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Behind the eighth commandment is the glorious fact that God owns everything: “The 

earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof” (Ps. 24:1). Made in His image, we are 

entrusted with little parts of this fullness and required to respect the parts that He 

entrusts to others. It’s God, not the state, who establishes private property, and we 

thrive under His blessing when we honor it. 

 

What is Stealing?  

Every important door testifies to mankind’s will to steal. The eighth commandment 

forbids all the obvious ways of stealing, but also any way we would defraud God or our 

neighbor. The Heidelberg Catechism asks what God forbids in the eighth: “God forbids 

not only outright theft and robbery but also such wicked schemes and devices as false 

weights and measures, deceptive merchandising, counterfeit money, and usury; we 

must not defraud our neighbor in any way, whether by force or by show of right. In 

addition God forbids all greed and all abuse or squandering of his gifts.” Taking stuff 

that isn’t yours is stealing. It doesn’t matter if it’s from your grandmother, parents, 

sibling, friend, stranger or business; if you didn’t pay for it, taking it is theft and a sin 

against God and the one you stole it from. Similar to playing down less significant lies 

as “white lies”, stealing small things is still stealing, and stealing from large companies 

is stealing. “If no one misses the thing I took, is it stealing?” Imagine this logic applied to 

any of the other commandments! One commentator writes about a new hotel that lost 

38,000 spoons, 18,000 tiles, 355 coffee pots, and 100 Bibles (thanks, Gideons) in the 

first year. It’s still theft if the victim is corporate—Costco, Walmart, Safeway, or the 

government. Under “wicked schemes and devices as false weights and measures, 

deceptive money” we include false and misleading advertising. Trying to keep more by 

giving less than promised, creating fake reviews, or being dishonest while buying 

something to get a better deal (cf. Prov. 20:14) is stealing. Usury is exorbitant interest 

and it’s forbidden in the law to charge interest to the poor (Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38). 

Things like payday loans and state-run lotteries exist to gyp the poor. Casinos are 

similar, attracting people with low and fixed incomes. To hold back due wages is to 

provoke the God of armies (Jms. 5:4). Cato pointed out how the government can steal: 

“Thieves who steal private property spend their lives in prison; thieves who steal public 

property walk about arrayed in gold and purple.” The preamble of the Decalogue 

reminds Israel that they were slaves, redeemed by Yahweh. To kidnap someone is to 

steal a life, a capital crime in Israel (Ex. 21:16; 1 Tim. 1:9-11). To squander time at work 

when you are getting paid to do a job is stealing. To hold back the tithe is to rob God 

(Mal. 3:8-9). As the Heidelberg indicates, to abuse or squander gifts is taking something 

that God meant for blessing others. This ought to be convicting for everyone. The Holy 

Spirit convicts in order to make us fruitful; the devil accuses in order to make us 

miserable.  

 

Why Do We Steal?  

Stealing reveals lack of trust in God and His providence. It’s ungrateful for what He has 

given and believes He will not meet our needs in the future and therefore willing to 

assault the productive fruit of others’ labor. The one who steals thinks his life will 
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somehow be better or complete with the desired item. By skipping the God-ordained 

process of obtaining something, the thief is neither satisfied from labor and nor blessed 

by a gift. It’s like wanting nourishment without eating or laughter without a joke. 

Sometimes a thief will feel entitled to something he doesn’t have. We should 

acknowledge not only economic inequality, but also height, strength, intelligence, health 

and many other inequalities that God has ordained for His glory and our good. What He 

gave you and others differently according to His good pleasure should not be resented 

but rather become your good pleasure, too. To justify stealing or “income redistribution” 

is to try to be God. It’s not unfair for Him to bless us one way, and someone else 

another way, some with more and some with less (Matt. 20:1-16).  

 

The End of Larceny 

God offers forgiveness for theft, but He also requires restitution: “If a person sins and 

commits a trespass against the Lord by lying to his neighbor about what was delivered 

to him for safekeeping, or about a pledge, or about a robbery. . . he shall restore its full 

value, add one-fifth more to it, and give it to whomever it belongs, on the day of his 

trespass offering.” (Lev. 6:2, 5). Forgiveness doesn’t mean you get to keep the money. 

The antidote to stealing is not simply to stop, but to work and be generous: “Let him 

who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands what is good, 

that he may have something to give him who has need” (Eph. 4:28). Paul tells the 

Thessalonians to “aspire to live quietly, and to mind your own affairs, and to work with 

your hands, as we instructed you, so that you may walk properly before outsiders and 

be dependent on no one” (1 Thess. 4:11-12, ESV). When we work hard and do honest 

business, God delights: “Dishonest scales are an abomination to the Lord, But a just 

weight is His delight” (Prov. 11:1). This is because people thrive in honest business. 

God gives because He wants to, and Jesus told us it’s better to give than to receive. 

Christians who have any clue about what they receive from God are compelled to give 

like Him—without strings, without expectation of being repaid—because it’s not a 

payment—knowing that sees, receives, and rewards all of it (Matt. 6:3-4). Why steal 

when you have an inheritance beyond imagination waiting for you? Jesus doesn’t tell us 

not to care about material things. He says us to lay up treasure in heaven where no one 

can take it: “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:21; 19-

20).  

  

 


