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Introduction. 

 One of my favorite painters of all time is Norman Rockwell.  I always loved the 

way he portrayed common life in America in the last century, and his ability to 

paint such vivid facial expressions and scenes that looked like real life.  It is the 

kind of art that moves you, and sometimes it makes you laugh. 

 On the screens you see one of his famous paintings, and it first appeared on the 

cover of the Saturday Evening Post in the 1930s.  It shows a woman buying a 

turkey for Thanksgiving, and the bird is being weighed on the scale to determine 

the price.  On one side is the butcher with his apron, visor, and spectacles.  His 

customer is a respectable-looking woman, and like the butcher, she looks pleased.   

 The two of them exchange a knowing smile, almost as if they are sharing a 

joke.  However, the joke is really on them, because the painting shows what they 

were really doing.  The butcher is pressing the scale down with his index finger in 

order to raise the price, while at the same time the woman is trying to get a better 

deal by pushing the scale up with hers.  The reason both of them look pleased is 

that neither is aware of what the other is doing! 

 In typical Norman Rockwell style, the painting is a charming scene from 

American life that makes us laugh at our own foibles.  However, if we’re honest, 

we have to admit that what the butcher and what the woman were both doing is a 

violation of the eighth commandment.  And while both people would resent being 

called thieves, that’s exactly what they were trying to do.  In a word, they were 

stealing.   

 

I.  The Many Ways We Steal. 

 The prohibition in Scripture about theft is pretty straightforward.  In the passage 

we’ve read this morning in Ephesians 4, the apostle Paul echoes the eighth 

commandment where he says, “Anyone who has been stealing must steal no 

longer, but must work, doing something useful with his hands, that they may have 

something to share with those in need” (v. 28).  Respect for someone else’s private 

possessions is a fundamental principle in the Bible.  We have no right to another 

person’s income or to their property, and we should be very careful not to steal 

anything from our neighbor. 
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 In some ways the eighth commandment hardly needs to be interpreted.  "You 

shall not steal" means for us exactly what it meant to the Jews who originally heard 

it, or to Paul’s readers too – don't take something that doesn't belong to you.  We 

can all identify an obvious thief as a criminal, and we feel so violated whenever it 

happens to us, don’t we?  In many ways, the command is very simple and straight 

forward – if it doesn't belong to us, it's not ours to take.  It's that simple. However, I 

also think it’s subtly complex.  I believe the definition of theft extends beyond 

simply the taking of another person’s possessions, and the prohibition against 

stealing reaches further than perhaps we realize.   

 For example, there is the theft of time.  Employees contract to do so many 

hours of work for so much pay, and when they fail to do it, it’s stealing.  We show 

up late, we finish early, we stretch the coffee break or the lunch hour.  Or we take 

pencils, software, or stamps from the office, and sometimes we pad our expense 

accounts.   

 Paul insisted in the passage we read in Ephesians 4 that the thief should steal no 

longer and instead do honest work.  So we shouldn’t rip off our employers in how 

we spend our time, or in taking material resources that don’t belong to us at work.  

This is theft.  However, I should also add that when employers don’t pay their 

workers a fair wage, when they demand longer hours than the contract allows, or 

when they downsize their workforce in order to improve their profits, this too is 

theft.  It goes both ways. 

 And these are not victimless crimes.  I recently ready that employee theft of 

time and property costs American businesses more than $200 billion dollars every 

year!  According to some estimates, as much as one-third of a product’s cost goes 

to cover the various forms of stealing that occur on its way to the marketplace.  

This is called a “theft surcharge,” and it’s a drag on our whole economy.1 

 What would happen if those of us here today committed to living lives of 

honesty and integrity at work?  What would happen if ten percent of the people in 

Winston-Salem started to live in alignment with the eighth commandment at their 

jobs?  It would literally change our economy, and our community would begin to 

flourish in new ways.  Something to think about. 

 It is also theft when debts are left unpaid, and it’s robbing a person owed the 

use of their money to which they are morally entitled.  Running up debt is a way of 

life for some people, but Paul wrote in Romans 13, "Owe no one anything, except 

to love one another."   If we really love our neighbor, we won’t postpone paying 

her.  Last week I read that in 2017, the average American family’s credit card debt 

is now $6,375, and the total credit card debt in this country reached its highest 

point ever, surpassing over $1 trillion.2  How do things stand with your credit cards 

these days, and are you prompt in paying your bills and your debts? 
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 Another look at the deeper meaning of this commandment reveals that the Bible 

condemns those who become rich dishonestly.  And when Scripture says, “You 

shalt not steal,” it speaks to the problems of corporations who make money and get 

rich in dishonest ways.  Companies who keep some of their transactions off the 

books, they hide their losses in offshore accounts, or they manipulate securities by 

providing false information.   

 One of the worst offenders of this in recent history was Enron, the vast energy 

company whose spectacular collapse injured the whole US economy and cost some 

people their life savings.  Enron’s fall was quickly followed by a series of others, 

including Arthur Andersen, WorldCom, and Lehman Brothers.  All this goes back 

to the eighth commandment. 

 Claiming deductions on your tax returns for which you do not qualify is 

another form of theft.  Pay Uncle Sam everything you owe him, and be truthful on 

your tax return.  Cheating at school is also a way students steal.  According to one 

poll released several years ago, an overwhelming majority of the nation’s brightest 

teenagers admit to cheating in school.  Who’s Who Among American High School 

Students surveyed 2,000 high-achieving 16- and 17-year-olds and found that  80% 

of them say cheating is common at their school, that 78% admitted cheating 

themselves;  that 67% have copied someone else’s homework; and 40% confess to 

having cheated on a test or quiz.3  This is theft, young people. 

 In the digital age we have found even more clever ways to steal.  Nowadays it 

involves stocks and bonds and trust agreements; computer records and insurance 

policies; balance of trade and international markets; political patronage and back 

room deals.  Such factors make stealing more elaborate and detection more 

difficult.  Think about the graft in politics, the insider trading scandals on Wall 

Street, or our out-of-control Federal deficit that threatens to steal the financial 

security of future generations. 

 All of these matters reveal the subtle and pernicious way stealing creeps into 

our daily lives.  As a friend of mine said, “There is a little larceny in every human 

heart.”  We’re all tempted to take what isn’t ours.  And in the face of this 

temptation God's call is, “Stop, thief!”  As believers in Jesus Christ we’re called to 

be people of integrity, principle, and individuals known for their honesty.  We’re to 

be the same person when no one else is watching as we are in public, because the 

follower of Christ knows that Jesus is always watching.  And one day we must all 

give an account to Him for the way in which we have lived our lives.  How is it 

with you today in these subtle areas of life, these quiet ways in which people steal 

today? 

 The values of our world are askew.  There are many voices which say, “Go 

ahead; everyone is doing it.  What's the harm?  They’ll never miss it.”  But don't 
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listen to those voices, friends.  Hear the Word of God when He says, “You shall 

not steal.” 

 

II.  Robbing God. 

 Like the rest of God’s law, the eighth commandment has deep spiritual 

significance.  Whenever we take something that doesn’t belong to us, we sin 

against God as well as against our neighbor, and we damage our own souls.  

Stealing is a sin against God in at least two ways.  First, every theft is a failure to 

trust in His provision for us, and whenever we steal something that doesn’t belong 

to us we deny that God has given us, or is able to give us, everything we really 

need.  But it’s also, secondly, an assault on God’s providence for people.  It robs 

from them what He has provided for someone else. 

 But there is an additional spiritual dimension to the prohibition against stealing.  

I recently heard someone say, “Theft isn’t just wrong-taking.  It’s also wrong-

keeping.”  I found that a fascinating statement, and it got me to thinking about my 

walk with Christ, especially as it relates to stewardship.  A steward is someone 

who cares for another person’s property.  He or she isn’t able to use it however 

they please, but only to manage it in accordance with the owner’s wishes.  The 

Bible teaches that God is the owner of everything, even our material resources, and 

you and I are to be stewards of the gifts He has entrusted to us. 

 And one of the expectations God has for His people with their material 

possessions is to develop open-handed generosity.  He expects us to share what we 

have – with the poor, with those in need and missionaries around the world, and 

with the church that is our spiritual home.  The principle of stewardship and 

generous giving is taught throughout the pages of Scripture, and the Bible says that 

when we keep all our money for ourselves, we’re robbing God.  In Ephesians 4 

Paul said, “Do something useful with your hands, so that you may have something 

to share with those in need.” 

 In the book of Malachi we read of the prophet’s charge that the people of Israel 

were robbing God and failed to be stewards of His good gifts.  Three hundred 

years before Christ, Malachi said, “’I the Lord do not change.  So you, O 

descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed.  Ever since the time of your fathers, you 

have turned away from My decrees and have not kept them.  Return to Me, and I 

will return to you,’ says the Lord Almighty.  ‘But you ask, “How are we to 

return?”  Will a man rob God?  Yet you rob Me.  But you ask, “How do we rob 

You?” In tithes and offerings.  You are under a curse the whole nation of you – 

because you are robbing Me’” (3:6-9).   

 The word “tithe” simply means “one tenth.”   Under the law of Moses a tithe, or 

a tenth, of the produce from the ground and of the livestock was established for the 

people of Israel to be set aside for the Levite priests (Lv. 27:30,32).  The book of 
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Deuteronomy also spelled out that every three years a community celebration was 

to be held at the time of the offerings and tithes, and the needy were invited to the 

celebration as well as the Levites.   

 In addition, the widow, the orphan, and the foreigner were also supposed to be 

helped through the giving of tithes according to Deuteronomy 14:28,29.  Offerings 

were the portions of sacrifices that were set apart for the priests, and they were 

voluntary gifts for a special purpose (Ex. 25:2-7).  Finally, during the time of 

Christ the Pharisees added the practice of tithing even the herbs from their gardens 

(Mt. 23:23).    

 The means by which Malachi urged the Israelites to repent was through 

generous giving, and he called them to bring the whole tithe into God’s storehouse.  

The Jews of Malachi’s day were withholding the tithes for themselves, and they 

were spending all their money on their own wants and desires.  To the extent that 

they did this, Malachi said they were robbing God. 

 The Lord gave a challenge to the people of Israel.  Malachi writes, "'Test me in 

this,' says the Lord Almighty, 'and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of 

heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.  I 

will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines in your fields will not 

cast their fruit,' says the Lord Almighty.  'Then all the nations will call you blessed, 

for yours will be a delightful land,' says the Lord Almighty" (310b-12).    

 Whenever I meet with couples for premarital counseling, we spend a whole 

session just on family finances, and I challenge them with this passage of 

Scripture.  I suggest to them, and I would suggest to you, that if you haven't been 

tithing before, make a commitment to tithe for the next three months.  And if after 

that time, you don't find yourself in as good a situation, or better, financially and 

spiritually, than you were before, then quit tithing.  God failed the test.  But if you 

do find yourself as well off, financially and spiritually, then keep up the practice 

 That’s a pretty bold challenge.  But I have had couples come back and tell me, 

"We don't understand it, Peter, but we’re better off now that we are tithing than we 

were when we didn't.  The car repair shop told us we didn't need that brake job 

after all.  I got an unexpected raise at work. Our money just seems to go farther" 

You see, God is a great economist, and I believe that if you take Him up on His 

challenge and put Him to the test, you will find that He is more than faithful.  And 

there is a great blessing that awaits you when you step out in faith in this way.   

 

Conclusion. 

 Author Jerry Bridges has observed that there are basically three attitudes you 

can take toward possessions.  The first says, “What’s yours is mine; I’ll take it.”  

That’s the attitude of the thief.  The second says, “What’s mine is mine; I’ll keep 

it.”  This is the attitude that most people have about their possessions.  We are 
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selfish by nature.  But the third attitude is the one the Bible encourages says, 

“What mine is God’s; I’ll share it.”4   

 The motivation for generosity is the sacrifice of Christ.  Jesus hung on the cross 

between heaven and earth with His arms open wide, and He extended His hands of 

grace and said to each one of us, “If there is anything at all that I have which you 

need, go ahead and take it.  It's yours. I am here for you.”   

 When we see Jesus freely pouring out His love for us on the cross of Calvary, 

when we see His arms spread wide for every single one of us, then every 

possession we have in life becomes trivial by comparison.  It is hardly worth 

worrying about, and never worth stealing. Elsewhere in the NT Paul writes, “For 

you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your 

sakes He became poor, so that through His poverty you might become rich” (2 

Cor. 8:9).    

 The opposite of the command, “You shall not steal,” is the positive admonition: 

add value, give generously, exercise stewardship, and cultivate honesty.  It’s a 

design for life, and if you really want to flourish as a human being, put this 

principle into practice.  Let’s go from this place as people who honor God and 

honor others by the integrity, honesty and generous giving that marks our lives.  It 

will bless us, it will bless others, and it will bless and honor God, too.  Amen. 

1 Phillip Ryken, Exodus: Saved for God’s Glory (Crossway: Wheaton), 602,603. 
2 https://www.cnbc.com/2018/01/23/credit-card-debt-hits-record-high.html. 
3Today in the Word 8/8/94. 
4 Jerry Bridges, The Discipline of Grace: God’s Role and Our Role in the Pursuit of Holiness (Colorado 
Springs: NavPress, 1994), 88. 

                                                           


