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“The Eighth Commandment”      Text – Luke 19:1-10           OT Reading – Isaiah 58:1-12      


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
As we continue our journey through the Lord’s Days of the Heidelberg Catechism, and more particularly of late through the 10 Commandments, we come in the Lord’s providence to the 8th commandment.  
And we come to a commandment that, as these two questions and answers make plain, deals with money, buying and selling, employment, what we do or do not have in the bank, etc etc; again, very regular, daily, ‘stuff of life’ material.

Now, when you first read the 8th commandment, this is not at all obvious.  It seems to be aimed directly at stealing.  But, as ever, as you step back from the words of the command to consider how it fits into the whole of the Bible, all of these other things are very much in view.

Yes, theft and robbery are forbidden.  
But there are many different ways we can steal.  
Interestingly, you often hear people say that the answer to crime is education; if we could just give the right type and right amount of education to people, crime would cease to exist.  
The truth is, however, that more education can simply mean better-educated criminals.  
And in terms of stealing it is no different.  
He who will steal a banana from the Green grocers, given education, simply learns how to siphon off a portion of funds from global banking transactions using a computer.  
And he who might think twice about pinching a DVD from a store, with education, learns how to download that same movie from the internet.  
But all of the different ways that theft can occur are addressed either specifically or principially in God’s Word.  

But greed is also forbidden as that which often leads to theft, as is the squandering of those gifts we have been given.  

And, as ever with the 10 Commandments, not only does this commandment address what we must avoid, it also holds before us what we must do as the people of the Lord.

And so, if we attempt to boil the 8th Commandment down to one thing, we might say that the 8th commandment deals with man’s relationship to earthly possessions – his own and those belonging to others.  How does he or she view earthly possessions and what does he or she do with them?

Well, perhaps no other verse in the Bible provides us with a better perspective on this than Psalm 24:1.  
For there we read, “The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.”  You see, it is only as we grasp the significance of what this verse teaches, and all that it says in terms of our relationship to earthly possessions, that we gain a right understanding of the 8th commandment.  “The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it.”

Let’s see this then as we turn together to the Gospel of Luke and chapter 19.  For there we find a dearly loved and familiar passage of Scripture, the story of Zacchaeus.  Let’s read it together.

Well, despite its familiarity, let’s walk through this story together before going on to see how it connects us with the 8th commandment.

Firstly, in terms of where we are in Jesus’ public ministry, Jesus is heading to Jerusalem and now passes through Jericho, which is about 15 kilometres away.  Not far away at all.  
This means congregation, that this story occurs as little as 1 week away from Jesus’ crucifixion.  From the second half of ch19, the events of passion week; Jesus’ last days in Jerusalem, begin.  
So, we are in Jesus’ final days on earth.

And verse 2 reveals to us that a wealthy chief tax-collector named Zacchaeus lived there.  
Now, Zacchaeus, as verse 9 makes clear, was a Jew.  He was a “Son of Abraham.”  
His name means “The Righteous One.”  
However, as we shall see, his occupation led him to be viewed as a thief and a traitor by his fellow Jews who despised those who were tax-collectors.   

Jericho was a very important and very beautiful city.  It lay on a main trade route into Jerusalem.  
And what happened back then is that certain men paid the Roman government for the right to collect taxes or customs on all goods that were being imported or exported.  
And the land of Judea had been divided up into three areas with a central tax office in each area.  Jericho was one of these central tax offices.  
The men who had purchased these rights were called tax-farmers.  
What they then did was to employ chief tax-collectors to gather these customs for them, who in turn employed tax-collectors to actually do the work.  
So, Rome, we might say was the Inland Revenue Department.  
They then sold tax-collecting franchises covering large areas to tax-farmers.  
They in turn sold smaller franchises to chief tax-collectors.  
And Zacchaeus was one of these chief tax-collectors.  He ran the Jericho office.  

And if you turn back for a minute to Luke 3:7, you find a story there that reveals something about tax-collectors.  There, a large crowd of people had came to John to be baptized.  
Now John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance.  
And so, from v8, he said to the crowds, “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.'  For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham.  9 The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire."  
10 "What should we do then?" the crowd asked.  
11 John answered, "The man with two tunics should share with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same."  
12 Tax collectors also came to be baptized. "Teacher," they asked, "what should we do?"  
13 "Don't collect any more than you are required to," he told them.”  

And so, from this story, we see that everyone knew that tax-collectors ripped people off.  They took more tax than they should have.  
And chief tax-collectors, well they ripped people off chiefly.  
So there was double reason, according to the Jews to despise tax-collectors; they worked for Rome and they ripped everyone off.  
   This is why, in v7, when Jesus goes to Zacchaeus’ home, the people are disgusted.

So, Zacchaeus was a chief tax-collector, who was rich, and despised by the people; one of the lowest of the low.

But the story continues.  Zacchaeus has heard about Jesus.  
The last part of ch 18 tells the story of a blind man being healed as Jesus approached Jericho.  Perhaps Zacchaeus had heard about that.  
But there have also been two instances, in Luke, where the Pharisees have queried Jesus about His willingness to eat with tax-collectors.  
Indeed, Luke 5 tells us that he called Levi, a tax-collector, to be one of His disciples.  
And so, it is equally possible that Jesus’ close contact and interaction with tax-collectors had made it to the weekly newsletter that circulated around the tax-collection offices in the area.  

People of God, you have to understand that no self-respecting Pharisee would have the slightest thing to do with a tax-collector.  The fact that Jesus speaks with them, and eats with them, is beyond belief.  What kind of a leader is one who counts tax-collectors as His friends?  
Well, at the very least, He is a leader who attracts the attention of tax-collectors!

Thus, however Zacchaeus has heard about Jesus, He goes out onto the street just to see Him.  
Now, at this stage, because we know the rest of the story, we know that the Holy Spirit is already working in Zacchaeus’ heart.  
It is the Holy Spirit who has given him the desire to see Jesus.  
It is the Holy Spirit who is preparing his heart to hear the call of the Saviour.  

Next, we see short Zacchaeus climb a tree to get a better vantage point.  
A grown man, a tax-collector, an office worker, climbs a tree to get a better view!  He is keen!

And then, just then, Jesus reached the spot.  What spot?  
The spot that God decreed in eternity, before the creation of the world, that Jesus would arrive at in that year, in that month, on that day, and at that precise nano-second.  
The God of sovereign history arrives at the spot designated by Him before history began.  

He looks up, and He says, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately.  I must stay at your house today.”
Now, people of God, this is no simple accommodation inquiry.  
It’s not as if Jesus is asking random citizens for a place to stay because He hasn’t got anything organized.  
This is the call of the gospel.  
Yes, Jesus wants to enter Zacchaeus’ house, but He also desires to enter Zacchaeus’ heart.  
Now, please do not misunderstand me here.  I am not suggesting that Jesus can only ask the question and must powerlessly wait for Zacchaeus’ answer.  
Jesus knows Zacchaeus’ response, for, as the sovereign God of salvation, He has foreordained Zacchaeus’ response.  Jesus knows that Zacchaeus will welcome Him into his home and his heart.  But that’s Jesus’ perspective.  

Zacchaeus’ perspective, indeed, our perspective, is the one revealed by Revelation 3:20.  
There Jesus says, “Here I am!  I stand at the door and knock.  If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.”  
This is the gospel call of the Saviour.  To each of you today, Jesus says, “Here I am!  I stand at the door and knock.  If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.”  
Some of you have already opened the door and live in fellowship with Him.  
But some of you have not.  Will you open the door to Jesus, today?
Zacchaeus did.  Verse 6 says, “So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly.”  
Congregation, many of you will know that the two broad views of salvation are what we classify as Calvinism and Arminianism.  
Calvinism believes that God is sovereign in salvation.  
It points to passages like John 6:37, where Jesus says, “All that the Father gives me will come to me,” and Acts 13:48 which says, “And all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”  
Arminianism, on the other hand, believes that man is sovereign in terms of salvation.  
It looks at passages of the Bible like Rev 3:20 that I just quoted and says, See!  Man and man alone must choose Christ.  God is powerless to compel him to believe.  

Now, I know this involves a little bit of supposition and psychologizing, but do you think for a minute, that Zacchaeus heard the call of Jesus and weighed it up in his mind?  Hmmm?  He’s calling me.  Shall I or Shall I not?  
No, what do we read?  “So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly.”  
Zacchaeus, immediately, demonstrated faith’s response to the Saviour’s call.  
And this means that even though Zacchaeus himself probably wouldn’t have been able to describe all of this, at that moment, he was born again.  
He was given a new heart that now knew the guilt of its sin, and knew that its only hope for salvation lay in Jesus, the Son of God, and Son of man who had just asked him to come down and host him.  
Through the gift of faith, Zacchaeus had repented of all his sins, and placed his trust in Jesus.

But congregation, responding in faith to the call of the Saviour is 
not the end of the Christian life, it is only the beginning.  
Oh, in terms of salvation, yes, that was secure.  
Salvation comes by faith alone, by grace alone, in Christ alone.  
Zacchaeus now lived in a relationship with Jesus Christ that cannot be broken.  
Indeed, all those whose faith is in Jesus Christ live in a relationship with Him that cannot be broken.  
But there is no such thing as a lonely faith.  
As James makes clear in his epistle, “Faith without works is dead.”  
Where there is true faith, saving faith, there will be good works; the fruit of faith.  

And Zacchaeus stands up and demonstrates the obedience of faith in v8.  He says to Jesus, “Look, Lord!  Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.”  
Now, OT law states that in most cases a fifth of what was stolen needed to be returned on top of the value of what was stolen and that in some cases double the value was to be returned.  
But Zacchaeus, again demonstrating faith’s response to the call of the Saviour, goes above and beyond and offers four times the amount he has stolen.  

And this commitment reveals that he knew he had ripped people off.  
In Greek, his words are a statement that assumes the truth of the question.  
But his generous commitment also reveals that he was probably not as guilty of doing this as many other tax-collectors were.  
Nevertheless, he wants to go above and beyond the penalty of the law to demonstrate the revolution that has taken place inside of him.  

And in vv9-10, Jesus says, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.  10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”
And note a few of the things that Jesus’ words reveal here.

Firstly, note what Jesus says about salvation, “today salvation has come to this house.”
Now, we don’t definitively know whether Zacchaeus was married and had had children.  So, we cannot make too much of this point.  But Jesus does not say, Today salvation has come to this man.  He says, “Today salvation has come to this house.”  
As we find typically in the NT, Jesus’ use of the word house suggests that salvation came that day to Zacchaeus and all who lived with him; wife, children, servants, whomever.  
And this is so because in the 10 commandments, Jesus is the God who promises to visit the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, BUT to show love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.”  
That is why at Pentecost, when asked by the people, “What shall we do?”, Peter responds, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off-- for all whom the Lord our God will call.”
You see, God is a God of covenant, who chooses to work through families.  
Not automatically, and not universally, but generally so.  That is the power of the Gospel.  

And as an interesting side note, Clement of Alexandria, a theologian who lived around 80 odd years after Zacchaeus tells us that Zacchaeus went on to become the Bishop of Caesarea!

Secondly though, note from v10 that Zacchaeus was not the one seeking Jesus; Jesus was the one seeking Zacchaeus.  
A few chapters ago in Luke 15, Jesus had told the parable of the lost sheep.  
At the end of ch 18, Jesus found one of His sheep when He healed the poor blind man, opening his eyes not only to the light of the Sun but to the light of the Son of God.  
Now, here in ch 19, He has found a rich man who was as spiritually blind as the poor man, and he too now sees with the eyes of faith.
And what does he see?  What does he know?  He knows that “The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.”  
The Saviour’s influence on his life has already shown to him that he has a wrong and selfish attitude towards earthly possessions; an attitude that caused hardship and loss to others.
He knows that he has been guilty of greed and theft.
He knows that instead of being a steward of the resources that God has entrusted to Him, he has been a worshipper of those resources.

So thirdly and lastly, in this connection, note, as we have already mentioned, that salvation can be seen.  
Saving faith is never lonely.  Faith without works is dead.
For it is only after Zacchaeus announces how he will put right what he has done wrong that Jesus makes this statement about salvation.
Zacchaeus immediately begins to produce the fruit of faith in terms of his attitude toward earthly possessions.

And like Zacchaeus, brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, we too possess a lot.  
We are, in terms of much of the world’s living standards, very very wealthy.  

And so, in terms of the 8th commandment, can your salvation be seen?
Do you take time to regularly thank the Lord for all that He has given you?
Do you bring the whole tithe to Him, giving generously and cheerfully?
Are you, as Ephesians 4:28 says, one who works, “doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need”?
Are you careful to ‘render to Caesar that which is Caesars’; to pay the taxes you owe?
Do you carefully respect your employer’s property and not help yourself?
Are you careful with the things you sell to charge a fair price, even if it’s a little thing on Trade-Me?
Boys and girls, are you careful not to let things that belong to others find there way into your bedroom drawer?
People of God, are you busy storing up for yourself treasures on earth that will eventually be destroyed by moth and rust?  Or are you seeking after the treasures in heaven that moth and rust cannot destroy?

As one commentator so eloquently puts it, “Christ came to change us from self-made kings and owners of earthly possessions to custodians who will one day give account to God [about] what we have done with the goods put in our care.”
Are you investing all that He has given you in His kingdom?  
Are you making use of the money, and the resources, and the gifts that God has given you so that when Jesus returns to settle accounts, you can show Him the ‘interest’ on His investment?

Do you also know and rejoice in the truth that “The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it”?

If so, it is because you know Jesus Christ!  
Like Zacchaeus, you too have heard the Saviour’s call and responded in faith.
You too know the One who possessed all of the treasures of heaven, but freely gave them up so that he could endure the moth and rust of this world.  
And you know that He did this to gain for us victory over the eighth commandment.

May God grant each of us a determination to live a life of faith that can be seen.  Amen.

