Thou Shalt Not Steal

Exodus 20:15

This eighth commandment is the most brief of all the commandments. It sounds so simple and straightforward that I considered just combining this with the last two commandments in one sermon. But when I started looking more closely I realized that there was rich and related material on this command that merited devoting an entire study on it. “Thou shalt not steal.”

When we think of someone stealing we think of the thief, robber, burglar, mugger, pickpocket, embezzler, swindler, con, shoplifter, bandit and pirate. Every one of these steals and sin when they do so. They violate this command found repeatedly in the New Testament. Ephesians 4:28 Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need.

What may not come readily to mind this term describes one of the major characteristics of the devil – the great enemy of God and man. In John 1010-11, Jesus contrasts his work with the devil’s work, “The thief does not come except to steal, and to kill, and to destroy. I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly. "I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep.”

Being a Christian means modeling ourselves after Jesus and avoiding the devil and his practices. This is motive enough for obeying the eighth commandment, but being a Christian, according to 2 Corinthians 2:11, means making sure Satan does not take advantage of us by knowing how he operates. Jesus sums up his plan for man right here in John 10:10. He steals. He kills. He destroys.

What does he want to steal from us? He wants to steal our joy, our peace, our health, our marriage, our kids and more. The devil is everything Jesus is not and the devil does everything the Jesus would not do! Jesus, you remember, says He came that we might have life and that we might have it more abundantly. Jesus is a giver; the devil is a taker. “The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep.” Jesus is generous; Satan seizes. Satan salivates most over snatching away from us spiritual blessings. The Bible says in Ephesians 1:3 that “all spiritual blessings are in Christ Jesus.” Satan wants to steal these. While the Lord is “not willing that any should perish,” (2 Peter 3:9) the Adversary wants to steal our salvation, our clear conscience, our confidence, our hope. 

Consider the parable of the sower in Matthew 13; Mark 4 and Luke 8. In each of these passages, Jesus describes four different types of soil that represent the varied conditions within the hearts of men. In some cases, the seed, which is the word of God, falls on good ground and brings forth fruit, but the seed that falls on the other three types of soil fail to bring forth fruit. Satan stifles the word, according to Mark 4:19, by “choking the word” with “the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things.” He causes some to stumble by “tribulation or persecution arises for the word's sake.” Still others hear the word, but show such little interest in it that, Jesus says in Luke 8:12, “the devil comes and takes away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved.” In each case, Satan strips the word of God from the soul of men. Matthew Henry says Satan “is the great thief of sermons, and will be sure to rob us of the word.” That is true, but only if we let him!

As we noticed on the sixth commandment, Satan is the father of murderers, but he is just as much the father of robbers and thieves. The Devil has always been about taking what doesn’t belong to him. He robbed Adam and Eve of the garden and he stole their innocence. He robbed Job of his family, his wealth and his health. Satan snatched away one of the twelve from Jesus’ side and “walks about as a roaring lion,” according to I Peter 5:8, “seeking whom he may devour.” The Devil robbed Jesus of the dignity due Deity through the travesty of a trial by the Jewish hierarchy, by the scoffing of the soldiers who with a crown of thorns feigned to honor him as king and by stripping the clothes off the most modest man to ever grace the planet before they nailed Jesus to the cross.

But when God issued the eighth commandment, “Thou shalt not steal,” He didn’t direct it to the devil, but to men. Man is bold and brazen, but dare he do the unthinkable and rob God? The prophet says yes in Malachi 3:8, "Will a man rob God? Yet you have robbed Me! But you say, "In what way have we robbed You?' In tithes and offerings.” How arrogant to say, “This is my money!” and refuse to give back cheerfully to the Lord. In I Corinthians 16:2, Paul wrote, “On the first day of the week let each one of you lay something aside, storing up as he may prosper, that there be no collections when I come.” Then adds, in 2 Corinthians 8:24, that we “prove the sincerity of our love” by giving generously to God. Remember, all that we have belongs to God; we are simply managers or stewards of what He entrusts to us.

In Matthew 25, the one talent man robbed God of His potential, His investment. When God gave him a talent, instead of using it, he squandered it. We read in Matthew 25:25, “I was afraid and went and hid your talent in the ground. Look, there you have what is yours.” The one talent man wasted his opportunity and infuriated the Lord. In verse 30, Jesus says, “cast the unprofitable servant into outer darkness. There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” God doesn’t like to be ripped off! There is a settling up time. 

Ananias and Sapphira tried to cheat the church in Acts 5. The penalty was both immediate and severe. No one gets away with robbing God, but God will not tolerate man stealing from man either. Jacob stole Esau’s blessing in Genesis 27:35, but then we see in Genesis 31:7 that Jacob’s father-in-law, Laban, rips him off, “changing his wages ten times.” Both men violated the eighth commandment, “Thou shalt not steal.”

In the New Testament, Jesus tells about a man who fell prey to robbers in Luke 10:30-37. The vicious thugs who stripped him, beat him and left him for dead obviously violated the law of God, but, really, Jesus’ story targeted the passive larceny of the priest and the Levite. The priest and the Levite could have done like the Good Samaritan and helped the badly beaten man. They could have tended to his wounds and taken him to get help, but they walked right on by. Perhaps they felt they were too busy, maybe they didn’t want to get involved or maybe they were sure someone else would stop and help. Whatever the reason, they robbed their fellow man. Clovis Chappell put it this way, “To steal is to withhold from our fellows that which they have a right to expect from our hands.” Solomon wrote in Proverbs 3:27, “Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, When it is in the power of your hand to do so.” The Holy Spirit inspired Paul to write in Romans 13:8, “Owe no one anything except to love one another…” We owe a debt of decency to our fellowman. If we deny them that right, we join the rank of thieves. Take to heart Jesus explanation for separating the sheep from the goats on Judgment Day, “Inasmuch as ye did it not unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye did it not to me.” When we can encourage one in need… by word or deed, let’s give them their due.

Ways People Steal Today

Nobody likes to be ripped off. Because that repulses us, let’s be sure we avoid all forms of stealing.

 According to the IRS, over $300 billion, or $2,680 per household, of taxes owed last year went uncollected. Forbes.com reported in October that “taxpayers whose true income was between $500,000 and $1 million a year understated their adjusted gross incomes by 21% in 2001, compared to an 8% underreporting rate for those earning $50,000 to $100,000.” That’s stealing folks! Don’t mess with the IRS!

 insurance fraud is estimated at $80 billion per year and estimated Medicare fraud costs the government $179 billion per year. Fraud angers God!

 The U.S. Department of Commerce estimates that employee theft through lying about their hours and taking home office supplies costs about $50 billion annually…

 $400 Billion per year in lost productivity due to “time theft” or loafing. Boston Globe

 One third of all U.S. corporate bankruptcies are directly caused by employee theft. 

 The U.S. Chamber of Commerce estimates that 75% of employees steal from the workplace and that most do so repeatedly. 

 In her book, Wage Theft in America, Kim Bobo documents the extent of the corruption of Employer theft. “Between two and three million workers are paid less than the legal minimum wage. More than three million are misclassified by their employers as independent contractors when they are really employees, allowing employers to shirk their share of payroll taxes and illegally deny workers overtime pay. Even the Economic Policy Foundation, a business-funded think tank, estimated that companies annually steal $19 billion in unpaid overtime.”

I will be a swift witness Against sorcerers, adulterers, perjurers, Against those who exploit wage earners and widows and orphans…Because they do not fear Me," Says the LORD of hosts. Mal. 3:5

For the Scripture says, "You shall not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain," and, "The laborer is worthy of his wages." I Timothy 5:18

 Others steal the good reputation of others by slandering their good name.

 Some steal from their own families. The Holy Spirit says in I Timothy 5:8, if anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.

In a ABC news report on November 30, 2008, an “ethics organization called the Josephson Institute surveyed nearly 30,000 students from 100 schools across the country. The survey found that 30 percent of high school students have stolen from a store in the past year. Sixty-four percent said they had cheated on a test. Some of those students admitted to cheating multiple times. More than one-third of the students said they had used the Internet to plagiarize an assignment. Despite their responses, 93 percent of the students said they were satisfied with their own personal ethics and character.” This is in a country where 85% of the people call themselves Christian. Folks, the eighth commandment still says, “Thou shalt not steal” and the New Testament confirms it! Stealing is a sin! Where are America’s convictions? 

Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need. Ephesians 4:28 

President Kennedy uttered the famous words, “Ask not what your country can do for you, but ask what you can do for your country.” I’d like to issue a similar challenge. “Ask not what the church can do for you, but ask what you can do for the church.” Certainly, we will all be in a place where we need not only the Lord’s help, but the help of our brethren. Some from circumstances beyond their control, we’ll be in this position more than others. There’s nothing wrong with that. That’s part of God’s plan. But, we need to also make sure that we’re on the other side too – that we’re not just a taker, but we’re a giver, too. Jesus said in Acts 20:35, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”

Nowhere is this taught more beautifully than in Galatians 6:2, 4 and 5. Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ…But let each one examine his own work, and then he will have rejoicing in himself alone, and not in another. 5For each one shall bear his own load.

In conclusion, how do we overcome the temptation to steal in any forms? Jesus teaches us how in the sermon on the mount in Matthew 6:20 lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. In verse 22-32, he says to look at the birds of the air and the lilies of the field? If God feeds the birds and clothes the lilies, won’t he care for you since he loves you more…O you of little faith??  Then he concludes with, But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you. 

I want to take another part of this passage and expand it to apply to today. Jesus says in verse 31 not to worry about what we eat or drink. We can add to this list, “do not worry about what we’ll live in, what we’ll drive, what we’ll mow with, cook with, wash and dry our clothes with, hunt with, call with. Don’t worry about 401K, IRA, phD, vacations, computer, cable, internet, electricity, plumbing, hot water, land- need I go on. If we realize that we don’t have to have everything that the commercials say we do and if we realize that we are blessed far above the vast majority of the world throughout majority of history, we won’t see the need to steal.

While on earth, surely Jesus could smell Satan’s stench on the foul breath of the thieves that surrounded him. Judas Iscariot, we learn in John 12:6, was a thief. When Pilate gave the Jews the choice of releasing Jesus, they chose instead to have Barabbas, a notorious robber, released. Then, of course, while Jesus endured the torturous agony of the cross, there was a thief on His right hand and on His left.

We find in Matthew 28:13 that the Jewish leaders, who robbed Jesus of a just trial and of his dignity while dying the death of the cross, had the audacity to dishonestly accuse Jesus’ disciples of robbing Jesus’ body from the tomb. They told the Roman soldiers who watched Jesus’ tomb to say that the disciples of stole Jesus body while they slept. Why did they have to concoct this lie? They felt compelled to lie because the tomb was empty on the first day of the week. How else could they hope to stop what had begun? Jesus had risen as He said - robbing the grave to die no more. And now through the blood he shed and the new covenant ratified by that blood, Jesus seeks to steal from the devil those whom the devil has taken captive. In a moment, I’ll tell you how you can get a free copy of our today’s lesson.

While we're under the new law of Christ, not the old law of Moses, the 10 commandments written by the finger of God lay a moral foundation for His people with relevant applications for the Christian today. Join us in future weeks as we explore their significance for us today.

Thank you for watching our program today. We pray you have heard God speak to you through His word. If you’d like a copy of this sermon, “Thou Shalt Not Steal,” please write me at the address on your screen and we’ll be glad to get it out to you. You may also request a free Bible study course you can complete at home. If that interests you, please let us know. Until next Lord’s Day, may the Lord bless you! 

