Pentecost 10, August 18: 7th Commandment

You shall not steal.
 What does this mean? We should fear and love God so that we do not take our neighbor’s money or possessions, or get them in any dishonest way, but help him to improve and protect his possessions and income.

What is important to a person in this life, as far as God is concerned? It is life itself, to be alive, which comes from our parents. Next is the life with whom you share with, namely, the spouse, should you have one. This also is important, as seen in the order of things in the 10 commandments. Next then is the possessions, the things that a person has for the sustenance of this life. For indeed, without these, without food, clothing, home, McDonald’s and coke, we cannot survive. And so God gives them all to us. Thus we have the 7th commandments concerning stealing, the taking away of God’s gift from someone else. 
 “Stealing” here is not only talking about the obvious robbery, but any methods or ways by which we take our neighbors’ possessions, for the purpose of increasing your own gain, or at least to prevent the neighbor from having more. Or to state this commandment in the positive sense, it means that we are to use any means and methods necessary to help maintain and even increase the neighbor’s possessions, which of course is completely counter to our natural inclinations. If this is a correct way of understanding this command, then there are indeed many thieves in the world! This happens when people are negligent and/or not careful with things, to avoid damages; or when people waste resources such as food, paper, and other things; or when people are lazy instead of working so that things don’t get done as they should be, or when people overcharge their products. In summary, it is whenever you neglect or fail to think and help your neighbor’s wealth and possessions. 
Surely God can’t be that strict, right? Will he actually hold me accountable for that piece of blank and usable paper that I threw away or that piece of chicken that I did not finish? As Luther correctly explains: we are to help the neighbor to improve and protect his possessions and income. Is being negligent or careless or lazy or wasteful with the neighbor’s things actually help to improve his or her income? So don’t think that just because you didn’t stick your hand in the cookie jar or that you have never pointed a knife and robbed someone or a store directly, that therefore you have kept this commandment. 
But it’s not only our fellow neighbor from whom we steal or neglect, but we do so with God as well. Thus God accuses the people of Israel in Malachi 3 and of course the people innocently replied as if God would make up such a lie to extort them. For these people were indeed stealing from God THROUGH their tithes and offerings, or the lack thereof. It is not as though God needed their offering, as though God would go hungry if they didn’t bring their sheep and cows and bread and grains, but it was for the sacrifice for the forgiveness of sins, it was for the priests and Levites so that they could continue the services and sacrifices so that their sins can be atoned for. Indeed, we don’t have tithes and offerings anymore since these have been fulfilled and completed in Jesus who offered himself as that one perfect sacrifice once and for all, so then shouldn’t we give all the more? If the OT people only needed to give 10% and it was under the law and obligation and fear, shouldn’t we give more since we now live in the freedom of the gospel? Yet we don’t. And even when do, we do it so grudgingly and reluctantly that I'm afraid we actually sin more by giving than not giving.  
Thus, like the previous commandment, this is another topic that makes us uncomfortable because it is not merely about the taking away of something from someone, but in fact, implicitly, it is about the giving of ourselves, which may include our wealth and possessions. And we don’t like that, we don’t like other people telling us how to use “OUR” things, most especially OUR money.  
Why is this? Why do we rob and steal, as though we are so envious of other people’s wealth and success? And why don’t we give, why do we hold on so tightly to these gifts, as though God is a very stingy God who only gives so very sparingly that he lets you starve and freeze to death? Why do we not help the poor and needy? Why do we not give more to the church? The gospel readings from the last 2 Sundays are apt and ought to be reminded over and over again. Luke 12 contains the parable of the rich fool who only amassed more and more wealth that he could not even use himself and instead of helping the poor, he planned to build a storehouse. But that very night he dies. And Jesus concludes saying “so is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God.(Lk12:21)” And he continues to illustrate this point using the birds and flowers, which do not work and yet God takes care of them with diligence and affection, how much more we who are indeed called to be his children? So Jesus concludes saying “seek his kingdom and these things will be added to you (Lk12:21). 
This hoarding and this ungiving attitude is the most common sin because it is so easily done outwardly without being caught or even noticed. But will God forget his commandments? You can amass and hoard and keep and hang on tightly, but you will not prosper. Luther makes an interesting remark in the Large Catechism regarding this commandment: “And indeed, we see and experience this being fulfilled daily before our eyes, that no stolen or dishonestly acquired possession thrives. How many there are who rake and scrape day and night, and yet grow not a farthing richer! And though they gather much, they must suffer so many plagues and misfortunes that they cannot relish it with cheerfulness nor transmit it to their children. But as no one minds it, and we go on as though it did not concern us, God must visit us in a different way and teach us manners by imposing one taxation after another, or billeting a troop of soldiers upon us, who in one hour empty our coffers and purses, and do not quit as long as we have a farthing left, and in addition, by way of thanks, burn and devastate house and home, and outrage and kill wife and children.”
Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's. The things that bear Caesar's image, give it back to Caesar, but what about God? What bears the image of God that we can give to him? Adam was made in the image of God, but that image was lost through sin and rebellion, and all his children bear this broken image that is imperfect, unacceptable to God. 
And so God sent his son for us. He is the exact imprint (Heb1:3), the very image of God, so that we might be renewed and restored in him. The brokenness of sin is restored when through faith, he gives us his own righteousness. Yes, it’s the same old story, the same old gospel, but it is the word of God, the word that gives life, the message of hope, because this is not some abstract fantasy, but this is a reality that has happened to us all. The old has passed away, behold Paul exclaims, the new has come. You are a new person in Christ. Your brokenness is restored in Christ. Your sins are washed away, the old dead man was crucified with Christ. So then don’t live in it anymore. Look, see, behold, God is giving and giving and giving and giving and continues to give all these to you. He doesn’t stop. He gives you Christ, he gives you life, he gives you salvation. As Paul says in Romans 8, if God has given his own son, if God has given himself, if God has given the greatest and most valuable thing to ever exist to us, will he not give us everything else? O we of little faith indeed!
He gives, and he gives to all people according to his good and gracious will. So in Christ we believe and accept that. What God has not given me, it is for my own good and I should be content and joyful for such arrangements. What God has given to my neighbor, it is for him and him alone. I have no right to take or steal, because properly understood, that is a gift from God for my neighbor, it is not mine. Therefore we do not steal but we help the neighbor to improve and protect what God has given him or her. This is the whole point of this commandment, which is about the gifts and blessings of God, after parents, life, and marriage. 
But the greatest gift that ought to be maintained is still Christ and his word, which has been poured for all people. This is a different type of “possession”, or “wealth” that God has given us to be shared by all. The church, the local congregation, and the ministry are a great blessing to us all. Can you imagine a life without church, without hearing the word of God, without great preaching (especially from me!), and without the sacraments??? (it is like living without McDonald’s, which did happen for 3 weeks when I was in HK, I felt weird to be healthy for period of time) Without church and the gospel, what life is that? Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's. Seek first the kingdom and be rich toward God. 
And here we should not only think about ourselves but also of the other congregations that partner with us in proclaiming and confessing the same faith. We have other congregations and pastors in the Lutheran who are suffering financially and they may not be fully subsidized. That’s what those yellow envelops are for. They are sent to the synod to help other smaller or struggling congregations. So it is supposed to be separate from your regular offering to the congregation. So if you give 10% (which is a good baseline to start with, without killing you) then perhaps consider giving an extra 1% in that yellow envelop to help the other churches and missions. 
I should also mention that the purpose of giving you an entire year’s worth of envelops is so that you can actually put your offerings in them even for those weeks that you miss service, so that you can collect them (whether weekly or monthly offering) and bring them to church when you can. Missing service is not a reason for not supporting the church and her ministry. So use those envelops as they were designed to be used. To be able to give and support the church and the gospel is a great privilege and honor and joy. 
Certainly we are not asking you to live in poverty so that you can feed all the poor and fund the church and the pastor for the next 10 years, but in the freedom that is in the gospel, find a balance with the guidance of the Holy Spirit so that the first things to consider is not yourself but your own family, then the gospel and the local congregation, then your brothers and sisters who are in need in other congregations, and then everybody else who may require your help. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]One last thing to mention. In our day and age, money is the most convenient commodity, but there are other ways by which we can contribute. If you cannot give money, there are other ways that you can support the church, like helping with the kitchen, helping with cleanup, and even just showing up in service or bible study is a significant contribution. You may not realize that but having people actually in the church encourage people to come. When visitors come in and sees an empty church, they may not come back again or leave immediately. So it’s really not helping when people are away during the summer, because this is also the time that we get more visitors. They come in and find an empty church. What does that say? Yes, it may be superficial, but that’s the reality we work with. So another thing that you can help is to look around you and greet the visitor and find out if he or she needs help with the liturgy, because as you know, it can be complicated and hard to follow. These are just some of the ways that you can give to God. You give yourself. You can give because you have Christ, he is your greatest gift and blessing and treasure.
