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Pentecost 10  7/20/08  Ten Values That Build Strong Families - Part 8 – “Prospering with Integrity” ––Exodus 20:15  (Seventh Commandment)
I. INTRODUCTION.

One Sunday a youth Bible class teacher was trying to demonstrate the difference between right and wrong to his class.  He chose stealing for his example.  The teacher said:  "All right, let’s use this example.  If I were to go into a man’s pocket and take his wallet with all his money, what would I be?"  A split second later, a teenager in the back sneered:  "You’d be his wife!"  Of course, the correct answer to that teacher’s question would have been, “…a politician!”  Just kidding!  
Today we consider the Seventh Commandment:  “You shall not steal.”  This is another one of those commandments where people tend to feel like you’re preaching to the choir.  And that’s because most people who go to church are not thieves or pick pockets; in fact, I’ve never heard of any of you here today stealing cars, cracking safes, robbing banks, committing white collar crime.  And for that I’m grateful!!!  
Let’s make this a little more personal.  I’d like for you to raise your hand if anyone has ever stolen money from you?  Okay, how about tools, anyone here ever had tools stolen from you?  How about tools borrowed and never returned?  Anyone ever have a bicycle stolen from them?  How about a car?  Ever had something stolen from your car, like a computer or some other valuable?  Anyone ever had their home broken into?  There’s something intensely personal about having your living space violated by a thief.  I think it’s safe to say that most, if not all of us, know what it is like to have something stolen from us.  
Now, let’s talk about the flip side of this issue and for this part, DO NOT RAISE YOUR HAND!  This is just between you and the Lord.  I want you to answer these questions in silence and God will be your witness.  I want you to think about whether you have ever stolen anything:  Can you remember taking some candy as a child when you were told not to?  Did you ever take some money from your parent’s purse or billfold or from your brother or sister’s piggy bank?  Did you ever take a toy from a store?  As you got older, have you ever taken office supplies home from work for your own personal use?  Have you done any creative accounting on your tax returns?  Have you ever borrowed something and failed to return it?  While you were at the grocery store, have you ever taken a grape from the produce section and eaten it?  Here’s the really tough question:  Have you ever wanted to do any of these things, but didn’t –– not because of your integrity –– but because you were afraid of getting caught?  If the truth be told, I think all of us would have to admit that we have broken the Seventh Commandment, “You shall not steal,” in many and various ways.  
II. MATERIAL AND NONMATERIAL STEALING.
Normally, when we think of stealing, we think of material things.  If we look, however, beyond the physical or material to the nonmaterial, we find other ways to break this Commandment.  
–– Consider, for example, an employee who is paid to work an 8-hour-day, but he or she spends an hour or two every day making personal phone calls, playing computer games, or taking extra-long lunch breaks… that’s stealing from your employer.  
––Another form of non-material stealing is allowing our children’s innocence to be stolen.  An eight-year-old today knows more about sex and gambling than most adults did 50 years ago.  One of our Lord’s strongest admonitions is in regards to how we raise our children:  Matthew 18:5 –– Jesus said, “Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to sin, it would be better for him to have a millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.”  Now, if you think it’s no big deal to let your youngsters go to R-rated movies; if you think it’s okay to let them surf the internet without any supervision or to go to parties where there are no Christian adults; then remember the consequences for those who would steal our children’s innocence.  Here’s another example of non-material stealing … 
––As you know the election season is upon us and soon we will be electing a new president and perhaps a new senator.  As you watch the mud-slinging which has already begun, you will see again and again how the character and name of a person is falsely tainted or distorted.  The Eighth Commandment says, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.”  Why?  Because you are stealing from that person his good name and reputation.  This is the kind of theft the religious leaders committed against Jesus, especially at his trial before the high priest.  They called in witnesses to make false or misleading statements about what Jesus said and did so they could nail Him to the cross.  

III. WITHHOLDING AS A FORM OF STEALING.

When it comes to stealing, most people are into denial.  Martin Luther challenged this attitude when he said to his congregation:  “If all the people who are thieves but deny it had to be hanged on the gallows, the world would soon be an abandoned desert, and there would be a shortage of hangmen and gallows.”  Now, Luther was not one to mince words (speak tactfully).  But was he just exaggerating?  I don’t think so, especially when you consider that stealing doesn’t just mean taking something from someone –– it can also mean withholding something as well.  
––For example, the Bible makes it clear that God’s people are to sacrificially give of their time, talents and treasure for the glory of God and for the good of His people.  That’s called tithing.  Scripture speaks of tithing when it says, “Each person should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” ––2nd Corinthians 9:7  Now, if we fail to give because we are not “cheerful”, the Bible says we are “robbing God” (Malachi 3:8ff) because we have withheld from the Lord what rightfully belongs to Him.  
Let’s look at another example of withholding.  How many times have we heard it said or said ourselves –– ‘Why didn’t you say something?’ or ‘Why didn’t you do something?’  In some cities T-shirts are being sold with the logo:  Don’t Snitch!  In other words, if you see a crime going down –– a drug deal, a car being stolen, someone being robbed –– don’t go to the cops.  But that’s not what the Bible teaches –– Jesus said, “you are the salt of the earth and the light of the world.” ––Matthew 5:13-14  In other words, as we follow Christ we are to prevent the moral rot of our society, not perpetuate it.  Tragically, one of the reasons why so much abuse and adultery and crime is going on in our culture is because valuable information is being withheld –– which is a form of stealing.  
But far worse than not reporting the negative is WITHHOLDING THE POSITIVE.  How much love do we withhold because so and so is mad at so and so, or because of some past hurt or misunderstanding this one will not speak to or forgive that one.  That’s devastating to churches and families.  
When the word of encouragement is not given or the love yearned for by the spouse or child is not returned by the busy or preoccupied parent, that is stealing from others what they so desperately need.  

Each of us must ask ourselves, “Why do I bottle up and withhold so much good?  Why do I steal from others the love or forgiveness or encouragement they need to receive?”  In fact, had Jesus Christ not gone to the cross, He, too, would have needed to ask Himself those same questions; but He didn’t need to for instead of stealing what belonged to others –– namely, the very love of God within Him –– Jesus emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant and became obedient to death, even death on the cross. (Philippians 2:7)  
Aren’t you glad our Savior gave instead of withheld?  So am I!!!  
III. CONCLUSION.
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I’m sure many of you will know the story of Victor Hugo’s epic tale LES MISERABLES.  Well let me remind you this morning of the opening scene.  \Zshan Val·zshan\ (Jean Valjean), our hero, is released on parole from 19 years of hard labor on a chain gang.  His crime –– he was caught trying to steal a loaf of bread.  And he finds that the yellow ticket-of-leave –– which he must by law display –– condemns Him to be an outcast.  No one will help him, give him a job or somewhere to stay…  Until the kind old bishop of \De¯ny\, (Digne) takes him in and feeds him, treating him as one of his own.  Valjean, hardened and embittered by years of forced labor, repays the bishop by stealing some of his silver and taking off in the night.  It wasn’t long before Valjean is caught by the police and brought back to find the bishop pretending to be astonished!  He insists that the silver was Valjean’s all along and that in his hurry to leave he’d forgotten something… the bishop then hands Valjean his silver candlesticks as a parting gift.  The case for the prosecution falls apart, and the police leave empty handed while Valjean escapes the death penalty, which would have surely followed.  The bishop tells Valjean, “I’ve bought your soul from the devil and I’ve given it to God”.  

This one act of kindness changes Valjean forever.  It is one of the greatest pictures of redemption in European literature and it gives us a glimpse into the heart of our great Savior… a Savior who looked at our unworthy souls and in essence said, “I’ve bought your soul from the devil and I’ve given it to God”.  And what did it cost our Savior to buy our souls from the devil?  His holy, precious blood and His innocent suffering and death.  
It is because of our Savior’s one act of unconditional love on the cross that our lives are continually being changed… changed from selfishness to compassion, from greed to generosity, from bitterness to forgiveness, from death to eternal life!  May this living hope that we have in Christ continue to renew your strength so that you will, in the words of the prophet, “…soar on wings like eagles… run and not grow weary.” ––Isaiah 40:31  God grant it be so for Jesus’ sake.  Amen!!!  
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