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THE DECALOGUE – WORD #8 – POSSESSIONS 
An apparently well-off young man approaches a popular rabbi and asks what he can do to be right with God.  The rabbi pauses 
and then says “Well, you know about the commandments?” and quickly lists off six of the ten.  “No problem,” says the young 
man.  “I’ve been keeping every one of those since I was a kid.”  “Really?” responds the rabbi, “well how about this one.  Go,  
sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.”  The young man’s jaw drops, his eyes 
pop open and he gasps.  The rabbi looks at him and says with a certain amount of pity, “Yeah, being rich and having a lot of 
stuff is tough.  But, remember “stuff” is not life.  In fact, desire for stuff can prevent you from living life to the full.” – paraphrase 
of Mat 19, Mk 10 and Lk 18.   

Exodus 20:15; Deuteronomy 5:19 – “You shall not steal” 

When is “Enough” enough?  What happens when need and want collide?  Does the end justify the means?  All of these 
existential, situational questions collide into the seventh command “You shall not steal.”  This command is tied closely to the 
last and tenth command which is about lusting after what legitimately belongs to others.1   

So what is happening when we steal?  That theft is wrong is a universal social concept.  This is not something that is considered 
right in one society and wrong in another.  But at the same time theft is a universal fact.  It happens in every society.  Taking 
something that does not belong to us without the permission of the owner and not providing recompense is fundamentally 
an act of selfishness that lacks respect for others.  People generally are acquisitive by nature.  At some time or other we all 
feel the need to add to the inventory of “things” that make our lives.  The question becomes how we do that?  To begin with, 
we must remember that the Ten Commands are fundamentally relational in nature and relationship can only happen within 
community.  Stealing is a selfish act.  Selfishness destroys community.  Work on the other hand, is the way we honour 
community and provide and add value to our community.  Selfishness takes, work gives.  Selfishness destroys trust, work 
builds up the confidence we have in one another.  If we acquire through stealing we will never have the satisfaction of having 
worked for what we need and consequently enjoy.  Ephesians 4:20-28 reminds us, “… when you heard about Christ and were 
taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off 
your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the 
new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness … for we are all members of one body … Anyone who has 
been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with their own hands, that they may have 
something to share with those in need.”  Therefore the rationale for work is to bless others as opposed to stealing which only 
is self-directed and ultimately self-destructive.   

All of the above appears to have a slightly negative tone because of the subject matter but what is the flip side?  What treasure 
cannot be lost to theft?  Where can we find sufficiency so that the issue of stealing and theft becomes unimportant?  As usual 
Jesus points our hearts in a different direction.  In Matthew 6:19-21 he says “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, 
where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”  
He also reminds us a few verses later in verses 31-33 “Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall 
we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need 
them all. But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” 

So again, the familiar question for all of us is “What or Who is important?”  or “What or Who do we value the most?”  If like 
the rich young man above the answer is “Me” or “Mine” then situational ethics will at some time justify the concept of theft.  
It becomes easily acceptable to be dishonest in some degree or another.  If on the other hand the answer is “You” or “Ours” 
then we will seek ways to enhance the community in which we live.  This applies to other things that are valuable as well, 
such as time, ideas, and even people.  All of these can be stolen and used wrongly.  When seen from a biblical perspective 
this is very clear.  The key issue becomes acquiring that biblical perspective.  Jesus told us to first of all, seek His Kingdom and 
to do so with all our hearts.   

Finally Leviticus 19:1-19, in elaborating on the commands, takes a second look at the last seven commands and restates them 
within the context of community.  This part of the chapter concludes with what Jesus said was the second greatest command 
– “Love your neighbor as yourself.  I am the Lord.  Keep my decrees.”    
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