YOU SHALL NOT STEAL

Text: Ex 20:15
Heidelberg Catechism LD 42
Readings: Isaiah 58; James 2:1-7; 5:1-11
Theme and purpose: In our ownership of things God forbids stealing but encourages sharing.


You have probably heard the saying; "Money makes the world go round". There is a lot of truth to that. Economics and money are the driving forces behind just about everything that goes on in our society. Most people are driven by money; by the lack of it, by the abundance of it or the desire for it. Someone has said, “Money is a universal provider of everything but happiness, and a passport everywhere but to heaven.”

The Bible also has a lot to say about money. There are 500 verses in the Bible about prayer but over 2000 about money. The Bible has more to say about money and wealth than it does about heaven and hell. Sixteen of the parables Jesus told are about our use of money. And the book of Proverbs is full of observations about poverty and riches, stealing and generosity.

Today we will examine the subject of money, wealth and our possessions from the perspective of the eight commandment. Here God sets out a short and simple law for our use of property and money: "You shall not steal".

This command implies, first, that we may own;
second, that we must not steal;
third, that we must share. 

1. WE MAY OWN

a. Behind any consideration of ownership is the truth that God owns everything. 

Ultimately everything belongs to God. Psalm 24:
"The earth is the Lord's and everything in it, the world and all who live in it;
for he founded it upon the seas
and established it on the waters." (Ps 24:1)

Or Psalm 50:10-11;
"every animal of the forest is mine,
and the cattle on a thousand hills.
I know every bird in the mountains,
and the creatures of the field are mine." 

They are God’s because he made them, they belong to him because he is the Creator.  
The Lord told the people of Israel not to sell land permanently "because the land is mine and you are but aliens and my tenants." (Lev 25:23)  

This applies to everything we own - our computer, our lounge suite and TV; the clothes we wear, the cars we drive, the homes we live in - ultimately all these belong to God. God gave them to us, and he can take them away, as he did with Job. They belong to the Lord. 

b. Although God is the owner of all things he allows us to own things. We are caretakers, stewards and trustees of his world and all that he has put in it. 
The Lord God put Adam in the Garden of Eden “to work it and take care of it.” (Gen 2:15) 
He placed Adam and Eve over his creation to fill the earth, rule over it and to subdue it. (Gen 1:28) This is still our mandate today. This involves developing the potential of the world, drawing out and managing its resources, preserving and caring for what God has entrusted to us, using all of it wisely and well. 
We are to do this remembering that we are responsible to God for what we do; one day we will have to give an account of how we have looked after his world.

Doing all this allows for and often requires that we have a place to live and work, a home, a shop or workshop, some land. 
It requires that we have and own tools to do our job, whether that be a sewing machine and kitchen appliances, or a truck and digger, or a dimension saw and edge-bander, or books and a laptop, or a tractor and glasshouses or whatever you need to do your work.  

This privilege of private ownership is expressed in this command, "You shall not steal". Some things belong to us, and others must not steal them, nor must we steal what belongs to others. 

The Lord allows us to own things for our own use and pleasure and enjoyment. There has been some debate amongst Christians about this. 
A man named Ronald Sider wrote a book called Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger in which he called for a simple lifestyle and for us to give all we can to the poor of the world. 
David Chilton wrote a response called Productive Christians in an Age of Guilt Manipulators.
Both books make a valid point on each side of the argument about how we should use our wealth. We should be generous with what God has given us but we may also enjoy his blessings.

In Ecclesiastes 5 Solomon wrote; “Then I realized that it is good and proper for a man to eat and drink, and to find satisfaction in his toilsome labour under the sun during the few days of life God has given him – for this is his lot. Moreover, when God gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work – this is a gift of God.” (v 18-19)

In 1 Tim 6 Paul addressed those who are rich. He didn't condemn them for all they owned, but wrote encouraging them not to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to hope in God, "who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment". (v 17) So this command assumes a right of ownership and allows us to enjoy what God gives. We may own things, but…

2. WE MUST NOT STEAL

a. It is a sad reflection on our society when everything we own must be under lock and key; when the local papers contain warnings from the police about home security and instructions on how to keep out thieves and robbers; when carparks have bright signs that say, “Lock it or lose it!” or, “Thieves operating in this area”. 

In many cities of the world, people build high walls around their property, put razor wire on top, alarm their homes, own guard dogs, bar their windows and bolt their doors. 
We live in a world where many people are stealing from homes and cars, from shops and supermarkets, from factories and warehouses. 

But there are many other forms of stealing.  

b. One is tax evasion. There are legitimate tax deductions we can make but there are also tax evasions. People are constantly devising ways and means of avoiding tax through money paid under the table, false claims and the black market. Jesus told us to give to Caesar what is Caesar's. The apostle Paul wrote, "if you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue." (Romans 13:7). 

c. There is much theft in workplaces. 

Businesses can steal from customers by overcharging for goods or services, or by being very slow to pay their debts.  

Employers can steal from their workers by not paying a fair wage. The Bible tells us that a labourer is worthy of his hire, so workers should be paid what is right and fair. Isaiah condemned the people of his day for exploiting their workers. (Is 58:3b)

Employees can steal from their boss by not doing an honest days work; by demanding too much money, by shoddy workmanship, by taking sick leave when they are not really sick, by arriving late and leaving early, by getting someone else to clock in for them, by over-extending their breaks, or by stealing what the company owns or produces. 

Os Guiness tells a story about a wave of petty theft in Russia. This was going on in a large timber mill in Leningrad. One day a Russian worker came past the guard at the gate with a wheelbarrow loaded with a large bulky sack. The security guard on the gate said; "Petrovich, what do you have there?" Petrovich explained the sack was full of wood and shavings for his fireplace. The guard checked it over and couldn't find anything of value. This happened day after day. The guard was sure materials were being stolen but he couldn't figure out what was going on. This went on for a week. Finally the guard said: "Look Petrovich, I know you're trying to get something out of here; tell me what it is and I'll let you off. The worker leaned up close to him and said, "Wheelbarrows, comrade, wheelbarrows"! 

A contrasting illustration comes from Ireland. In the early 1900’s in Belfast there was a great revival. Many of the workers became Christians. They felt they should return all the tools and materials they had stolen over the years. So much was returned that extra sheds had to be built to store it all!

d. The writers of the catechism mention other forms of stealing; "Cheating and swindling our neighbour by schemes made to appear legitimate such as: inaccurate measurements of weight, size, or volume; fraudulent merchandising; counterfeit money; excessive interest."
To those examples we could add overcharging for goods or services, false insurance claims, false advertising and hidden clauses in the fine print of a contract. 

e. The catechism also says this command forbids “pointless squandering of God’s gifts.” 

We have seen that we may own and enjoy what God has given us. We don’t want, what one writer calls, “a joyless austerity”. 

But nor do we want to fall into the opposite danger, which is to debauch ourselves, to waste God’s gifts, to indulge ourselves, to adopt a lifestyle of excessive extravagance or needless indulgence. James condemned the rich of his day for these very sins; “You have lived on earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of slaughter.” (James 5:5)

The Lord commands us; "You shall not steal." 
Are you stealing? Are you robbing someone of time, money or things? 
Are you stealing at your office, at your factory or at your school? 
Are you squandering God’s gifts? Are you indulging yourself to the neglect of others?

3. We may own; we must not steal; third, WE MUST SHARE. 

Some of the first words a child learns to say are "mine" and "me"! And some of the first phrases he learns are, "I want it!" and "No, you can't have it!" Children are born selfish and self-centred; by nature they want to hold on to what belongs to them and they do not want to share. These characteristics and attitudes continue on into adulthood; we see them in ourselves.

But the 8th commandment implies that “I work faithfully so that I may share with those in need.” (HC Q. 111) This is the positive side to this commandment. 
Isaiah urged the people of Israel to provide the poor wanderer with shelter, to clothe the naked, to spend themselves on behalf of the hungry and to satisfy the needs of the oppressed. (Is 58:7,10)
Paul urged the rich "to do good, to be rich in good deeds, to be generous and willing to share." (1 Tim 6:18).
He also commands us to work, doing something useful with our hands, so that we may have something to share with those in need. (Eph 4:28)
To the church in Thessalonica he wrote; “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependant on anybody.” (1 Thess 4:11-12)

The Scriptures give us an order of priorities when it comes to helping those around us: first you must take care of your family, then you must look after the household of faith in the church, and then you must do good to all men as you have the opportunity. (Gal 6:10)

There are great needs around us with a vast gap between the rich and the poor; and we are the rich of the world. In many countries there are hundreds of thousands of refugees crowded into camps, children dying each day for want of food, countless numbers who are blind for want of simple medication or inexpensive surgery. 

And, of course, there is the pressing need for people to hear the good news about Jesus and to be given a Bible in their own language and to have someone explain it to them. 

It is hard to know where to start in meeting these great needs. We cannot feed everyone, we are not responsible for the whole world and we cannot respond to every appeal that comes our way. 

But we can do something.
Our giving and sharing ought to begin with tithing, giving one tenth of our income to the work of God’s church and kingdom. Our giving ought to be planned, regular, willing and thankful. 
We can contribute to some worthwhile causes that practice a word and deed ministry.
We can support a needy child with food and education through Tear Fund or World Vision or some other organisation.  

As we consider the implications of this command let's remember the great gift God has given to us in Jesus. He did not spare his own Son, but freely gave him up for us all. He has given us every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places. 
He has blessed us beyond our expectations and our deserving.

Remember "the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich." (2 Cor 8:9). 

All that we have is a gift of God.
We must not steal what God has given to others. 
Rather, we must share what God has given to us. 

Amen

