
 254 

Lord’s Day 44 

The Tenth Commandment:   Coveting Nothing of One’s Neighbor 

 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.113. What doth the tenth commandment require of us? 
A. That even the smallest inclination or thought, contrary to any of God's commandments, 

never rise in our hearts; but that at all times we hate all sin with our whole heart, and 
delight in all righteousness. 

Q.114. But can those who are converted to God perfectly keep these commandments? 
A. No: but even the holiest men, while in this life, have only a small beginning of this 

obedience; yet so, that with a sincere resolution they begin to live, not only according to 
some, but all the commandments of God. 

Q. 115. Why will God then have the ten commandments so strictly preached, since no man 
in this life can keep them? 

A. First, that all our lifetime we may learn more and more to know our sinful nature, and 
thus become the more earnest in seeking the remission of sin, and righteousness in 
Christ; likewise, that we constantly endeavor and pray to God for the grace of the Holy 
Spirit, that we may become more and more conformable to the image of God, till  we 
arrive at the perfection prepared to us, in a life to come. 

 

The Heidelberg Catechism very properly connects the question concerning the ability of the 
Christian to keep the law with the tenth commandment. And so, in this Lord’s Day, the catechism 
answers three questions, all relating to the law. In the first place, it answers the question as to the 
significance of the tenth commandment. In the second place, it answers the question as to whether the 
Christian is able to keep the law. And in the third place, it answers the question as to what benefit the 
preaching of the law is for the Christian, seeing he cannot keep that law perfectly anyway.  

We might write above this 44th Lord’s Day the superscription: very severe, and very healthful. Very 
severe, is the language which our fathers used, both with regard to what is required of us in the law of 
God, and with regard to the judgment they cast upon the Christian with regard to his keeping of that 
law. These two things are inseparably connected. The more we understand what the law requires of us, 
and that nothing that in any sense falls short of what is required by it, can be approved by God, the less 
we will talk about the goodness of man.  

Severe is the catechism with regard to what is really righteousness. It tells us that nothing but what 
is good to the very root can be approved by God. And concerning the Christian, it tells us that even the 
holiest men, while in this life, have only a small beginning of this obedience. And if that is true of the 
holiest of men, then all talk about the goodness of natural man must cease.  

The catechism is very severe. Yet that is very healthful. Strong medicine is good medicine. So this 
judgment of the law, and of the Christian, leads to a better knowledge of sin, and it teaches us to 
abandon our own righteousness, and to put our trust in the righteousness of Christ. And it also causes us 
to long for perfect sanctification and perfection. In the mean time, it connects all these things with the 
tenth commandment. 

 

Theme: The Tenth Commandment: Coveting Nothing that is the Neighbor’s 

1. A Severe Demand 
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2. A Small Beginning 

3. A Blessed Fruit 

1. A Severe Demand  

In our discussion of the law, we found that truth and righteousness are one in the Lord. And 
because this is so, the truth of God and the law of God are one. And every one of the individual 
commandments of the law is based in some basic truth. God is one, so we found, and therefore we may 
have no other gods before Him. God is glorious, and we must not try to compress Him within the limits 
of any creaturely image. He is holy, and therefore we must hold His name in reverence. God is a God of 
perfect rest, and He has determined that we should enter into that rest, and our weekly Sabbaths are a 
foretaste of that rest, and therefore we must keep the Sabbath. God is the absolute sovereign, and the 
source of all authority, and therefore, whether we are in a position of authority or of submission, we 
must do so for God’s sake. God is a God of love, and we must manifest this love of God also in 
preserving one another, and therefore we must not kill or destroy. God is the faithful covenant God, and 
His covenant faithfulness is reflected in the marriage covenant between a man and wife, and therefore 
we must shun divorce and fornication. God is the sole owner of all things, and man is never more than a 
steward, so that no one can lay his finger on anything and say that is mine, in the absolute sense. He 
may not steal. God is truth, and therefore we must speak the truth in love, also with regard to the 
neighbor, and not seek to injure by slander and false testimony.  

And so we come to the tenth commandment. Literally, the tenth commandment enjoins us, 
negatively that we shall not covet what is the neighbor’s. That is the narrowest sense of the tenth 
commandment. The narrowest sense of the tenth commandment is that we shall not covet anything 
that does not, with the will of God, and with His approval, belong to us. In accordance with the Old 
Testament mode of living, for of course the law is addressed to the Old Testament people of God, the 
tenth commandment mentions the neighbor’s house, his wife, his man servant, his maid servant, his ox, 
his ass. But today we will have to include his money, his position, and his business. And even in that 
narrow sense, this tenth commandment is very severe. I may not murder, I may not steal, and I may not 
bear false witness against the neighbor. I may even do the very opposite. I may help the neighbor out, I 
may minister to his needs, and I may promote his honor and seek his good. And if I then ask the law, is 
that enough, the law says in the tenth commandment, laying its finger upon the heart, if in your heart 
you covet, if in your heart, at any time rises the desire to have the neighbor’s house, his money, his 
position, his business, you are a damnable sinner before God. That desire does not become manifest, 
you do not express it, nobody know about it, nay, still more, the moment you feel that desire rise in your 
heart , you repress it, but the moment that desire rises in your heart, the law damns you. That desire to 
have your neighbor’s house, your neighbor’s money, your neighbor’s position, although it never comes 
to light, is never expressed, yea, is even repressed the moment it arises in the heart, that desire is 
enough to make you a damnable sinner before God.  

“Thou shalt not covet.” In our modern life, that becomes more and more difficult. No, let me say, 
our modern life, with its keen competition, brings out, stirs up that covetous nature. As long as each one 
lives in his own house, and each one sits under his own fig tree, that covetous nature does not so much 
reveal itself. Then there is no competition. But the moment that grocer, or that butcher across the street 
becomes my competitor; the desire arises in the heart to have his business. His customers are not my 
customers. I cannot sell to the customers that go to his store. And the desire arises to have his 
customers. And although we do not express it, but the moment that desire arises in the heart, we 
become a damnable sinner before God. Even in that narrow sense, the tenth commandment is enough, 
for remember covetousness is a root sin. It is the root of practically every sin. That is the tenth 
commandment in the narrow sense.  
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In a broader sense, the tenth commandment means that we shall not covet at all. Why should I be 
covetous with regard to the things of this world? But the catechism goes farther, and it tells us that in 
the broadest sense, the tenth commandment reflects back upon the other nine. The catechism reasons 
this way. The tenth commandment lays its finger on our inner personal life. And since that is the 
principle of the tenth commandment, therefore in its broadest application, it teaches that concerning 
the whole law, the slightest sinful inclination, thought, desire or emotion, makes us before God a 
damnable sinner. That, the catechism teaches. And the meaning is plain. It is simply this, the law of God 
lays hold of our whole life. Back of our outward life, back of our speech, our smiles and tears —this is 
after all nothing but the show window— lays the entire stock of our desires, of our emotions, of our 
inclinations. The outward manifestation of our life is but the surface. And it is only a manifestation of 
what lies within. That is, it is that, not before man, but before God.  

And the tenth commandment tells us that there may never be any desire, thought, emotion 
contrary to any of the commandments of God. So that we not only do not make another god, but never 
think of another god, never desire another god. So that we not only do not use the name of God in vain, 
but that we use it with reverence and never desire to use it in any other way. So that we not only do not 
kill, but that there be no hatred or malice in our heart, and never desire to kill or destroy. And so on, 
throughout the entire law. So that, in one word, the tenth commandment means that at all times, we 
love all that is good and hate all unrighteousness. It demands of us that we be pure to the root. If that is 
the case, then we are good. Still more, if that is the case with anything we do, then it is good before 
God. And if that is not the case, if anything is not good to the very root, if it is not from the root of the 
love of God, it is damned. The reason is that God is not a man. He is God. You cannot show God a face. 
God does not look upon the outward appearance, but He looks at what is in the heart. In other words, 
God is a Spirit, and they that worship Him, must do so in spirit and in truth. That is the truth that lies at 
the basis of the tenth commandment.  

God is a spirit, and because God is a spirit, all His virtues are spiritual. And because God is a spirit, 
and all His virtues are spiritual, therefore He penetrates into the deepest depths of the soul of man and 
looks at what is in the heart. You cannot show God a face. We can do that before each other. That is 
why the real corruption can be covered up, can be hidden. That is why men can have hypocritical 
natures, and so cover it up that they can live together. But you cannot do that before God. Before God, a 
thing must be good to the very root. One can serve his boss as a man pleaser. One can sit at a tea party 
with his neighbor, and have his eye full of adultery with regard to his neighbor’s wife. One can be very 
friendly toward his neighbor, and have murder in his heart. He can covet his neighbor’s wife, and at the 
same time be very neighborly. That is because that neighbor is a man. You can say, I am pleased to meet 
you, and in your heart wish you had never seen him. That is our present day convention. If this 
convention was exposed, and we were forced to reveal ourselves as we really are, what a terrible world 
it would be. It may be nice to cover it up with a smile, or a tear, or a deed, but at heart the world is 
corrupt.  

But God is a spirit, and because God is a spirit, He does not care how you look outwardly, how nice 
you can smile, or how large a tear you can shed. He does not care if you give a hundred thousand dollars 
and then publish it in the papers. God does not care for any of those outward things because He 
penetrates into the heart. And because God is a spirit, they that worship Him must do so in spirit and in 
truth, or not at all. You cannot fool the Lord. He wants truth in the inward parts. That is the truth at the 
basis of the tenth commandment. And lest we should consider ourselves to be good fellows after all, the 
Lord caps the other nine commandments with this tenth. Thou shalt not covet. And coveting is not a 
matter of the face, but of the heart. The Lord says that He is not satisfied with a look, a smile, or a tear. 
He is never satisfied until we have truth in the heart.  

You say, "Why may I not covet my neighbor’s goods?" If I covet his goods, I do him no harm. I do 
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not take his goods by coveting them. If I covet my neighbor’s house, his money, his position, I do him no 
harm. How can I help it if sinful desires arise in my heart? And you can’t. That is the sinful nature. You 
cannot help it, if by helping you mean reforming. You cannot reform your old nature. You can only 
reform in as far as you can skate along on thin ice that presently breaks you into hell. You cannot help it. 
There is only one that can help it. That is the living God. There is only one thing that will help. That is a 
regenerated heart. 

2. A Small Beginning 

A So you see that if you teach this to the Christian, what is his estimation of self? You cannot teach 
this to the world. And that is because the world cannot know it; it cannot understand it. The world 
cannot know it.  

But there is a world of difference between knowing that it is sin to covet, and knowing 
covetousness as sin. So that if you place yourself before the reality of God, before what He demands of 
you in His law, what is your estimation? If we compare ourselves with the law as it is characterized by 
the tenth commandment, and ask, are we keeping that law, and are we able to keep it perfectly, what is 
your answer? If you should answer, “Yes, I find myself in such a state that I am able to keep the law 
perfectly,” I would like to repeat the question. You never literally made other gods, you never made a 
graven image, you never literally cursed or swore, you never desecrated the Sabbath, etc., but that is 
not the question. But when God goes back into your heart, are you then able before God to say, “Yes, I 
keep the law perfectly?” And if you still say, “Yes,” then you have never known yourself. And John says: 
“If any man say he has no sin, he deceives himself and the truth is not in him.” If you should persist to say 
that you are alright before God —and I am not talking about the ungodly, but about the Christian— I 
would say that either one of two things is true. Either you are not a Christian, or you are way low in your 
spiritual life. Oh! The Heidelberg Catechism expresses a deep truth when it answers to that question, no, 
we cannot keep the law perfectly.  

But there is still more. The catechism says that not only can we not keep the law perfectly, but we 
have only a small beginning of this obedience. Nay, there is still one more step. The catechism expresses 
it still stronger when it says that even the holiest have but a small beginning of this obedience. Even the 
holiest have but a small beginning before the Lord who is a spirit and who searches the heart. It is not a 
question of what we do outwardly. There is nothing Christian in the argument that you must not take a 
drink because it is bad for you. A cow will not drink anything if it knows that it is bad for her. There is 
nothing Christian in not drinking because it is bad for you. There is nothing Christian in not smoking 
because it is bad for you. It is not a question of smoking. The Lord does not care if you smoke or not. But 
the question is; if the Lord goes down to the very root, if He goes down to the heart, He does not find 
this obedience. Do you never in your heart clench your fist against your brother? Have you never in your 
heart had an eye full of adultery? If you say no, you are a liar. It is not true. The catechism says that even 
the most holy have but a small beginning of this obedience.  

If you please, the true Christian in his own estimation becomes very far from perfect. He is not a 
perfectionist. Perfectionism is simply a superficial conception of the sinful nature of man. Perfectionism, 
as you hear it in the testimony given on the street corner, is nothing but a superficial conception of sin. 
If you listen to the testimony on the street corner, what do you hear? You hear this testimony: “I used to 
be an awful drunkard, but not anymore, I have been saved from the awful life I used to lead.” But if this 
is all there is to the Christian life, this tenth commandment would not have to be written. But that is not 
so. Perfectionism is superficial. The Christian that begins to know himself will not begin to think of 
perfectionism.  

What does it mean that even the most holy have but a small beginning? What does the Apostle 
mean when he says in Romans 7: “I delight in the law of God after the inward man: but I see another law 
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in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin 
which is in my members?” Does he mean that a Christian is a dual person? No, the Christian is one. He is 
one soul, one heart, one mind. But if he is not two persons, what then? Is it so that there are some in 
the Church who are very holy, and others who are less holy, and still others who are only a little holy? Is 
it so that there is a ladder of holiness? No, that would be a contradiction. What then? If the Christian is 
not a sinner and a saint at the same time, if he is not a sinner with a small beginning of perfection, what 
then? He is a sinful saint. In his deepest soul, the Christian is not a sinner.  In his deepest soul he is holy; 
he is a regenerated, reborn child of the living God. In principle, in his deepest heart, the Christian is a 
saint, not a sinner. He is born of God. And mark you, even when in answer to the question, “Canst thou 
perfectly keep these commandments,” he says, “no,” that, “no,” is principally a “yes.” 

There is, however, in the Christian, (who is in his deepest heart a saint,) that old sinful nature, and 
in that nature sin has left its ruts. This old human nature of ours is six thousand years old. In that old 
nature, sin has reigned for six thousand years. And sin has left its grooves, and ruts, and inroads upon 
that old nature. It is not so that there are grooves and ruts upon this old nature because of what we 
have done personally. There were grooves and ruts in that old nature when we received it at birth. They 
were there in our infancy. Sin left its impressions upon that old nature. And we carry that old nature 
with its ruts with us to the grave. And frequently the Christian gets into these old ruts. The Apostle calls 
that the law of sin which is in his members. It is no more the engine. The engine has changed. But there 
are ruts, and the Christian is inclined to follow these ruts. But when he goes into these ruts, he says, no. 
His “no” has become a “yes.” And he fights and strives to go in the right direction.  

It is not so that the Christian is not a dual person. He is not a sinner with a small beginning of 
perfection, but he is a sinful saint. And that is true of the most holy. Even the most holy have but a small 
beginning. That does not mean that the holiest have a small beginning, and that the others have still a 
smaller beginning. But the meaning is that all have but a small beginning, no matter how holy they are. 
Regeneration does not mean perfection. And sanctification does not mean that we gradually lose our 
old nature. But this is the case: the ruts remain until the end. And they remain just as deep to the end. 
Sanctification does not mean that gradually we improve, but sanctification does mean, as the catechism 
has it, that I see more and more the ruts. Where formerly I walked in these ruts, I now see them more 
and more as ruts.  

In other words, regeneration means that this old nature of mine is united with Christ. And being 
united with Christ, we have a principle of new life in that old nature. When we are united with Christ, we 
do not lose our old nature, but that old nature is united with Christ. And Christ takes His seat in the very 
center of that old nature and creates within it a new principle of life. We do not lose our old nature. We 
keep our old nature unto the grave. And we do not receive a new nature. Sanctification consists in this, 
that the new principle of life within us gains control, and it reveals itself as victor over our old nature, so 
that, although the old nature remains with us, we nevertheless walk worthy of the calling wherewith we 
have been called. Sanctification means that the new power within us gains more and more control, so 
that the old nature is more and more pushed in the background. Where formerly, it had a place upstairs, 
it is now forced down into the cellar. So that if you ask the question: can the Christian keep the law of 
God perfectly, the answer is first of all, no, for he carries his old nature with him, and he has but a small 
beginning of the new life. In the second place, the catechism does not say that the Christian has but a 
small beginning in the sense of the beginning of a road, but in the sense of a principle, a root. He carries 
within him the root, the principle of this new obedience.  

The fact that the Christian cannot keep the law perfectly, is not an excuse to walk in sin. Some 
people do that. That say we cannot keep the law perfectly anyway, so what is the use of trying. Let us 
sin that grace may abound. But that the Christian cannot keep the law is not excuse to walk in sin. For 
the catechism adds that the Christian has but a small beginning, root, principle of this obedience; yet so 
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that with sincere resolution, he begins to live, not only according to some, but all the commandments of 
God. Is that so? Is that so in your heart? No, not in perfection, but perfect in principle. Do you find in 
your heart the desire to be pleasing to God with respect to every one of His commandments? Don’t 
answer too quick. Do you find that when sin stares you in the face, you hate it? And do you find that in 
that respect you increase in spiritual sensitiveness? So that what formerly was no sin for you, has now 
become sin, and you hate it? That is the Christian with the small beginning of the new obedience. 

3. A Blessed Fruit 

And furthermore, that is why the fruit of preaching of the law is that there comes a deeper sense of 
sin. It serves to make us more sensitive to see our sinful condition.  

And if that were all, it would be well worth while. If there is one thing that characterizes our 
superficial age, it is this, that there is no sense of sin. We so often paint the handle, but overlook the 
corruptness of the pump. And the preaching of the law serves to uncover the sin and darkness within 
our corrupt nature. That is a good fruit. Don’t’ be afraid of it. It is a good fruit to have our sin uncovered, 
so that we see it.  

The fruit of meditating on the law is that there comes a deeper sense of sin, and as the sense of sin 
deepens, this also deepens, that we come with nothing but the righteousness of Christ. Meditating upon 
the law of God causes us to leave our own righteousness behind, and to come with the righteousness of 
Christ. That is the second fruit. The second fruit of the preaching of the law is not to drive us to despair, 
but to teach us to more earnestly seek refuge in Christ. Not once, or twice, but every day, humbling 
ourselves before God, and seeking remission of sin in the blood of Christ. That is the fruit of the 
preaching of the law for the Christian.  

In the third place, realizing our sins, and being sorry for it, and realizing that we cannot reform 
ourselves, the result will be in the Church, that by earnest prayer, by which the soul is opened to grace, 
we strive for sanctification. It will be our daily prayer that Christ will, by the Spirit of grace, more and 
more make us conform to His image.  

And finally, the fruit will be that we begin to long for perfection. The fruit of meditating on the law 
will be that we long for the time when we shall be perfectly delivered from the old nature, from the old 
ruts. Realizing that no matter how we strive, we carry the body of this death with us, the preaching of 
the law has this fruit, that it causes us to look forward to the day when we shall be perfectly delivered 
from all sin and corruption, and shall serve God in perfection. So that the conclusion is that of the 
Apostle in Romans 7: O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death? I 
thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 


