
covetousness we call ambition.  But no serious reading of the Bible can 
substantiate this kind of view.  The biblical warning against accumulating too 
many material possessions is clear and straightforward, and the Bible challenges 
nearly every economic value contemporary society promotes.  Scripture talks 
about the inner spirit of slavery which an idolatrous attachment to material things 
can create. 
 There are all kinds of ways we covet.  We want a bigger house, a faster car, and 
clothes with designer labels.  We lust after appliances, electronic gadgets, and a 
million other things.  But our coveting isn’t limited to just material possessions.  
We can also covet another person's influence, or their good looks, someone else’s 
job in the company, or their place on the football team.  In Exodus we even read 
the warning about coveting a neighbor’s spouse.   
 What’s wrong with coveting?  Why should we be so concerned about it?  The 
problem with coveting is that it’s never satisfied, it always wants more, and it has 
the potential to destroy your soul.   
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II.  An Invitation to Experience Contentment. 
 In the midst of our problem with coveting, the Bible calls us to a different way 
of living, and God invites us to learn the art of contentment.  In the passage we’ve 
read this morning, the apostle Paul writes, "I have learned to be content whatever 
the circumstances.  I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have 
plenty.  I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, 
whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do all 
things through Christ who gives me strength" (Phil. 4:11b-13).   
 That’s a pretty amazing statement Paul makes here.  What does he really mean?  
Contentment is defined as “the state of being satisfied mentally and emotionally 
with things as they are.”  It’s an experience of the heart which is expressed in a 
feeling of satisfaction or peace.  I think it’s rare to find a person nowadays who is 
truly content with his or her life circumstances, and most of us battle feeling 
dissatisfied.  One reason for this is because there is an entire industry that is 
designed to make you feel discontented, and it’s called advertising.   
 The purpose of the advertising industry is to create an experience of 
discontentment and make you feel like your life is incomplete unless you buy a 
particular product or have a particular experience.  “You deserve a break today!”  
“I’m lovin’ it!”  “Every kiss begins with Kay!”  “Live Mas!”  I read in USA Today 
that the average person in America is exposed to around 3,000 advertising 
messages every single day.  With the bombardment of information, we receive on 
a daily basis which tries to convince us that our lives are somehow incomplete as 
they currently stand, how do you think this impacts the way we view our 
possessions and our economic standing in life?   
 Another way to ask the question is: Do the things I own and the symbols of my 
success affect my attitude toward myself?  Does my lack of having as many 
possessions or accomplishments as the next person make me feel inferior?  And 
does my ego get puffed up whenever my bank account grows?  If you have either 
of these reactions, then I would suggest that you probably aren’t experiencing as 
much contentment in your life as you could, and you’ve got some room to grow.  I 
know I sure do! 
 If finding contentment is such a challenge, then what’s the key?  How do you 
learn the art of contentment in a world of consumption?  I think the key can be 
found here in Philippians 4.  Paul was a prisoner in Rome when he wrote the letter 
to the Philippians, and prisons in the first century were dangerous places.  If a 
prisoner didn’t have family or friends on the outside to help him with food and 
other needs, the inmate would go hungry and lack other necessities.  Nevertheless, 
Paul wasn’t preoccupied with his situation, and he wanted the Philippians to know 
that he wasn’t discouraged.   
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 In this context Paul shared with them that he had learned the art of 
contentment.  The word Paul uses here for “I have learned” is the Greek word 
myeo.  It can also mean “mystery” and “to be initiated into a secret.”  What was 
Paul’s secret?  What enabled him to take in stride everything that happened in his 
life?  Paul’s answer is clear.  It was his day-to-day relationship with Jesus Christ 
who empowered and guided him along the way every day.   
 Abounding prosperity and devastating hardship – Paul had experienced both of 
these in his life, and he wanted his friends to know that he had been able to cope 
with each of them because of the companionship he experienced with Jesus.  One 
of the hallmarks of the Christian life is that if we put our trust in Christ and keep 
our eyes fixed on Him, circumstances will begin to lose their power over us.  Our 
self-image and our sense of security won’t be tied to the things we own or what 
happens to us in life.  While these things are important, they’re not ultimate.  And 
for Paul the most important thing, the ultimate thing in his life, was his 
relationship with Jesus. 
 Paul realized that both wealth and poverty are relative terms, and by nature 
they are transitory.  The apostle doesn’t make either one of them more important 
or less important than it is.  Wealth and poverty are conditions in life over which 
we sometimes don’t have much control, and Paul says that he had learned the 
secret of taking each one in stride as it came.   
 I think another strategy that can help is to let things happen without over-
interpretation regarding their significance in the long run.  And the reason for this 
is because Jesus Christ has already established what our long-term future is going 
to be by His death on the cross.  The outcome of our lives for eternity has already 
been settled because of the victory Jesus won on the cross for us.  And everything 
that happens in this life between now and then is a temporary training ground for 
our eternal life that is yet to come.  It’s a dress rehearsal for the greater drama of 
eternity, and those of us who know Jesus will live in complete abundance when 
God will give us all things.  And then we will reign in glory with Him forever in 
heaven.   
 So when I look at my life through the lens of eternity, I’m able to see that a life 
of abundance or a life of scarcity isn’t going to last forever.  They’re only 
temporary.  And what really matters is my relationship with Christ which is going 
to last for eternity.  Do you see what Paul is saying here? 
 

III. The Loving Provision of the Good Shepherd. 
 Let’s look at it from another angel.  God refers to Himself as a Shepherd in 
both the Old and the New Testaments, and it’s a dominant theme in Scripture.  
Jesus even referred to Himself as the Good Shepherd during His earthly ministry.  
The opening lines of the 23rd Psalm have always been a great comfort to people of 
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faith for centuries, and the first verse reads, “The Lord is my Shepherd, I lack 
nothing.” 
 In his book Contentment: The Secret to a Lasting Calm3 Dr. Richard Swenson 
writes that contentment comes to us when we realize that God’s provision is 
enough for all my physical and material needs.  If my old car limps down the road, 
that’s okay.  If I get a shiny new one which runs and looks great, that’s fine, too.  
That’s because it’s not about the car.  My contentment isn’t affected by either 
circumstance, because the Good Shepherd is the source of my provision.  And I’m 
more interested in Him as the Giver than I am in the gifts He provides. 
 Swenson also says that contentment comes when we realize that God’s 
presence is sufficient for all my emotional needs.  Instead of looking to people to 
meet my deepest emotional needs or trying to fill up the emptiness of my heart 
with buying material possessions, I seek to develop a deeper relationship with 
Christ instead, and I look to Him to satisfy the longings of my heart.  The deeper 
my intimacy is with Jesus, the greater will be my experience of contentment.  And 
there I find that the Good Shepherd is enough.  He really is all that I ultimately 
need. 
 And finally, contentment comes when we realize that God’s providence and 
protection is adequate for all my future needs.  Despite the uncertainty and turmoil 
of the world around me, I trust that God is in control and that He knows what He’s 
doing.  He holds time in His hands, and He holds my future, too.  And nothing can 
touch me that doesn’t first pass through the hands of a loving heavenly Father.  
Contentment opens the door to receive whatever blessing or hardship God sends 
or allows to come my way, and I trust by faith that He will work all things together 
for my good.  Isn’t that what Paul writes elsewhere in Romans 8?   
 The past few years I’ve experienced some pretty dramatic highs and lows in my 
life, and things haven’t worked out the way I hoped they would on a number of 
occasions.  I experienced several tragedies.  And I’ve found this approach to 
looking at my life through the lens of my relationship to Jesus as the Good 
Shepherd so helpful in building my faith to trust Him regardless of how things are 
currently going.  I think it can help you, too.   
 Paul knew his own limitations, and he didn’t portray himself as a triumphant 
Stoic.  He knew himself too well to think that any secret power lay within him.  
Instead, he said that he could take all things in stride only because of Jesus who 
lived inside his heart and walked alongside him in life.  “I can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens me.” 
 The secret was the focal point of Paul’s life, the center around which His 
journey of faith was oriented.  As he focused his vision on Jesus, all the other 
things in his life were relegated to the realm of his peripheral vision.  The other 
things were still there, and he was aware of them. But they didn’t dominate of his 
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field of vision.  And their sharp contours softened, and they no longer occupied 
the center of his attention. 
 

Conclusion. 
 We are all creatures of desire.  God made us that way.  But desire that is 
disoriented needs to be redirected and loves that are disordered need to be 
realigned so that we stop coveting the material possessions of another person and 
instead long for their good and for God's glory.  Thomas Chalmers once spoke of 
"the expulsive power of a new affection."  He was thinking of the way in which a 
new appreciation of Jesus’ love can divert us from the ways we tend to covet.  It 
enables us to put God first, to put others second, and then our own self-
gratification will be last in our concern.    
 There was once a nightingale who traded its feathers to a peddler for worms.  
Just a single feather from its wing was all the peddler asked in exchange for 
worms, and it seemed a painless daily transaction.  This happened day after day, 
until one day the nightingale had traded so many feathers it could no longer fly.   
 As the peddler made his rounds one day, he found the nightingale standing by 
the roadside bedraggled and exhausted.  It seems the little bird had worked the 
whole night through digging enough worms to reverse the trade and get back her 
wings.  When the peddler walked up, she made her offer, but the peddler threw 
back his head and laughed.  "What do you think I'm in this for?" he said.  "My 
business is worms for feathers, not feathers for worms!" 
 The way of the world is things for souls, and it will trade you anytime and 
anywhere you choose.  But it is powerless to reverse the trade.  The world's flea 
market leaves your hands full but your heart empty.  Only Jesus can reverse the 
trade.4 
 My encouragement to you this Thanksgiving is to stop coveting what other 
people have and learn the art of contentment, not only when times are good but 
even when times are tough and life isn’t going your way.  Develop a perspective 
that focuses on the glass half-full rather than the glass half-empty, and keep your 
eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of your faith.  He’s the only thing and the 
only One you really need, and when you trust in Him you’ll discover He really is 
enough.  Amen. 
                                                 
1 https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/finland-bares-personal-tax-data-on-national-jealousy-day/.  Accessed 
November 14, 2018. 
2Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline, p. 70. 
3Richard Swenson, Contentment: The Secret to a Lasting Calm, p. 15. 
4 Source: Paul Eckel. 
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