                                         Sermon:    “The 7th Commandment”
                  ( Exodus 20:15; Malachi 3:6-10; Ephesians 4:17-21, 25-28; Luke 19:1-10 )

******************************************************************************
     I can still remember the Spring of 1994 as though it were yesterday.  Our oldest child, Birgitta, was not yet 2 years old, and Andrea was pregnant with Joshua.  We decided to take a couple days off as a family.  So, we left early on a Friday morning from Langdon, North Dakota, and drove 2 hours north to the Canadian city of Winnipeg.

     We packed a suitcase because we intended to stay the night in a hotel.  We brought our warm coats because up North you never knew when it might turn bitterly cold – even during Spring.  I also brought my briefcase which contained various folders, my schedule book, my communion kit and my Bible.  I always took my briefcase on trips in case I wanted to do some work late at night.
     Anyway, we had a wonderful day in Winnipeg.  Later that Friday afternoon we were at one of the Malls.  It was a very busy day and so we had to park our mini-van at the far end of the lot.

     Around Supper time we decided to leave the Mall and find a hotel.  I went to get the van so I could drive to the front entrance and pick up Andrea, Birgitta and baby Joshua who was still in his mother’s womb.  

     But when I got to the van I noticed the side door was slightly open.  I didn’t think much of it.  I thought maybe one of us failed to close it properly.  So, I got in the van and looked behind so I could back out of my parking space.  That’s when I noticed something – or, I should say, I notice something was missing!

     Our suitcase was gone.  Andrea didn’t appreciate that, because she had packed some of her best maternity clothes.  Our warm coats were also missing, along with my briefcase and all that was inside it.  Thank the Lord we had all our money, ID’s and credit cards on our persons.  Nevertheless, we were not happy.  We felt violated!  Needless to say, we didn’t stay the night.  We filled out a police report and gave some more information at the border.

     However, about 5 days later I received a phone call from an elderly man in Winnipeg.  He said he had found a briefcase carefully placed on his front porch.  He opened it, and found my phone #, and decided to call me.  
     Obviously, I was happy my briefcase was found.  I asked the man to describe the contents and everything was there – my folders, my schedule book, my Communion kit and my Bible.

     So, on my day off I drove back up to Winnipeg to this man’s home to get my briefcase.  We had a nice visit.  He was a Christian, and he assumed I was a Pastor because of the contents of my briefcase.

     At one point in our conversation he said to me:  “Maybe when those thieves saw the contents of your briefcase they felt guilty.  That’s why they returned it to someone’s porch.  They were hoping I’d call you.”  Then I responded:  “Well, if they did feel guilty, they obviously didn’t feel guilty enough to return our coats and our suitcase!”

     Now, why do I tell you this story?  Because it is a real life example of BREAKING the 7th Commandment and KEEPING the 7th Commandment.  In his Small Catechism Martin Luther gives this explanation of the 7th Commandment:  “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.”
     Martin Luther teaches us that we break the 7th Commandment not only by the evil things we do but also by the good things we fail to do.  In fact, even such desires as envy and evil jealousy are equal to theft in God’s eyes.  Allow me to mention various specific ways that we break the 7th Commandment.

     We can rob someone by force.  We can break into someone’s home or car while they’re gone.  We can shoplift some items from a store and hope we don’t get caught.

     We can cheat on our Income Tax and pray the I.R.S. won’t discover our lies.  We can embezzle money from our employer. We can find a wallet with the name, address and phone # inside – along with $75.00 – and we can decide to take the cash, and then put the wallet back where we found it.
     We can sneak into a movie at the theatre without paying for a ticket.   We can sit around on the job while the boss is away, even though we’re still getting paid for that time.  

     We can buy groceries at a local store, but as we push the cart to our car we notice an item under the cart that the checker didn’t notice and for which we did not pay.  But instead of going back into the store and paying for the item, we keep it and don’t say a word.

     A child borrows a toy from a friend, and the friend says:  “Have fun with my toy, but please give it back when you’re done.”  A couple weeks pass, and the boy who loaned the toy forgets all about it.  But his friend who borrowed the toy decides to keep it as long as his friend doesn’t remember he has it.

     Or maybe we see someone walk away from his car, but that person left his lights on.  However, instead of telling him, we say to ourselves:  “Why should I bother?  That’s his problem.”

     Or maybe someone at school drops her lunch tray right next to you in the cafeteria, but you do not offer to help her.  Or maybe you have an elderly neighbor who is too sick to mow her lawn, but you decide not to help her because you don’t want the extra hassle.

     Maybe you give only a few hundred dollars to Christ’s Church every year but you spend several times more than that every year on various hobbies, eating out and other forms of recreation.

     Maybe you notice your neighbor’s new car and wonder why he should have a better car than you do.  Maybe your brother gets a wonderful present for his birthday and you resent him for getting what you wanted.  

     I could talk for hours about all the ways we break the 7th Commandment.  The point is that we are ALL guilty of theft because of the evil we do and the good we leave undone.  Why do we sin in this way?  Because we forget that GOD chooses to give people whatever they possess.

     But even when we do recognize this fact we often don’t like the way that God distributes His wealth.  We think God should give us certain things, and when He DOESN’T we then decide to take matters into our own hands – and this leads us to break the 7th Commandment.

     We do this when we steal by force, stealth or deception.  We do this when we fail to help our neighbor keep and protect his property.  We do this when we envy the blessings God gives to our neighbor.  We do this when we fail to support the work of Christ’s Church and act as though our money is ours to spend as we please.
     So, what hope is there for us thieves?  Our hope is JESUS!  Jesus came into the world to save thieves. Remember our Gospel reading?  Zacchaeus may have been a “wee little man,” but he was also a BIG CROOK!  Nevertheless, Jesus reached out to him and captured His heart.  

      Zacchaeus confessed his sin and rejoiced in the salvation that Jesus gave to Him.  Jesus’ love so changed Zacchaeus’ heart that he paid back more than he had stolen and he joyfully gave additional money to help the poor.  That’s what God’s mercy does to a person.  Jesus changes lives!

      Let me give another example of why we thieves have hope.  You may recall that Jesus was crucified between two thieves.  Sadly, one of them refused to confess his sin and trust in Jesus.  But the other was moved to confess his sin and he trusted in Jesus as his Savior.  This repentant thief said to Jesus:  “Remember me when you come into your Kingdom.”  Jesus responded:  “Today you will be with me in paradise!”

     My friends, Jesus shed His blood on the cross for our selfish desires that lead us to break the 7th Commandment.  Jesus went to the cross and suffered the damnation you deserve for your theft of deed and desire.  You can come to God with all your sins and know that you are forgiven and that you will be with God in paradise forever!
     But there’s more Good News!  Not only did Jesus died for your sins against the 7th Commandment.  Jesus also kept the 7th Commandment for you.  Jesus never once stole from anyone.  Jesus never experienced envious desires.  Jesus did this for you, and He has given you His own perfect obedience.  

     In addition, Jesus will continue to keep the 7th Commandment THROUHG you.  Jesus has given you your health, property and money.  In fact, Jesus gives has given you your very life!  Just as Jesus’ love moved Zacchaeus to bless others, Jesus’ love will move you to bless others with the blessings God has given you.  He will also move you to help others protect and keep their property.

     Remember the elderly man from Winnipeg who called me long distance about my stolen briefcase?  The love of Christ moved him to keep the 7th Commandment.  That elderly man helped me keep my property.  He helped me for Christ’s sake.

     With that in mind, leave this place today knowing that salvation has come to your home in the person and work of Jesus.  You have an eternal inheritance waiting for you in God’s New Creation.  Until that great and glorious day, God will continue to provide for you and give you whatever He thinks is best for you.  Most of all, He will give you Jesus!  Amen!
