The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #8

“To Change a Thief”

Exodus 20:15

In 1955 Alfred Hitchcock directed a film entitled “To Catch a Thief.” John Robie (portrayed by Cary Grant) is living in high style on the Riviera is a retired cat burglar. He must discover the identity a copycat thief to keep a new wave of jewel heists from being pinned on him. High on the list of prime victims is Jessie Stevens, in Europe to help daughter Frances (played by Grace Kelly) find a suitable husband. The Lloyds of London insurance agent is using a thief to catch a thief. (In the late 1960s, Robert Wagner starred in a television series by the same name.)

There may be strand of logic in that thinking—you need a thief to catch a thief—but as we continue in our series, “The Ten Commandments for the 21st Century,” with the eighth commandment, “You shall not steal,” we find that to God it is not so much to catch a thief but rather to change a thief. 

After considering the crimes of murder and adultery in the last two studies, it may seem like a step down to talk about stealing. While crimes against property are diminishing slightly, the numbers are still staggering. According to the FBI’s latest statistics, in the past year there were an estimated 327,374 robberies nationwide, which accounted for an estimated $390 million in losses. Property crimes resulted in losses estimated at $14.3 billion. The total value of reported stolen property (i.e., currency, jewelry, motor vehicles, electronics, firearms) was $12.4 billion.

When the Americana Hotel opened in New York City, it gave a ten-month operation report. There was a loss of 38,000 demitasse spoons, 18,000 towels, 335 silver coffee pots, 15,000 finger bowls, and, would you believe, 100 Bibles.
 Vance Havner speaks of a woman who complained, “I don’t know what this world is coming to. Someone broke into my house and stole all my Holiday Inn towels!”
 On a more personal level, the website cheatingculture.com states that 79 percent of us admit to stealing or considering stealing from our employers, and CNN reports that one out of every three businesses goes out of business due to employee theft.

Stealing is a peculiar vice. We justify it as an absentminded quirk, asking, “How’d that get into my suitcase?” Some steal as a form of entertainment, a dare, or a challenge. The poor steal from the rich because they need, want, or believe they deserve it. The rich steal from the poor because they can get away with it. The rich steal from the rich to give to the poor. The shrewd extort; the strong plunder; the weak blackmail; the knowledgeable misappropriate; punks pickpocket; terrorists hijack; opportunists poach; the sick are called kleptomaniacs and bankers embezzle.
 However you want to package it, stealing is stealing, and God’s says it is wrong.

Stealing, in its original Hebrew form, comes from the root word that means to “thieve by deceiving.” Literally, it means to carry away by stealth.
 

There is something more to the eighth commandment, though. Positively, this establishes what some call “sanctity of property,” much like the sixth commandment speaks to the sanctity of life and the seventh commandment speaks to the sanctity of marriage. Many of the books on the Ten Commandments I read use this to establish the rights to personal ownership of property, but there is more.  

Property was viewed in the Old Testament as a gift and stewardship from God; the Lord owned everything in heaven and earth and he it was who entrusted it to others.
 In other words, ownership is stewardship. By human law, my property is that which I own and may dispose of as I wish, as distinct from that which I am merely allowed to use as borrower or trustee, under conditions that the owner imposes. Bible-believers, however, know that what human law says I own—my money, goods, legal rights, and titles—I actually hold as God’s trustee, lent to me by my Lord on a temporary basis to use for him. One day I shall be asked to give account of how I managed those of his resources of which I was given control.

Recognizing Theft

Let’s begin by recognizing theft. Exodus 20:15 states, “You shall not steal.” What is prohibited in the eighth commandment is more than the straightforward stealing of money or property; it includes all forms of dishonesty and cheating, tax evasion, customs dodging, working short hours, overcharging, and underpaying.
 Any sort of wrong information given for the sake of personal gain is stealing, whether it has to do with the income tax return or the expense account, or falsely passing a child off as being under three years of age in order to secure a free ride or a half fare. This command includes the man who does not pay his debts.
 Paul writes in Romans 13:8, “Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law.”
D. L. Moody points out,

The value of the thing that is stolen has nothing to say to the guilt of the act. The value or amount is not what is to be considered, but whether the act is right or wrong. If you steal from a rich man it is as much a sin as stealing from a poor man. Partial obedience is not enough: obedience must be entire. The little indulgences, the small transgressions are what drive religion out of the soul. They lay the foundation for the grosser sin. If you give way to little temptations, you will not be able to resist when great temptations come to you.

Stealing is not only taking something from someone, it is also depriving someone of a just due.
 The Old Testament prophet Amos spoke out against this. We read in Amos 2:6-7, “This is what the Lord says: “For three sins of Israel, even for four, I will not turn back my wrath. They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals. They trample on the heads of the poor as upon the dust of the ground and deny justice to the oppressed.”

He goes on in Amos 5:11-12,

You trample on the poor and force him to give you grain. Therefore, though you have built stone mansions, you will not live in them; though you have planted lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine. For I know how many are your offenses and how great your sins. You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts.
Both employer and employee are included in this demand: First, a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work; and, secondly, a fair day’s work for a fair day’s wage.
 When employers fail to give a full day’s wage for a full day’s work, that’s dishonest. When an employee fails to give a full day’s work for a full day’s pay, that’s stealing, as is shoddy or deceptive work.
 As one commentator puts it, “What Amos condemns here is survival of the slickest!”

There is one other form of theft that is recognized in the Old Testament, this one by the prophet Malachi. The Lord says to His people in Malachi 3:8, “Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me.” The people asked, “How do we rob you?” The Lord replied, “In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse—the whole nation of you—because you are robbing me.” By withholding the tenth of their income, or by failing to use the resources God loans them, God’s people are guilty of robbing Him.

Ben Haden says, “Right will always be right even if nobody does it, and wrong will always be wrong even if everybody does it, because God does not change. The Scripture cannot be broken.”
 Stealing is one of God’s comprehensive laws that cannot be broken. It instead breaks those who ignore or exploit it.

We need to be brutally honest about our actions in this area. Very few people are prepared to look at themselves in the mirror and say, “I am a thief. I have stolen.” The result is a sea of words that obscure the reality of theft. Rather than admit they stole something we hear people say that they “borrowed” it, “acquired” it, or “helped themselves.” However soothing the alternative words sound, all stealing is stealing.
 We must recognize it as such.

Repenting from Thieving

Once we have recognized the sin, the next step is repenting from theft. Returning to Amos, we read in Amos 5:6, “Seek the Lord and live, or he will sweep through the house of Joseph like a fire; it will devour, and Bethel will have no one to quench it.” Even as guilty as the people of Amos’ day were, there was still hope.

Stealing reveals a deeper problem. Materialism always seems to be a symptom of an inner distress or insecurity.
 When we do not have our basic needs of security and significance met by God, we allow other things (or people) to try to fill the void. It never works.

In fact, stealing may reveal a deeper root problem. Many of us have made idols of money and things. You may recall the second commandment, against idolatry. We saw then that idolatry isn’t about some gold images in a temple. It is far subtler than that. Idolatry is when things, often good in themselves, are worshipped as if they were God.

Idolatry distorts values. It elevates to ultimate importance something that is not ultimately important. It can corrupt us and lead us astray and fill us with false hopes and aspirations. This of course is not exclusively a contemporary Western problem. Jesus talked bluntly about the worship of possessions. He said in Luke 16:13, “No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.” The point here is that by making money our god, we open the door to stealing. The epidemic of stealing that afflicts us is a result of having turned to possessions and wealth for fulfillment rather than the living God.

Furthermore, stealing reveals that we have lost sight of who truly owns material things. For many people, the world and everything in it is a product of chance. Any rules to do with stealing—as with any other rules for living—arise simply because we as human beings need some sort of code to live together. The Christian view is, of course, different. The God who made the world and who gave us the Commandments is still very much alive and active in the world today. This is still His world.

In the Old Testament we see that as David is about to reach the pinnacle of his achievements as king, he proclaims in 1 Chronicles 29:11–12 that everything he has is not his—it is God’s:

Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the majesty and the splendor, for everything in heaven and earth is yours. Yours, O Lord, is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all. Wealth and honor come from you; you are the ruler of all things.

Think about this, for it goes against many views in our modern culture. What the Bible says here—and in many other places—is stunningly simple. Ultimately everything belongs to God and nothing belongs to us. We have no rights over property or wealth. It is not ours; it is God’s. I no more own my house, my car, and my bank balance than I own my library books. They have all, in different ways, been issued to me. They remain the possessions of someone else, and one day will be returned to him. The difference is that while the librarian may then merely smile and say “thank you,” God will want to know what I did with all that he lent me.

The implications of this are major in two areas. First, in the Bible’s view, “our possessions” are simply on temporary loan, and we are reminded that they may be recalled to their rightful owner at any time without warning. Second, this issue of God’s ownership of everything affects stealing. When we steal, we do not wrongfully appropriate something from a company or another human being; we steal from God. That ought to make us pause.

We need to repent. In the words of Lamentations 3:40-42,

Let us examine our ways and test them, and let us return to the Lord. Let us lift up our hearts and our hands to God in heaven, and say: “We have sinned and rebelled and you have not forgiven.”

Reforming the Thief

But this is not all. Remember the title of the message: “To Change a Thief.” God is most interested in reforming the thief, not just restraining theft. Let’s return to the prophet Amos, this time in Amos 5:21-24, where the Lord says,

“I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them. Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps. But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream! 

Wow! It sounds like God is saying that He can’t stand church services and worship! Well, not quite. He is the one who instituted the sacrifices and services. But He despised how the Israelites would worship Him on one day and then rip each other off the next! Israel could have dispensed with her solemn assemblies, her sacrifices and her songs without displeasing God; but when she dispensed with justice, nothing she did could please Him.

The point of this passage is not to shut down the temple and stop worshiping God. If anything, it is to stop worshiping things and start worshiping God—in your everyday life! The previous step of repentance is not just about feeling sorry for what we’ve done; it must proceed to real change in our behavior.

One character in the Bible who understood this was a man named Zacchaeus. You may remember him from the Sunday School song: “Zacchaeus was a wee little man, a wee little man was he. He climbed up in a sycamore tree for the Lord he wanted to see.” The real significance of his story, though, is seen after he met Jesus, as seen in Luke 19:8,  “But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, ‘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.’” This is called “restitution,” and this went far beyond what the Law required. He also vowed to give half of his wealth to the poor. This is what we mentioned previously as “stewardship,” and stewardship is the opposite of stealing.
 When it comes to stealing, we should return stolen goods whenever possible. If we can’t return them to where they came from, hand them over to a charity or a neutral party.
 We cannot repent of stealing and then continue to enjoy the stolen property.

Then, to complete the process of reforming the thief, we must substitute positive behavior for negative. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:28, “He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need.” This verse teaches that there are only three ways to get wealth: work for it, have it given to you, or steal it, and stealing is wrong.
 Instead of using our hands to steal, we should use our hands to work—to produce instead of pilfer. Then we not only have enough for ourselves but we have some to share with others. Human nature is not naturally generous. If we want to enrich the lives of those entrusted to us as well as our own, we will teach not only that stealing is bad but that generosity is good.
 That is how to change a thief.
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