Deuteronomy 5:19
19 “You shall not steal.

Matthew 25:31-46
31 “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit
on his glorious throne. 32 All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will
separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the
goats. 33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.
34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my
Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the
wortld. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, 36 I needed
clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and
you came to visit me.’
37 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed
you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger
and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe your 39 When did we see you sick or
in prison and go to visit you?’
40 “The King will reply, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of
these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’
41 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, into
the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you
gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a
stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I
was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.’
44 “They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger
or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?’
45 “He will reply, “T'ruly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of
these, you did not do for me.’
46 “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”

This is a simple, short commandment, and I don’t have many worries about anyone here breaking
this commandment. So, I’ll focus on its trajectory through our lives.

We may have had similar experiences in our childhood. Adam Hamilton tells the story of changing
the price tag on an Elton John Album because it was more expensive than most albums - $5.98
instead of $4.98. And he only had five dollars. He didn’t get caught, but he talks of the guilt
plaguing him. This story resonates with many of us as a serious but childish act, but it still violates
the commandment and can, if unchecked, lead to much more serious acts. Don’t take what doesn’t
belong to you, and don’t try to cheat someone; you will know, and God will know.

So, we try our best to live lives of integrity by taking this commandment to heart.



The prohibition against stealing is almost universal across cultures, and yet it is just that universality
that indicates how serious a problem it must be. For the Hebrew people, the command is fleshed
out in more depth in Exodus 23:4-5 New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition:

4“When you come upon your enemy’s ox or donkey going astray, you shall bring it

back.

5 “When you see the donkey of one who hates you struggling under its burden and

you would hold back from setting it free, you must help to set it free.

This extends the command to include the old saying from our youth: “Finders keepers, losers
weepers.” According to scripture, even that is stealing.

Stealing can be an act of commission, doing what is wrong, or an act of omission, failing to do
what is right. Notice our relationship with the neighbor doesn’t matter; we don’t steal even from
our enemies. We are to treat all with the same obligation, and it is in doing this that we maintain
our integrity.

I remember losing one of my nicer coins at a coin show in St. Louis. I didn’t know how and didn’t
realize it until the next day. I returned, explained my problem, and asked if anyone had turned it in.
I didn’t expect it, but they did. Whether they knew it or not, they took to heart Jesus’ saying in
Matthew 7:12 “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you, for this is the Law
and the Prophets.”

And therein lies the call to keep the commandment.

It is not do unto others as you expect them to do unto you, but as you would have them do unto
you.

For most of us, this scenario plays out with an item left off our bill, or a clerk making an error in
what to charge us, or a bank teller giving us too much money. We are challenged to point out the
error. If we don’t from here, it is a slippery slope that could result in underreporting our income
on our taxes, nudging our deductions a little higher, and perhaps moving into more serious
territory. But for parts of our society, it is on a much larger scale. It’s tricky like cheating. We know
it is wrong, but a voice tries to convince us there is nothing wrong with it, and we won’t get caught.
Then we forget or ignore that it is wrong. Breaking the commandment temps us and giving in costs
us our integrity. That violates the commandment.

The command is to deal with all people with honesty and with integrity.

I was listening to a podcast on Monday where Carey Neiuhoff said people have no trouble with
Jesus; it is his followers and their hypocrisy that bothers them. One of our strongest acts of faith is
to act with integrity even when we could get away with not doing so. That is a powerful witness.
Stealing tries to take root in our hearts and become so natural to us that we don’t even think about
1t.



In an adult discussion, we talked about a prison chaplain speaking to prisoners accused and
convicted of theft. The pastor said, “I bet none of you are in here because this was the first time
you stole something.” It is true that most of us, when we go wrong, we eased ourselves into sinning
in such tiny increments that we don’t notice what we have done until it might be too late.

And therein, when combined with a home environment that looks the other way, it can lead to very
serious acts. Hence, so much of what we hear about in the news today.

This can happen to anyone. But all is not lost.

God has given us a gift that safeguards us from easing on down the road to sin. That gift is
generosity. In the gospel lesson for today Jesus speaks to those who ministered to him when he
was in need, “I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me
something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I
was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.”

That is not surprising in itself; if we saw Jesus, we would minister to him. The astonishing thing is,
they didn’t know it was Jesus. They were generous in giving to a need they saw. They saw their act
as neither spectacular nor directed to Jesus, but as what they were supposed to do when meeting
people in need.

The others who failed to minister to Jesus, incognito, seem to say, “If we had known it was you, we
would have helped.” And that is just the point. You don’t know. Generosity depends on our
hearts, not on who we are helping.

One thing I have learned about you since I have been here is that you are a very generous church in
big stuff like our endowments, which allow us to give away around $200,000 to our community.
But it is not just the large things; it is in so much of what we do: your support of kids, scouts,
literacy of love, and the needs of the community, like the food pantry, the mitten tree, Genesis
House, the CSPCA, and the blessing box and Operation Christmas Child. Generosity is in our
church’s DNA. Also, your support of our church and the special offerings of our denomination.
Your generosity is there before we must ask. Our generosity is a mark of integrity. So, keep it up.
It would be wrong to overlook the social justice of this command. It involves not only how we
treat individuals, but how we structure society so that all may earn a living wage. From our Jewish
heritage of the prophets and writings, we learn how important it is to care for the vulnerable in
society. For that is the way of the Kingdom of God.

Jesus told a story about this kingdom. The story is about laborers being hired in a vineyard. The
first group came at sunrise and agreed to get started. Then, at different times during the day, he
went back to the marketplace, where laborers waited for jobs, and they, too, were hired. Finally,
with just an hour to go, he is back at the marketplace, and he asks a group standing around why
they weren’t working. They said no one had hired them, so he hired them as well.

Then, at the end of the day, it’s time to settle up. So, he pays them from the last hired to the first,
and everyone gets the same amount, a day’s wages. The ones hired first are incensed and cry out,



but why do we get no more than they did, when we worked all day long in the hot sun? The
vineyard owner says in Matthew 20:13,“T am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to
work for a denarius (a day’s wage for a subsistence worker)? Take your pay and go. I want to give
all the folks I hired the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own
money? Or are you envious because I am generousr?”

Sometimes we forget to focus on the generosity of the one paying and hiring. He made sure
everyone got what they needed, even those whom no one had hired, up to the end. The focus was
on his Christ-like way of caring for all those whom he encountered. They need work so they can
earn a day’s wage to survive. Indeed, the owner’s, God’s, generosity was necessary to help these
people of the land survive the hardships of peasant life. The Lord’s Prayer puts it this way, “Give
us today the bread we need for tomorrow.”

No society has been hurt by caring for the vulnerable, and that is part of our mission.

God is concerned with everyone having enough to live a life of abundance, as God planned for
creation at the beginning. Today, we live in a world that is not based on God’s way. In God’s
economy, God wants everyone to prosper and will provide so we can work toward that. We know
that Jesus came, in part, to teach us that we can live an abundant, joyful life and have that joy
multiplied as we love and serve others.

We could have all kinds of arguments, political and social, tossing about words like socialism or
communism, but the last words are different because they belong to God. God asks, “Are you
envious because I am generous?” God is beyond political and social systems and is not bound by
their notion of scarcity, which states that for someone to prosper, someone must suffer. For
someone to gain, someone must lose. That is not God’s way.

Instead, God is generous, and because of God’s generosity, we are called to rethink our notion of
fair and good. God is not fair. That might be hard to hear, but God doesn’t treat us fairly, and
when we think about it, it’s a good thing. God treats us well, giving us far more than we deserve.
God is good, God is generous, and we are made to be generous as we are in God’s image.

This generosity we feel springs straight from another gift we enjoy, the gift of gratitude. That is the
gift that pairs well with generosity. When we put both into practice, we are thankful that our God
wants to make sure those last hired received what they needed, while not overlooking those who

worked a full day.

God wants a life of abundance for all of us, rooted in God’s generosity and blessings, and that is
what we have and need to ensure everyone enjoys. Working for the betterment of the lives of
others is a sure sign of generosity and gratitude, and this is the life God intends for us.

The notions of generosity and gratitude come together in Ephesians 3:20-21
New International Version:



2 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us, # to him be gloty in the chutrch and
in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever!” Amen.

God can do far more than we imagine, but so can we. We serve with gratitude a generous God who
empowers us to treat each person we meet as if they were Jesus. And the excuse that we didn’t
know it was him does not fly. It’s precisely when we don’t know that it was him that we’ve best
reflected in the love and generosity of God.

Relying on God’s good gifts of gratitude and generosity, we can keep the commandment thou shalt
not steal.



