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The Ten Promises - “A Soul Running on Empty” 
Rev. Scott McGinnis - First Presb. Church of Newton, KS - Jan. 24, 2021 
(Based on Rev. Darrell Johnson’s sermon series The Manufacturer’s Specifications) 

We’re concluding our series on the Ten Commandments 
drawing from Rev. Darrell Johnson’s book The 
Manufacturer’s Specifications and today we’re considering 
the tenth commandment, “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 her 
new spring wardrobe or his new truck or her new iPhone 
or the Christmas gifts they got for each other or her new 
position in the company or his reputation… “or anything else 
that belongs to your neighbor.” 

Up to this last line of the Law we might be able to say to 
ourselves, “Well, I may not be living the Law perfectly, but 
I’m not doing that badly.”  The last line ends the illusion:  
“You shall not covet…anything…that belongs to your neighbor.” 

The Apostle Paul was undone by the tenth commandment.  
In chapter seven of his letter to the believers in Rome, he 
is wrestling with the Law.  He argues that the Law is good 
- as good as the God who spoke it.  Why then, as he 
seeks to seriously live the Law, does he find himself 
sinning all the more?  Is the Law to blame?  No!  The 
culprit is sin.  The problem is that sin sneaks up alongside 
the Law and uses the Law to make sin even worse. 

“What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be! On the 
contrary, I would not have come to know sin except through the 



2

Law; for I would not have known about coveting if the Law had not 
said, ‘You shall not covet.'  But sin, taking opportunity through the 
commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind…” 

Then Paul says, “I was once alive apart from the Law; but when 
the commandment came, sin became alive and I died…” 
(Romans 7:7-9). 

The tenth commandment made Paul see just how bad sin 
is and awakened even more sin in him.  Apparently, Paul 
once thought that he was doing very well before the Law.  
He writes in the third chapter of his letter to the believers 
in Philippi: 

“If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far 
more: circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the 
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; 
as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness 
which is in the Law, found blameless” (Philippians 3:4-6). 

Blameless?  Until the tenth commandment finally broke 
through, and he was leveled before the Law.   And he 
became all the more covetous.  And he knew that he 
needed a Savior. 

As Jesus was making His way to Jerusalem a man 
encountered Him who asked, “Good Teacher, what shall I do 
to inherit eternal life?”  One of the most important questions 
we can ever ask: 
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“Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?  And Jesus 
said to him, ‘Why do you call Me good?  No one is good except 
God alone.  You know the commandments, Do not murder, Do not 
commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not 
defraud, honor your father and mother.’  And he [the man] said to 
him, ‘Teacher, I have kept all these things from my youth up’” 
(Mark 10:17-20). 

Now notice.  When Jesus lists the commandments He 
stops short of the last; He does not list “Do not covet.”  
Why?  Why list only commandments five through nine - 
commandments that are measured primarily in external 
ways?  Why not list the tenth, the commandment that goes 
to the heart, to the heart behind commandments five 
through nine?  Because, as long as Jesus stops short of 
the tenth commandment, the man can think that he has 
“kept all these things from my youth up.” 

Mark continues saying, “And looking at him, Jesus felt a love 
for him, and said to him, ‘One thing you lack: go and sell all you 
possess, and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in 
heaven; and come, follow Me’” (Mark 10:21). 

And then Mark tells us that the man’s face fell, and he 
walked away grieved, “for he was one who owned much 
property” (Mark 10:22). 

What is going on here?  Jesus lists the commandments 
but stops short of the tenth.  The man says that he has 
kept the commandments Jesus lists.  Then Jesus calls him 
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to give up all he owns.  Is that not Jesus’ way of bringing 
the man to the tenth commandment?  And is that not 
Jesus’ way of helping the man realize that, as a matter of 
fact, he cannot claim to have kept the other 
commandments?  He certainly has not kept the first 
commandment, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”   

For Yahweh is now standing before him, in the person of 
Jesus, Yahweh-To-The-Rescue, calling him to follow.  But 
he cannot do it.  Eternal life is found in a relationship with 
God in Jesus, in relationship with the Lawgiver.  Eternal 
Life Himself is calling the man to follow.  But the man 
cannot do what he needs to do in order to follow.  His 
possessions had become his god, his ground for security, 
and the basis of his identity.  He could not leave the god 
who had come between him and the Living God. 

If Jesus told us, you or me, to sell all that we have and 
give to the poor and follow Him into insecurity, could we do 
it? 

“All these commandments I have kept from my youth up.”  “Sell 
everything and come follow Me into the Kingdom of God”  And 
he walked away grieving.  For he realized that he had not 
kept all of the commandments.  For he could not do the 
one thing - trust Jesus enough to follow Jesus into the 
unknown. 

When we break the tenth commandment, “You shall not 
covet,” we have already broken the first “You shall have no 
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other gods before Me.”  Or, as I should say, we break the 
tenth commandment because we break the first.   

First commandment: “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  
In the first commandment the Living God is telling us 
something about ourselves which we would have never 
discovered on our own: namely, that we were not only 
made by Yahweh, but that we were made for Yahweh; we 
were made by God for God; we were made by the Trinity 
for the Trinity.  We were created in such a way that only 
the infinite love of Yahweh can satisfy the longings of our 
finite hearts.  When we break the first commandment, 
when we allow anyone or anything else to come between 
us and the Living God, our hearts begin to crave anything 
that promises to satisfy us. 

Break the first commandment and we always 
automatically break the tenth.  We become souls running 
on empty, desiring anything and everything that can fill 
“the hole in the soul.” 

Is it any wonder that a post-Christian society like ours 
should increasingly become more and more materialistic, 
and more and more pleasure-oriented?  Once we no 
longer find our satisfaction in God, we try to find it 
anywhere and everywhere else. 

So when we come, as we have, to the end of the 10 
Commandments, we are undone by the tenth 
commandment; and it makes us go back to the first. 
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In his letter to the Colossians, Paul calls coveting idolatry: 

“Therefore consider the members of your earthly body as dead to 
immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed [or 
covetousness], which is idolatry” (Colossians 3:5). 

Why?  Why is coveting idolatry?  Because, when we covet 
anything we do not have, our hearts are saying that God is 
not good enough because we need more than what God 
in His goodness has given us.  We need more than God. 

But what is the source?  Ourselves.  When we no longer 
have the Living God as our God it does not mean we have 
no god.  It means we make ourselves god.  We make 
ourselves the god that is to be served.  Everything is then 
seen from the perspective of how it is good for me.  I am 
now the center of life.   

Coveting my neighbor’s stuff is more of a sin against God 
than it is against my neighbor.  For when I covet I have 
made myself the center of my world.  All that matters is my 
need and its fulfillment. 

There are two major Old Testament stories about the sin of 
coveting.  One is about King Ahab, the other about King 
David.  In 1 Kings 21, we read of Ahab’s coveting the 
vineyard of Naboth.  King Ahab sends word to Naboth that 
he wants the vineyard.  Naboth protests that it is his 
inheritance from his family.  So Ahab, on advice from his 
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wife Jezebel, devises a scheme by which Naboth is lied 
about and then murdered.  In 2 Samuel 11, we read of 
David’s coveting of the beautiful body of Bathsheba, 
Uriah’s wife, David’s neighbor’s wife.  David devises a plan 
to get her, which involves his lying to Uriah and then 
having him killed by sending him to the front lines of a 
battle. 

Both kings fall to their covetousness.  Ahab, we expect to 
fall.  He is evil to the core.  David, we do not expect to fall.  
He is, after all, “A man after God’s own heart.”  But they both 
fall. 

If we break the tenth commandment, it only means we 
have broken the first commandment and will then break 
one or more of the other eight. 

“You shall not covet…anything that belongs to your neighbor.” 

The tenth commandment was first spoken to people who 
were coming under the spell and pressure of Baal 
worship.  Baal was the god of fertility, the god of pleasure, 
the god of wealth.  “Baal was a covetous god” (Brown, 
Message of Deut, p. 91).  Baal worship was fundamentally 
about coveting. 

Are we not in the same place as those who first received 
the Law?  Isn’t consumer capitalism about getting people 
to freely choose to consume, to want more things to buy? 
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To do this more and more there needs to be a confusion of 
needs and wants.  Have you ever seen SkyMall magazine 
on an airplane?  So many things for sale in there that I 
never knew of, but now I sort of want. 

The Apostle James, two thousand years ago, explained 
the state of our society: 

“What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you?  Is not 
the source your pleasures that wage war in your members?  You 
lust and do not have; so you commit murder.  And you are envious 
and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel” (James 4:1-2). 

Singer/song writer Rich Mullins hits the nail on the head: 

“Everybody I know says they need just one thing. 
And what they really mean is that they need just one thing 
more.” 

The quest for more and more is the quest of souls running 
on empty - the quest of souls that have made themselves 
the center of their own universe and will never be satisfied. 

Catholic thinker Ronald Rolheiser writes of this in his 
book, The Holy Longing: The Search for a Christian 
Spirituality,  

“It is not an easy task to walk this earth and find peace.  
Inside of us, it would seem something is at odds with the 
very rhythm of things and we are forever restless, 
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dissatisfied, frustrated, and aching.  We are so 
overcharged with desire that it is hard to come to simple 
rest.  Desire is always stronger than satisfaction….  We 
are driven persons, forever obsessed, congenitally 
diseased, living lives, as Thoreau once suggested, of quiet 
desperation, only occasionally experiencing peace.  
Desire is the straw that stirs the drink…  Spirituality is, 
ultimately, about what we do with that desire.  What we do 
with our longings, both in terms of handling the pain and 
the hope they bring us, that is our spirituality” (p. 1). 

When we do not have the Living God as our god, when we 
no longer have Yahweh as the Infinite Center of our lives - 
as our all-consuming desire - two things happen:  (1) First, 
we create a hole in the soul - a huge hole, a gaping hole, a 
God-sized hole.  (2) And second, we become addicted to 
whatever it is we use to fill that hole. 

In his book Addiction and Grace, Gerald May claims that 
“To be alive is to be addicted, and to be alive and addicted 
is to stand in need of grace” (p. 11).  

Gerald May continues, 

“After twenty years of listening to the yearnings of people’s 
hearts, I am convinced that all human beings have an 
inborn desire for God.  Whether we are consciously 
religious or not, this desire is our deepest longing and our 
most precious treasure.  It gives us meaning.  Some of us 
have repressed this desire, burying it beneath so many 
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other interests that we are completely unaware of it.  Or 
we may experience it in different ways - as a long for 
wholeness, completion, or fulfillment.  Regardless of how 
we describe it, it is a longing for love.  It is a hunger to 
love, to be loved, and to move closer to the Source of 
love.  This yearning is the essence of the human spirit; it is 
the origin of our highest hopes and most noble dreams.” 

Modern theology describes this desire as God given.  In 
an outpouring of love, God creates us and plants the 
seeds of this desire within us.  Then, throughout our lives, 
God nourishes this desire, drawing us toward fulfillment of 
the two great commandments: “Thou shalt love thy God with 
all thy heart, and thy neighbor as thyself.”  If we could claim 
our longing for love as the true treasure of our hearts, we 
would with God’s grace, be able to live these 
commandments.   

But something gets in the way.  Not only are we unable to 
fulfill the commandments; we often even ignore our desire 
to do so.  The longing at the center of our hearts 
repeatedly disappears from our awareness, and its energy 
is usurped by forces that are not at all loving.  Our desires 
are captured, and we give ourselves over to things that, in 
our deepest honesty, we really do not want.  There are 
times when each of us can easily identify with the words of 
the apostle Paul: ‘I do not understand my own behavior; I do not 
act as I mean to, but I do the things that I hate.  Though the will to 
do what is good is in me, the power to do it is not; the good thing I 
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want to do, I never do; the evil thing which I do not want - that is 
what I do.’” 

In writing these words, Paul was talking about sin.  
Theologically, sin is what turns us away from love - away 
from love for ourselves, away from love for one another, 
and away from love for God.  

And to return to God, to put God back at the center, when 
we’ve move how many countless things there instead of 
God, we need to know that God offers grace.  Only God 
can finally free us from covetous hearts.  “Grace is where 
our hope lies.”  That is, only God can recreate our hearts, 
which is precisely what God promises to do! 

“I will put my law within them, and on their heart I will write it” 
(Jer. 31:33). 

“I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you” 
(Ezekiel 36:26). 

And here is the wonder of grace!  The Lawgiver does this 
by coming to dwell in our hearts!  Can you imagine that?  
The one against whom we sin comes to take up residence 
in our sinful hearts!  Yahweh-To-The-Rescue comes to live 
in our covetous hearts. 

This is the grace of the boldest prayer in the Bible: 



12

Paul says, I ask the Father “to grant you, according to the 
riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His 
Spirit in the inner person; so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith.” 

Glory!  Christ, the Lawgiver dwelling in our hearts.  The 
prayer continues, “And that you, being rooted and grounded in 
love, may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the 
breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of 
Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all 
the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:16-19). 

The Lawgiver’s response to our turning away from Yahweh 
as the Infinite Center of Life is to come down from the 
mountain top and move into our hearts filling them with 
Himself!  Because unless He fills us, we will covet 
anything and everything that promises to fill the space 
meant only for the Triune God. 

So where do we go from here?  How do we obey the tenth 
commandment and thus the first? 

1) First, we redirect the cravings.  We reorient the 
longings.  All of our cravings are symptoms of the deeper 
craving for God.  All of our longings are symptoms of the 
deeper longing for God and His Kingdom. 

 “As the deer pants for the water brooks, 
 So my soul pants for You, O God. 
 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God” (Psalm 42:1-2). 
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Someday we are really going to get this.  All of our 
pantings are symptoms of our pantings for God.  All of our 
hungers and thirsts are symptoms of our hunger and thirst 
for God.  “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness,” 
Jesus tells us (Matthew 6:33).  What He is saying is to 
redirect all of our anxiety about what we will eat, what we 
will drink, what we will wear into “anxiety” to find God and 
the Kingdom. 

“Seek first.”  The actual verb Jesus uses is elsewhere 
translated “persecute.”  It is a passionate verb.  “Go hard 
after God,” Jesus is saying.  When everyone else is “going 
hard after” food and drink and clothing and status and 
security, you “go hard after” God and God’s Kingdom 
because that is what we were made for.  And we will be 
satisfied with nothing less. 

“I am the bread of life,” claims Jesus.  “I am that without which 
you cannot live.”  “Eat all the other breads you can get your hands 
on.  You will still be running on empty.”  “I am the bread of life; 
whoever comes to Me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in 
Me shall never thirst” (John 6:35).  He is saying to us, 
“Redirect your cravings, and reorient your longings.  Your 
cravings are symptoms of your cravings for Me.  Your longings 
are symptoms of you longings for Me.  See Me and you will be too 
full to seek what a society running on empty seeks.” 

(2) Second, we obey by giving away as much as we can, 
and by deciding that our society is buy-ing a lie:  the lie 
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that we need all this stuff we have, and need all the stuff 
seductively advertised day and night.  Fact of life: we do 
not need all this stuff.  We need Christ.  We need the 
things of the Kingdom.  So, decide to give away as much 
as we can. 

In his farewell address to the elders of the Church of 
Ephesus, Paul says, “I have coveted no one’s silver or gold” 
(Acts 20:33).  And then he quotes Jesus saying, “It is more 
blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35).  Give.  It is a 
powerful antidote to covetousness.  Yes, we give because 
others are in need.  But we give because we are in need.  
We need to give so that our souls do not try to live the 
illusion that al this stuff heals the hole in the soul. 

Jesus asks us: “What does it profit you to gain the whole world, 
and forfeit your soul” (Mark 8:36)? 

I think it was the missionary Jim Elliot who said, “He is no 
fool who gives up what he cannot keep to gain what he 
cannot lose.”  Sacrificial generosity saves our souls. 

Give away as much as we can.  Need less in order to be 
more. 

(3) Third, we obey by worshiping with all our being: by 
worshiping the Living God with all of our hearts, all of our 
mind, all of our soul, all of our strength.   
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To worship is to feast on God.  To worship is to open our 
empty souls for God to fill them again with Himself.  “What 
is the chief end of humanity?” asks the Westminster 
Catechism.  The answer: “The chief end of humanity is to 
glorify God and enjoy Him forever.”  It can be updated to 
say, “The chief end of humanity is to glorify God by 
enjoying God forever.” 

We honor God most by enjoying God at the center of our 
lives.  When God becomes the greatest joy of our lives.  
When we enjoy the joy God has in being our Father, our 
big Brother in Jesus, and filling us with His Spirit.  When 
we enjoy the joy and delight God has over us.  When we 
enjoy the joy God has in being our Savior.  When we enjoy 
the joy God has in being the satisfaction of all our cravings 
and longings. 

“In Your presence is fullness….”  “Fullness of joy; 
In Your right hand there are pleasures forever” (Psalm 16:11). 

“They drink their fill of the abundance of Your house; 
And You give them to drink of the river of Your delights” (Psalm 
36:8). 

The most powerful antidote to covetousness is to worship.  
Not just on Sundays, but everyday.  Stepping out of the 
center of the universe into the Infinite Center of Life who 
fills us again and again with His very life. 
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Many financial planners and health coaches encourage us 
to never go to the market or to a restaurant without first 
drinking an eight-ounce glass of water; it helps us check 
our cravings.  The Ten Commandments encourage us to 
never go into the day without drinking our fill of the Living 
God; it keeps our cravings and longings in check and on 
track. 

The tenth commandment brings us back to the first.  The 
tenth commandment calls us from the far country of 
emptiness to our home of fullness in the Trinity.  The 
pleasure of God is when His children are fully alive finding 
satisfaction in Him.


