LOVING OTHERS BY BEING CONTENT

November 16th, 2008

This morning is our last message in our series on the Ten Commandments (I think I just heard a sigh of relief from someone). My prayer is that we have not only been blessed but challenged by the truth of God’s Word. Our hearts should rejoice that we are forgiven children of God. Privileged to live in a grace/obedience relationship with Jesus.

The issue is not forgiveness, but the consequences of disobedience. I love what Luther said, Everyone is to make them his daily habit in all circumstances, in all his affairs and dealings, as if they were written everywhere he looks, and even wherever he goes or wherever he stands…Therefore we should prize and value them above all other teachings as the greatest treasure God has given us.
All of us are probably familiar with America’s favorite five year old, Dennis the Menace. You can learn a lot about yourself from watching kids, and Dennis is no exception. On one particular day Dennis is found looking at the new department store catalog that had just arrived at the Mitchell house. Dennis looks up from the catalog at his mom and dad and says, Wow! This catalog has lots of toys and things I never even knew I wanted!  A pastor arrived at the local ministerial meeting early. The pastor of the church where the meeting was being held was out front changing the message on the church sign. The sign read: God saved the best for last—You shall not covet. The first pastor said to the other, I sure wish we had a message board like that at our church. 
Did you know that each of is living in one of two tents?  CON – TENT or DISCON – TENT!  The bottom line in the Word of God for today is about CONTENTMENT!  There is a story about millionaire William Randolph Hearst who invested a fortune in collecting art treasures from around the world. One day Hearst is reading a description of a valuable art item which he sent his agent abroad to find. After months of searching, the agent reported that he had finally found the treasure. To the surprise of Hearst, the priceless masterpiece was stored in none other than his own warehouse. The multi-millionaire had been searching all over the world for a treasure he already possessed. Had he read the catalog of his treasures, he would have saved himself a lot of time and money. 

Very few people use the word content to describe themselves. If we’re young, we want to be older. If we’re old, we wish we were younger. If it’s old, we want something new. If it’s new, we want something newer. If it’s small, we want something bigger. If it’s big, we want something really big. If we have a hundred dollars, we want two hundred. If we have two hundred, we want five hundred. If we have an apartment, we want a condo. If we have a condo, we want a house. If we have a house, we want a bigger house. Or a new house. Or a nicer house. Or maybe we want to scale down and live in an apartment again. If we have a job, we dream of a better job, a bigger job, a closer job, with a bigger office, a better boss, better benefits, more challenge, bigger opportunity, nicer people to work for, and more vacation time. If we’re single, we dream of being married. If we’re married (you can finish that sentence yourself).
Back in 1955 retailing analyst Victor Lebow told his fellow advertising professionals, Our...economy demands that we make consumption a way of life, that we convert the buying and selling of goods into rituals, that we seek our spiritual satisfaction...in consumption.  Instead of telling us how much a product costs, today’s advertising seeks to show us how incomplete and meaningless our lives are until we purchase certain products. Instead of selling us beverages, in Pepsi’s new ad campaign they’re selling us the joy of cola. The average American is exposed to 3,500 different advertisements each day. Back in 1976 the average American supermarket carried 9,000 different products; today it stocks over 30,000. In today’s climate the American dream has become life, liberty, and the purchase of happiness. We see it in bumper stickers proclaiming, I shop, therefore I am. 

The cult of consumerism has its own litany of sacred words: words like more, new, faster, and the latest. Consumerism’s worship rituals include charging it, instant credit, shopping sprees, and no interest for three months. Those caught up in the cult of consumerism live endlessly for the next thing, the next weekend, the next vacation, the next computer upgrade, and the next purchase. The discontented person looks around and says, I deserve something better than this.  Discontentment eats away our joy, corrodes our happiness, destroys our outlook on life, so that everything appears negative. We cannot be satisfied because we will not be satisfied.  No wonder Benjamin Franklin declared, Contentment makes a poor man rich, discontent makes a rich man poor.  We are challenged to examine which tent we are living in. Are we CON – TENT or DISCON – TENT? That is the question?

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO COVET?

 It’s not a word that we use in our everyday language is it? When was the last time you heard the word in an everyday conversation? Probably never. The dictionary definition of covetousness is grasping for more. This is the sin of selfishness. Dr. Lee Roberson calls this, An ancient sin dogging the steps of modern man.

The Old Testament (hamad) means to desire, wish for, crave, or long for something. Desire, and the experience of pleasure are wonderful God-given gifts, but covetousness is desire gone wrong. It is longing for or even “panting after” that which belongs to another. Like a dog that can’t wait to get the scraps from your dinner plate. Better yet, the entire meal. It’s an intense desire that will not leave. The object of this desire isn’t necessarily bad, but it describes a powerful inward disposition. Usually this particular Hebrew word describes desires that are sparked from things we’ve seen with our eyes, that as we see a shiny new truck in our neighbor’s driveway that sparks a powerful inward disposition to want one ourselves.   
  .
The word set your desire on in Deuteronomy 5:21 is a slightly different word. This Hebrew word describes a deep desire that springs from the depths of one’s very being  So while coveting is usually sparked from things we see, our setting our desire on things is sparked internally, from our hearts. So these two words cover the whole realm of possibilities of how we come to covet something. We might covet someone else’s possessions, or their appearance, or their position, or their accomplishments. It’s an ungoverned and selfish desire that threatens the basic rights of others. A woman said, My daughter was ready to serve cake to the family when one of her children, Brian, said, “I want the biggest piece!" Brian, it is not polite to ask for the biggest piece. Brian looked at the floor. Well, then, how do you get it?  You get the picture. Desire that gets out of control.
The New Testament word (epithumia) means to lust after. It is a panting passion for the inappropriate. Jeremiah’s graphic picture of lust is a she-camel in heat, frantically searching the desert for a male. What an insulting comparison! Yet, this was the analogy that astonished a proud, high-minded, pharisaic Jew. Paul desired above all things to know God, but the tenth commandment mirrored something in himself he had never seen before.
In fact, it was Paul in Romans 7:7-8 that stated that this was the one commandment of the 10 that made him realize his sinfulness and brought him to realize his need of Christ.  For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. Once I was alive apart from law; but when the commandment came, sin sprang to life and I died.  Paul would quickly declare that he kept the commandments to the letter. He thought himself faultless until he detected in himself a bit of covetousness. The more he sought to stamp it out, the more it gripped him. Lust for things beyond his grasp began to dominate him. 
This commandment focuses on the condition of our hearts. In Mark 7:20-23 Jesus said, What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. All these evils come from inside and make a man ‘unclean.’ According to the Bible people eventually act out what’s in their hearts. Our culture tells us that it doesn’t matter what happens in your heart so long as you don’t act on it. What lives in the human heart never stays hidden for long.  
Now based on this definition, it seems rather amazing to me that in a survey performed by the Barna Research Group,  53 % of evangelical Christians claim they obey this commandment completely.  That seems ridiculous. This commandment is broken on elementary school playgrounds as kids trade baseball cards; it’s broken on high school campuses as teenagers compare their physical attractiveness with each other; it’s broken at the gym, in the workplace, at the mall, and virtually everywhere else we see other people. We break it when we’re suddenly discontented with our computer because the newer ones are faster. Parents break this commandment when they wish their kids were like other kids. Pastors break this commandment when they inwardly yearn to pastor the mega church down the street instead of the place God has placed them. We break the tenth commandment whenever we set our hearts on something God hasn’t given us. This is what it means to covet.
LIFE IN THE TENT OF DISCONTENTMENT

First we have a heart and life focused on things of earth rather than heaven.  We get to be so earthly minded that we are no heavenly good. It started right there in the garden.  Adam and Eve coveted God’s knowledge and disobeyed. The sons of Jacob coveted their father’s favor and sold Joseph into slavery.  Saul coveted David’s popularity and lost his mind, and kingdom. David coveted Uriah’s wife, took her and killed him. Ahab coveted Naboth’s vineyard, killed him and took it. James and John coveted position and threatened the unity of the apostleship.  Judas coveted money and betrayed Jesus. The Pharisees coveted Jesus’ power and crucified him. 
In our Christian homes the focus can easily be on earth. A husband says, his wife makes a hot breakfast every morning and all I get is a cold one. A wife says, Her husband takes out the trash, does the dishes, and feeds the baby in the middle of the night, why can’t you be more like that? Children say, How come I only get $5 dollars when we go to the mall my friends seem to be loaded. An employee thinks, My neighbor makes twice as much as I do, and spends most of his time hunting, fishing, on the golf course with his clients while I have to put up with a supervisor that criticizes me when I’m not at fault.  What should our attitude be toward the things of this world?
It says in I John 2:15-17, Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For everything in the world-the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does-comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.  Discontented folks are looking down rather than up. What about you? Are you looking down at the world? Or are you looking up and focusing on the Savior?
Second we allow envy to cancel out the fruit of love. The attitude toward my neighbor is to be one of love. Paul made it very clear in 1 Corinthians 13:4 that love does not envy.  Discontentment can cause us to envy. It puts in us a spirit of competition and comparison instead of cooperation. Shakespeare called envy the green sickness. Bacon admitted envy has no holidays. Philip Bailey, an English poet said envy was a coal that comes hissing hot from hell.  In Dante’s Purgatory, the envious sit like blind beggars by a wall. Their eyelids are sewed shut. Showing the reader that it is one of the blindest sins. 
What is envy and how does it differ from its twin jealousy? Envy begins with empty hands mourning for what it does not have. Jealousy begins with full hands, threatened by the loss of plenty. Envy is a tension found among professionals, the gifted, and the highly competent. Envy has a hard time rejoicing at the success of others Envy sold Joseph into slavery, drove David into exile, threw Daniel in the lions den, and put Christ on trial (Mt. 27:18).. Envy cancels out the fruit of love in our life. Have you been envious of someone or something recently?

Third it provides motivation to break all nine of the other commandments. The classis example is David when he desired another mans wife. He failed to love God by placing Him first. He failed to love others through murder,  adultery, stole another’s wife, distorted the truth by lying to himself. He missed it big time and was truly repentant when he said in Psalm 51:4, Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight...
The fuel for coveting is discontentment. A lack of satisfaction with what God has given and not grateful for his blessings in the first place. A dog received a special treat for his evening meal. A good cut of meat. He crossed a low bridge over a lake as he went to eat his meal. He looked into the water and saw another dog holding a piece of meat much like his own. He got an idea. If he could get that other piece of meat he would have twice as much to enjoy. The other dog looked smaller. The meat looked bigger than his own. Without giving it another thought he opened up his mouth to reach for the second piece of meat. But as he did so, the piece of meat that was in his own mouth dropped into the water. He walked away sad, trying to get what someone else had which was only an illusion anyway. He had lost what he had to begin with. James 4:2 reminds us, You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. 

Finally the end result is we hurt ourselves.  The Lord told Joshua to destroy Jericho. He warned him that all the gold, all the silver and all the spoils of battle were His. Achan saw the wedge of gold, the 200 shekels of silver and the goodly Babylonian garments. He began to covet them, and he took them (Joshua 7:21) The outcome is one of the saddest in the Bible. He and his whole family were stoned (Joshua 7:25.) All his possessions were burned. 

Newscaster Paul Harvey tells how an Eskimo kills a wolf. The grisly account offers insight into the destructive, devouring, nature of desire without discipline: The Eskimo coats his knife blade with animal blood and allows it to freeze. He then adds layer upon layer of blood, until the frozen blood com-pletely conceals the blade. The hunter next fixes the knife in the ground with the blade up. A wolf smells the blood and when he discovers the bait he licks it, tasting the fresh-frozen blood. He licks faster, more and more vigorously, lapping the blade until the keen edge is bare. Feverishly now, harder and harder, the wolf licks the blade in the arctic night. In his mad craving for blood he does not notice the razor sharp sting of the naked blade on his tongue, nor does he recognize the moment when his insatiable thirst begins to be satisfied by his own warm blood. His carnivorous appetite just craves more—until the dawn finds him dead in the snow. The wolf provides an apt metaphor showing how illicit desire blinds us to our own destruction.  Life in the tent of discontentment is costly is it not?

It can cost us our families. Family soon becomes strangers to us. Children grow up so fast! Lack of communication. Husband and wife pull in different directions. Paying a price for THINGS other than dollars and cents. It can also put us into great debt. THINGS are getting more expensive. It is "NOT" what you "MAKE" -- It is what you SPEND! The average household gets "PREAPPROVED" offers in the mail, an average of 32 per year. The average householder owns from 4 to 6 cards with an average balance of just under $10, 000. By paying just the minimum payments they pay for many years and pay many times over what they originally borrowed. All this "financial pressure is hard on a marriage and home. On lighter note, a man, his wife, and mother-in-law went on vacation to the Holy Land. While they were there the mother-in-law passed away. The funeral director said, You can have her shipped home for $5,000 or you can bury her here for $150. He thought about it and decided to have her shipped home. The funeral director was puzzled because of the obvious savings. The man said. A man died here 2000 years ago, he was buried here and three days later rose from the dead. I just can’t take that chance. Discontentment always catches up with us in the end.

LIFE IN THE TENT OF CONTENTMENT

Learn to guard your heart. Proverbs 4:23 says, Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life. To guard is to keep watch over, to watch over something as if it’s your most prized possession. And in the Bible the heart is the control center of a person’s inner person .  In our English language heart usually refers to a person’s emotions, like, She broke my heart. But in Hebrew in the Old Testament and Greek in the New Testament the heart is much closer to our idea of the personality or the self. Our heart is our mind, our will, our emotions, and our ideas all wrapped up together.

The wellspring of life refers to the joy and exuberance that comes from living the good life, life as it was intended by God to be lived. This is what Pepsi promises with the ad line The joy of cola, but of course that trivializes the genuine wellspring of life. The source of fullness of life is the human heart, and by implication the source of brokenness and emptiness in life is also the human heart. Our satisfaction and enjoyment of life is directly tied to how well we guard our heart, our inner self. To tend to our hearts means to guard our inner self, to pay attention to what’s going on inside of ourselves. A person who guards his heart knows when the pressure’s building. 

Learn to be content.  Paul said in Philippians 4:12, I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation. How could Paul say that he was content in any and every situation? It’s because he knew, and we should as well, that circumstances are always changing. Life is all about change. If we expect everything to stay the same, we will be disappointed and discontent. Paul not only recognized that circumstances are unstable; he was also able to see through, or beyond what had happened to God’s sovereign purposes. Simply put, he was content because he could see life from God’s point of view, focusing on what he should do, not what he felt he should have. In other words, in plenty or in poverty, God was still in control and was weaving his ways through both of these conditions. Paul chose to be content in any and every situation (Need <> Plenty   Well Fed <> Hungry   Plenty <> Want).
The phrase, to learn means to discover by experience, to enter into a new condition. We could translate it this way: I have come to learn. In the yo-yo of shifting circumstances, Chuck Swindoll says that it’s important to flex. Four contentment principles to hold onto are:
Be thankful for the basics of life. 1 Timothy 6:8 says, But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. Some of us need to have our needs reduced not our possessions increased. F.B. Meyer said, Contentment consists not in adding more fuel, but in taking away some fire. Let me give you a practical suggestion. When contemplating the purchase of another possession or attending some activity, ask yourself this question: Is this a need or a greed? This is important to do because in our culture today almost everything is presented as a need. The multimillionaire John D. Rockefeller was once asked how much money would be enough for him. He thought for a moment and said, Just one more dollar.
Want what you have even if you don’t have everything you want. The key to contentment is not having everything you want but wanting everything you already have. This is stated clearly in Hebrews 13:5: Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you. Ahab didn’t learn this truth when he decided to take Naboth’s vineyard. He had everything he could think of and when he got the grapes, he still wasn’t satisfied. 

To grow in godliness you must become content. 1 Timothy 6:6 says, But godliness with contentment is great gain. We should be content with our God-given circumstances but never satisfied with our spiritual growth. Unfortunately our tendency is to do just the opposite. Many of us are content with where we are spiritually and very discontent with our circumstances. Are you ready to settle for less if it means experiencing greater spiritual growth? How do we do this? What’s the secret Paul is referring to? How can we become satisfied in every situation? I think we could state the secret this way. Are you ready for this? It may jar you but I believe it’s true. You might want to lean forward to hear it because it’s a secret. I’m going to whisper it to you: God has so ordered the world and your personal circumstances that no matter what situation you are in right now, you have everything you truly need to be content. You might have plenty today and tomorrow be in poverty or you may abound today and tomorrow be abased, and not understand why.
Appreciate What We Have in Jesus Christ. Philippians 4:13 I can do everything through him who gives me strength.  He is saying, “I can do all things, I really can!” True contentment comes from living life under-standing that everything pales in comparison to knowing Christ. Discontent often comes from feeling deprived, but when we under-stand what we deserve and compare it with what we have received in Jesus Christ we can truly be content!
The Ten Commandments were never meant to be a means of salvation, but they were in part given to us so that we could see the need for a Savior as we live out this grace/obedience relationship with Jesus. May we be ACTS CHRISTIANS.   ANCHORED in the truth of  contentment. CONFESS our sin of discontentment. Repent. Receive life that comes from the cleansing blood of Christ. THANK the Lord for all His blessings. SPEND time in prayer asking for grace to guard our hearts and learn contentment . Which tent are you living in today?

Once upon a time, there was a man who lived with his wife, two small children, and his elderly parents in a tiny hut. He tried to be patient and gracious, but the noise and crowded conditions wore him down. In desperation, he consulted the village wise man. "Do you have a rooster?" asked the wise man. "Yes," he replied. "Keep the rooster in the hut with your family, and come see me again next week.” The next week, the man returned and told the wise elder that living conditions were worse than ever, with the rooster crowing and making a mess of the hut. "Do you have a cow?" asked the wise elder. The man nodded fearfully. "Take your cow into the hut as well, and come see me in a week." Over the next several weeks, the man--on the advice of the wise elder--made room for a goat, two dogs, and his brother’s children. Finally, he could take no more, and in a fit of anger, kicked out all the animals and guests, leaving only his wife, his children, and his parents. The home suddenly became spacious and quiet, and everyone lived happily ever after. Live in the CONTENTMENT tent and be blessed. Amen!
