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Coveting in the Bible
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Exodus 20: You shall not covet your
neighbour’s house: you shall not covet
your neighbour’s wife, or his male or
female slave, or his ox or his ass, or
anything that is your neighbour’s.

Deuteronomy 5: You shall not covet
your neighbour’s wife. You shall not
crave your neighbour’s house, or his
field, or his male or female slave, or his
ox, or his ass, or anything that is your
neighbour’s.



Abraham ibn Ezra
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Many people are amazed at this
commandment. They ask, how is
it possible for people not to covet
in their hearts all attractive things
that appear desirable? Consider
this parable:

A peasant of sound mind who
sees a beautiful princess will not
entertain any covetous thoughts
about her in his mind, for he
knows that this is an impossibility.



Abraham ibn Ezra (cont.)
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This peasant will not think like an insane
Ferson who craves to sprout wings and

ly to the sky, for it is impossible to do
SO.

Now just as a man does not desire to
sleep with his own mother, although
she be beautiful, because he has been
trained from his childhood to know that
she is prohibited to him, so must every
intelligent person know that people do
not acquire a beautiful wife or money
because of their wisdom or intelligence,
but only in accordance with what God
has apportioned to them.



Abraham ibn Ezra (cont.)
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Once a man knows that God
has prohibited his neighbour's
wife to him, she will be in his
eyes more unattainable than
the princess is in the eyes of
the peasant. He will therefore
be happy with his lot and will
not allow his heart to covet
and crave anything which is
not his.



Shadal (Samuel David Luzzatto; 1800-1865)
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Hemdah is desiring something that is
currently owned by others and is
forbidden to us as it is not for sale.
Although such desires arise naturally
in people’s hearts when they see
desirable objects, it is W|th|n their
power and will either to suppress the
desire as soon as it is born and to put
it far from their hearts,
understanding that attalnlng the
desired obﬂ]ect is impossible or to

preserve the desire in their hearts
and stoke its flame until they do
something . .



Shadal (cont.)
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After commanding “Do not
commit adultery” and “Do not
steal,” thus forbidding to us
anything of others, God told us
that any possession of our
neighbor must be seen by us as an
unattainable object. Since God
commanded us not to take
anything that is not ours, we will
not desire it.



Shadal (cont.)
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Those who indulge in hemdah despise the
word of God; injustice is a light thing for
them, within the realm of possibility. But
for those who fear the word of God,
injustice is unthinkable; they consider
that which isn’t theirs as if it were in
heaven. This latter group are content with
their lot, rejoicing in their neighbors’
wellbeing, loving them and beloved by
them, while the former spend all their
days in a tempest of desires and worries,
coveting what isn’t theirs and cheating
their neighbors. . .. See the words of |bn
Ezra; they are pleasing.



Maimonides (1138-1204), Sefer ha-Mitzvot,
negative commandment 265

The 265th prohibition is that we are not allowed to use our thoughts to
devise ruses for acquiring something that belongs to someone else. The

source of this prohibition is God's statement, "TInnnN X7 your neighbor's
house."

The Mekhilta says, "From the phrase '"Tinnn X7, | might think the
prohibition applies even if you just feel envy. But another verse (Deut 7:25)
says, 'Do not be envious of the gold and silver on them [i.e., idolatrous
statues] and take it for yourselves.' Just as in that case the prohibition
applies only when [because of envpreopIe do something, so too here it
applies only when peoEIe do something.” This shows that the prohibition
forbids carrying out schemes to acquire for ourselves someone else’s

belongings that we desire. Even buying it at a high price is included in the
transgression "TInnn xX7."



Maimonides Mishneh Torah (Gezeilah va-aveidah 9)
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Any people who covet the slave—male
or female—or home or chattels of
another, or anything that can be
purchased, and importune the owners,
pleading with them until the owners
agree to sell them the item, have
transgressed the rule TInn X7 even if
they paid much money. ... They have
not transgressed this law until they
acquire the item they desired.

[Gloss of Rabad: This is the case only
when the owner does not say “l want
(this transaction to take place).”]
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“Do not covet”: We are here warned
not to plot evil plots to acquire the
field or vineyard or anything else
that belongs to a neighbour, even if
we pay for it.

If you yearn for a field or a vineyard
or any other item that belongs to a
neighbour, and the neighbour does
not want to sell it, and if you beg
your neighbour, who will be
embarrassed to refuse you, then it is
forbidden to beg, because then the
sale was done under compulsion.
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And if you who desire the object
are an honoured person who,
when you ask for something,
people don’t turn you down, it is
forbidden to ask a neighbour to
sell you something or give you a
gift, unless you know that the
neighbour will do this willingly
and hold no grudge against you
when they fulfil your request.



Abraham ibn Ezra (Deut 5)
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Many have said that there are
no sins in the thoughts of the
heart [or “mind”], no reward
for them and no punishment.
There are many proofs to
refute them, but | will not go
on at length.



Benno Jacob
(1862-1945; Jewish Quarterly Review, 1923)

More serious is another [Christian] attack. In this commandment, it is
maintained, not the covetous desire but its satisfaction is forbidden, Tnn
meaning not "desire " and "covet " but "bring to oneself.” The point
involved is not a sinful desire but a knavish act. The real motive for this
assertion is religious-historical theories which are made to rest on
lexical-exegetical supports. Itis not true that the Old Testament and its
God are indifferent towards sentiment or inclination and judge only opus
operatum. The Old Testament knows exactly the human heart and its
cogitation and judges it inexorably. God knows of man that "every
imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” (Gen
6:5). ... Because the law is aware that action springs from the mind and
receives from it direction, aim, character, and value, therefore it
addresses itself with its exhortations to the heart, so that it be one with
God . .. thatit should not be misled and yield to bad impulses.



Alexander Rofe (1932- ), “The Tenth
Commandment” (1990)

[This led to an interesting] “reversal, with
Christian commentators today holding to the
halakhic interpretation [of the biblical text], while
Jewish authorities dissociate themselves from it.”



Maimonides Sefer Ha-mitzvot, negative
commandment 266

The 266th prohibition is that we are forbidden to occupy our thoughts
with a desire for someone else's property and to develop a craving for
it, since this may lead us to carry out some ruse to acquire it.

The expression used for this prohibition is God's statement, "Do not
desire NIXNNN X7 your neighbor's house."

These two prohibitions [TIANN X7 and NIXNN X7] are not synonymous.
The first prohibition, Timnn X7 forbids acquiring someone else's
belongings [in the inappropriate manner that Maimonides describes],
whereas the second, nIXNN X7, prohibits even having the feeling of
desire and envy.



Ramban (Deut 5)
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He added an explanation in the
commandment “You shall not covet” by
mentioning the [neiihbor's] wife first
[whereas in the Book of Exodus the
neighbour's house is stated first] for the
“imagination of man's heart is evil from
his youth” with respect to women more
than anything else. He further
explained, that included in the term
"coveting" is even mere "desire.” Thus
a person who desires to rob anything
from a neighbour, but is unable to do so
because the neighbour is stronger, or
because in their locality there is fear of
the government, transgresses this
commandment.



