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It seems as we go through the list of the Ten Commandments, they get tougher and tougher, don’t they? What seemed like a simple list of rules becomes something different—a lifestyle for those who intend to follow the ways of God. Or maybe you could even call it a user’s guide. 


Think about what it’s like when you buy a new technological gadget. Do you look at the manual to help you figure out how to use it? There’s always a learning curve, isn’t there? And that’s the way it is with life.  God is the one who made you. God has also called you to be a part of God’s family and God’s mission. God knows what it takes for you to live a good and productive and faithful life. Doesn’t it make sense to follow our Maker’s instructions? 

So, listen to the now-familiar strains of Exodus 20. And then listen to a passage from the New Testament letter of James. 
God’s Top Ten: Don’t Steal 

Exodus 20:1-14, James 5:1-6 (Malachi 3:8-12)


Leonard Lauder, of Estee Lauder, once said that “When a person with experience meets a person with money, the person with experience will get the money, and the person with the money will get some experience.” (Illustrations Unlimited, 369) 


And that seems to be the nature of the world. 


But to the people of God, God says, You shall not steal. 
The injunction against stealing is the eighth commandment, but it was the first sin. When God placed Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, God said, you can have everything except the fruit of this one tree. But they stole a taste and the rest is history.

It was the first sin and it has become, it would seem, the most common. As I was looking for illustrations about stealing this week, I found them everywhere. And this is nothing new. A very long time ago Martin Luther said “Stealing is a widespread, common vice, but people pay so little attention to it that the matter is entirely out of hand. If all who are thieves, though they are unwilling to admit it, were hanged on the gallows, the world would soon be empty, and there would be a shortage of both hangmen and gallows.” (The Truth about God, 106) Luther bases this on a belief that stealing is not just about robbing someone’s money. Thievery happens any time that someone takes advantage of someone else.

The newspapers this week were full of stories about stealing. There was the hospital nurse who stole $640 from a dying patient. Iraqi insurgents who stole blood from hospitals to treat their wounded. And the guy who filled his prescriptions using his Medicare card, only to sell the pills on the street. The one that I found most interesting was the one about the robber who walked into a Madison Avenue clothing store carrying a Saturday night special. But what witnesses remembered most clearly was one rather bizarre detail: the oxygen tank he carried with him to help him breathe. He was 63, though he appeared older, and walked with a cane. Imagine this: an elderly-looking man with a shoulder bag oxygen tank, with a cane in one hand and a gun in the other. Arthur Williams had been in jail most of 34 years before his release on parole in 2009. During that time he had become a jailhouse preacher who spoke of his gratitude to God with anyone he met. He made promises to help troubled young people when he was paroled. Plus, he was sick. He had emphysema and diabetes, and regularly underwent dialysis. At his parole hearing, he said that committing crimes would kill him, and that he wasn’t looking to die! So, they let him out. And he played the role of a model citizen for almost a year, and then he went on a violent crime spree that included the visit to the Madison Avenue store, and ended when he crashed his car and died during a high speed chase. (NY Times, 7-22-2-10 A-1)

Wwhat intrigues me about the story of Arthur Williams is not so much the story of a hardened criminal who kept on stealing even when he was barely able to breathe—so much as the story of a man who had a thin veneer of religiosity covering a hard core of crime. A thin veneer, but apparently believable enough, because they let him out on parole, and once he got out people even loaned him money! Yet the biggest part of his life (to the end) was the part about being a thief. This is what directed his life.

I don’t think of myself as a thief. I expect you don’t think of yourself as a thief either.   Yet there is something about Arthur Williams’ story that is disturbingly familiar.  There’s the story that we want people to hear. The picture of ourselves that we want people to see.  And then there’s the back story. What happens at home and at work and with our friends. For Arthur Williams the back story—the big story about his life—was the part about being a thief. The part about being a good upstanding citizen was the false front. 
Could it be that Luther was right? That stealing is so prevalent that we don’t even see it? We don’t even realize that we are doing it.   

Perhaps it’s time to raise our awareness. 


The other newspaper story that grabbed my attention this week was about two billionaire brothers from Dallas who are philanthropists. Turns out they are also thieves. They were charged with securities fraud and with insider trading violations. 


The story about the Wyly brothers (interesting name—wily! Almost as good as Madoff) fits rather nicely into the passage from James, where he speaks rather scathingly of the rich living happily and luxuriously on the backs of their workers, whose wages are held back by fraud. And one could think rather quickly of other modern scenarios where CEOs of large companies are paid huge bonuses while workers in the lower echelons of the company are being laid off and while customers care is being cut back. 


Stealing is a terrible sin, and all the more terrible when the rich are stealing from the poor! 


Rudyard Kipling once gave an address to the graduating medical class of McGill University, and he said this: “You will go out of here, and very likely you’ll make a lot of money. One day you’ll meet someone for whom that means very little. Then you will know how poor you are.” (quoted in The Truth About God, 108) 

Of course, you and I are not rich, and we are certainly not stealing from the poor, so we are off the hook, right?


Well, not so fast.  

Let’s review some basic biblical theology.  God created the world and everything in it. Including you and me. You may have a deed that says you own some property. Or a title that says you own a car or a boat. But you are not the true owner. (Neither is the bank!) God is. You and I are custodians of the earth and all that is in it. God has given each of us some things to take care of. Some time and intelligence and gifts. Perhaps even some material goods. We are stewards, called to care for the earth and its creatures. That would suggest that we need to put less emphasis on accumulating goods and protecting them from thieves, and more emphasis on finding ways to help those who have less. 

In the Fourth Century, Basil the Elder said, “When someone steals a man’s clothes, we call him a thief; shouldn’t we give the same name to one who could clothe the naked and does not?” (quoted in The Ten Commandments from the Back Side, 84) 

This begins to come close to the startling words of the Old Testament prophet Malachi who accuses the people of robbing God. What? How could we rob God? They replied. “In your tithes and offerings,” he said. 


In the handling of money and possessions, as in every other aspect of life, our job as Christians is to show the world what God is like. Our lives need to reflect God’s grace and generosity, not a selfish and inward-focused lifestyle.  And in order to do that, we need to face up to our own idolatrous relationship with money and things, which robs God and the world of the good that we might do. 

Well.

Who would have thought that a sermon on stealing would take this twist, and end up being a sermon on stewardship? But it’s all related. Just remember the story of Arthur Williams who pretended to be a jailhouse preacher, but lived the life of a thief. Because the truth is that unless you and I truly learn how to be stewards of what God has given us, we will always be thieves as well. 
As we turn our hearts to the Lord’s Table, I want to remind you of something that you already know. Jesus was crucified between two thieves. And there was really only one thing that was different about these two men. One of them admitted his sin and turned to Jesus. 

That’s what this meal is all about. Jesus died for all kinds of sinners. Liars, murderers, adulterers and thieves. But not all will admit their sin and turn around. Some will continue to pretend. 
But every time this meal comes around, you and I have the opportunity to come clean with God. I invite you to come forward today with whatever is in your heart. If there are burdens you are tired of bearing, sins you are tired of carrying, bring them with you. Leave them here at the table, and receive in the bread and the cup, the love and grace of Jesus your savior. 
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