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In one of his sermons about the Ten Commandments, Tim Keller made an observation about the 
commandments in the second table of the law, the commandments in our sermon series. He observed that 
they all address the big areas of life. Think about it: the last three sermons have dealt with family, power and 
sex. Honor thy Father and Mother – family. You shall not kill – power. You shall not commit adultery – sex. And 
now today, it’s money. You shall not steal. This commandment deals with our relationship to money and 
things. This commandment relates to our relationship to stuff, which is obviously an important part of life. 

Most basically, this commandment tells us, “Don’t take other people’s money and don’t take other 
people’s stuff.”  This is no great revelation, I suppose. We all know stealing is wrong. Even 4-year-olds know 
that stealing is wrong. The fact is that as long as human beings have made laws to govern their communities, 
those laws have said ‘don’t steal.’  

And maybe that’s why, when John Calvin comments on this commandment, he doesn’t spend much 
time talking about conventional stealing. He doesn’t spend much time saying: it’s wrong to be a pickpocket or 
it’s wrong to rob a bank. These sins are obvious. John Calvin and many other people who write and preach 
about this commandment talk about the subtler ways in which this commandment is broken. Calvin puts it this 
way: “There are many kinds of thefts. One consists in violence, when another’s goods are stolen by force and 
unrestrained brigandage. A second kind consists in malicious deceit, when they are carried off through fraud” 
or “concealed craftiness when a man’s goods are snatched from him by seemingly legal means.” 

Calvin clearly thinks the subtler forms of stealing are more dangerous. And I tend to agree with him. 
We all know that bank robbery is stealing, but what about calling in sick to work when you aren’t really sick, 
and you just want a day to golf with your friends. Is that stealing? Or what about doing business with someone 
on a cash-only basis so you can avoid the income taxes, is that stealing? The psychology of these two examples 
is interesting: if we were to take money from an individual, we would know we were breaking God’s law. But 
when we take money from a big institutional employer, or when we take it from the government, we give 
ourselves a pass.  

Or how about this: Tim Keller tells the story of a congregation member who worked for a while in the 
insurance business. He was told by his employer that when he received claims, not only should he reject the 
ones that looked like bad claims, but he should also reject 25% of the claims that looked good. Why? Because 
a certain percentage of those people would be too weary or too poorly resourced to fight. They’d just accept 
the judgment and pay the bill themselves. It would be good for the company’s bottom line. It would be good 
for business. Is that stealing? It might be legal, but doesn’t it seem like a violation of the 8th commandment? 

Calvin also condemns the “intricate deceptions with which a crafty man sets out to snare one of 
simpler mind.” In other words, Calvin thinks that a scheme that lures a weaker or vulnerable person to give 
their own money is a violation of the 8th commandment. Well...what about the lottery? We’ve known for 
years that the lottery disproportionately takes the money of the poorest and least educated members of 
society. Is the lottery a kind of systematic theft?  

More broadly, in his commentary on the commandment, Calvin seems skeptical of any get rich quick 
scheme that doesn’t create much social good, even if that scheme is legal. Our society generally smiles on get 
rich quick schemes, regardless of whether or not they create any social good. I don’t think Calvin shares that 
enthusiasm. Neither does Paul. “You must work, doing something useful with your hands, so that we may 
have something to share with those in need.” That doesn’t sound like a ‘get rich quick’ approach to life; that 
sounds like a ‘do good work that benefits others” approach.   



 

Paul’s words in Ephesians help us think of the positive side of the commandment and not just the 
‘thou-shalt-not’ side. Remember last week I said that every commandment doesn’t just tell us something we 
are not allowed to do; every commandment also tells us something about the character of God. In every 
commandment God tells us something about who he is and what he values. The 5th command tells us that He 
is the Father of a family. The 6th commandment tells us that he is a God who loves and values life. The 7th 
commandment tells us that he is a faithful God who keeps his promises. But what does ‘you shall not steal’ tell 
us about God? In the 8th commandment, God tells us that he is a maker, not a taker. In the 8th commandment, 
God tells us that he is a creator, that he is a worker, that he uses his hands to make good and beautiful things.  
To echo Paul’s words in Ephesians 4, in the 8th commandment God tells us that he is a God who works with his 
hands to make things that bless others.  

That’s something we see in creation: God’s character is the opposite of someone who steals and 
hoards; God is a builder, a skilled craftsman who uses the work of his hands to create this beautiful world. He 
doesn’t need to make it. It is pure gift. It is pure blessing. God is a worker, God is a maker, and his work brings 
blessing and joy to all of us.  

Understanding the part of God’s character revealed in the commandment helps us understand what’s 
at stake for us, and what’s at stake for our souls when God commands us not to steal. Because we are 
creatures made in God’s image, we are called to imitate him. And part of what that means is, God made us to 
be makers, and not takers. God created us to make good and beautiful things that bless others. You see that 
already in Genesis 1, in the creation story. God creates the world, he puts human beings in the middle of it, 
and then he says, “Go make something! Go create!” “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it.”  
God gives us work to do. “Build families. Build communities. Build cultures. Explore my creation and make 
good and beautiful things in it. Create things that bless others, make things that multiply my glory!” So, in 
Ephesians, when Paul says that instead of stealing, we should do something useful with our hands so that we 
can bless others, he’s not just giving some good advice; he is telling us to imitate our Creator God. Instead of 
being takers who hoard things for ourselves, we are meant to take some of the stuff of God’s creation and to 
work it into something good and beautiful that blesses others.   

A couple of implications here. First, because we are all made to work and create, when we don’t work 
and create, we are not ourselves. Retired guys sometimes find this out the hard way. I’m sure retired women 
find it out too, but most of the people I know who’ve found out the hard way have been guys. If you retire 
from a lifetime of busy engaging work, you can’t just move on to a life of vacations and golf and dinners out. 
You can’t go into this mode where you just relax and enjoy and consume but never work and create. You will 
not feel human. You will not be living the way God created a human being to live, and you will almost certainly 
be miserable. The healthiest and happiest retirees certainly have lots of time for relaxation and enjoyment; 
but they also find meaningful and creative work that blesses people. 

Second, I think that when we think of the positive side of this commandment, there’s a word here that 
can help us think about video games. I know that most of you are not gamers, and you’ve never been gamers, 
and you never will be gamers. But lots of people in this world under 40 are serious gamers. And many of your 
grandchildren are gamers, both the boys and the girls, but especially the boys. Today’s video games are 
immersive. They are highly advanced, not just in their graphics, but in their production and in their storytelling 
power. Their music is so popular, the Grand Rapids Symphony is doing a whole concert of video game music! 

Because they are so immersive and powerful, video games can create the illusion of meaningful work.  
The game brings you into a world where you are given a task, a call, and it’s a meaningful call, and an 
important call. You start playing the game and you use your smarts and your skill to complete the task. It’s 
challenging but gradually you figure it out and you complete the task and it’s exhilarating. Within the world of 
the game, you are fulfilling that sense of purpose that God gives to every human being. Within the world of 
the game, you are doing something useful with your hands so that you can have something to share with 
those in need! So, it makes you feel good! It feels like you are doing what you are made to be doing. You are 
scratching a God-given itch. 



 

But then you finish the game, and you emerge into the real world and there are dishes in the sink, and 
your homework’s not done, and your room is a mess. You realize that even though it felt like you were doing 
work with your hands, no actual work was done. Do you see the potential for a destructive cycle here? I’m not 
saying video games are bad. If you are a person productively engaged in life and you play some games for 
relaxation, great! Have at it! But if you are a young person who is kind of kicking around, unsure of what 
you’re supposed to do. If you don’t have anything in the real world that’s engaging your hands, can you see 
how video games could be addicting? 

This commandment is all about how our hands relate to the stuff of the world. We don’t use our hands 
to grab all the stuff for ourselves, we don’t use our hands to take stuff from our neighbors, we use our hands 
to make good and beautiful things that bless others and glorify God. When we do that, we are imaging our 
creator God whose hands made this beautiful creation. 

There’s another way in which our hands can imitate God’s work. We’ve already said that to be fully 
human is to do productive and creative work with our hands. If we don’t create good and beautiful things that 
bless others, we are not living out our full humanity. You can’t do that without stuff. You can’t do that without 
resources. That means that not only should we not steal from our neighbor; we should want our neighbor to 
have stuff so that they can do productive and creative work, so that they can be fully human. 

John Calvin sees this: “We are forbidden to pant after the possessions of others and consequently are 
commanded to strive faithfully to help every man to keep his own possessions.” Here’s how Lew Smedes puts 
it. He says this commandment implies not only is it OK for a person to own things; it also implies that it is 
wrong for a person to own nothing.  

God’s law supports this idea. When the Israelites came into the promised land, everyone was given 
their portion. Everyone was given a part of the land to work. Everyone was given a plot where they could work 
and create beautiful and meaningful things. Everyone was given some stuff so they could fulfill the creation 
mandate. Sometimes, through bad business or misfortune, they could lose their land. But God wouldn’t let 
that loss become permanent. In the year of Jubilee, that land would be returned to them. Because we are 
made to create and work and bless other people with the work of our hands, and you can’t do that if you have 
no stuff to work with. 

Not only should we not steal from our neighbor; we should want our neighbor to have stuff so that 
they can do productive and creative work, so that they can be fully human. If our poor neighbor has no stuff, 
we don’t just shrug our shoulders, we look for ways to help them. Of course, finding policies and programs 
that don’t just help the poor, but humanize them with work is notoriously difficult. Just ask the people who 
run the helping agencies that surround our church. This is hard, sacrificial work.  

But this hard, sacrificial work also reflects the work that God did with his hands, only it’s not the work 
he did at creation. You see, when we were in need, when we had lost our way, God went to work for us. He 
came to this world in Jesus, and Jesus’ hands were busy. He laid his hands on lepers and made them clean. He 
used his hands to pick up little children to set them on his knee. He used his hands to touch the eyes of the 
blind to make them see. And finally, he opened his hands to receive the nails that fastened him to the cross.  

Paul says, “each one of us should do something useful with our hands, so we can share with our 
neighbors in need.” Did Jesus make his hands useful? Yes, he did. Jesus’ hands are hardworking hands, his 
hands are more than calloused from hard work; they are shattered from the work of salvation; they are 
shattered to save you and to save me. They were shattered so that we could be human again. They were 
shattered so that we could be fruitful with his Holy Spirit. 

So, there’s lots of work to do out there, and a lot of it is hard and a lot of it is sacrificial. But it’s good 
work. It’s our Father’s work, so let’s go do it knowing that his hands are working with us.     ©Rev. Peter Jonker 


