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Text 
He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, 

that he may have something to share with those in need. 

 

Introduction 
Thus ends this reading of God’s holy, inspired, and inerrant word.  May he write 

its eternal truth upon our hearts… 
 We’re in a section of Ephesians now that is full of several practical, lifestyle 
commandments: speak truth, control your anger, avoid sexual immorality…  And we’ve 
been taking them slowly, one at a time.  It’s kind of like Paul is giving a list of 
commandments, and some of them are reminiscent of the Ten Commandments.  Most 
people are familiar with the Ten Commandments at some level so let me talk about them 
for a little bit. 
 Sadly, most of the people that fight so hard to have the Ten Commandments 
posted on courthouses and government property, can’t even list them all.  And the ones 
most people remember are generally the ones in the second half, numbers 5-10: obey 
your parents, don’t murder, don’t commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t lie, don’t covet.  
These all have to do with our horizontal responsibilities – how we should treat others. 
 The first half is vertically oriented.  They have to do with how we relate to God.  
And as I mentioned last week the Ten Commandments begin with the commandment not 
to have idols – to have no other gods before God; followed by not having images, not 
taking the Lord’s name in vain, not working on the Sabbath. 
 But do you know how the Decalogue – the Ten Commandments – actually begin?  
There’s a crucial prologue.  It goes like this: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you 
out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.  You shall no other gods before me…” (Ex. 20:2-
3, Dt. 5:6-7).  We see it even there: the indicative comes first, then the imperative.  God 
doesn’t say, “Don’t do this and then I’ll be your Lord.” Or, “Do this and then I’ll redeem 
you and rescue you from slavery.”  He says, “I’ve redeemed you with a mighty act of 
deliverance; you are my people; now this is how you should live.” 
 It’s the same pattern we’ve seen in the book of Ephesians.  Chapters 1-3 are 
indicative – here’s what’s true!  Great expositions of God’s mighty act of deliverance in 
Christ.  “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in 
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accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and 
understanding” (1:7-8).  We are his people, his treasured possession (cf. 1:14, 18).  And 
then chapters 4-6 are about the imperative – here’s what you should, therefore, in light of 
what’s been done for you.  So as we talk about all these particulars of a Christian 
lifestyle, realize that it’s not what one does to be a Christian; it’s what one does because 
she is a Christian. 
 Another parallel with the OT Law is that it was given so that God’s people would 
not just live like the nations around them.  Leviticus 18:2-4 – “I am the Lord your God.  
You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must not do as they 
do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you.  Do not follow their practices.  You 
must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees.  I am the Lord your God.”  Here 
in Ephesians Paul’s commands are likewise couched under the larger topic of not living 
like the Gentiles do (v. 17) – being distinct and different from the world around them 
which is held in slavery to sin. 

The world is based on falsehood; Christians should speak truth (v. 25). 
The world gets angry at the wrong things; Christians should get angry only at the 

right things (vv. 26-27). 
 And today we’re looking just at v. 28.  “He who has been stealing must steal no 
longer…”  Is anybody here a thief?  Okay, good.  Shall we just skip this verse then?  
Pretty simple, right?  “That’s one of the Ten Commandments that I feel pretty good 
about.”  But not so fast.  What if the commandment not to steal is doing more than just 
forbidding bank robbery and grand theft auto? 

Last year I went through in my small group the 16th century Heidelberg 
Catechism, a teaching tool drafted in the heyday of the Reformation – a time of rich 
spiritual insight.  And in its treatment of the Ten Commandments I realized something.  I 
realized that they are way broader than I ever before thought.  For example, adultery 
can’t be understood narrowly as just simply going all the way and having intercourse 
with someone other than your spouse when you’re married; all sexual immorality is 
condemned. 

The commandments are far deeper than I had ever before understood.   They are 
meant to probe into the inner workings of our hearts.  Jesus explains this well in the 
Sermon on the Mount, right?  It’s not just murder, it’s anger.  It’s not just adultery, it’s 
lust. 

And instead of merely prohibiting behaviors or thoughts the commandments 
actually are meant to be flipped around and seen as positively commanding the logical 
converse.  So for example it’s not just not slipping up and saying the Lord’s name when 
you’re frustrated, it’s about doing everything you can to see the Lord’s name revered and 
honored.  It’s not just about not taking a gun and murdering your roommate.  It’s not 
even just about not hating him in your heart.  It’s actually positively about loving him and 
proactively seeking his welfare. 

Wow!  If you’re trying to keep the Ten Commandments in order to be moral and 
get to heaven based upon your morality… Good Luck With That!  Only Jesus perfectly 
kept the Law.  But if, however, you’ve been joined to Jesus and raised with him and 
seated with him already in the heavenly realms, then the Ten Commandments provide a 
good guide for how you are to grow in “true righteousness and holiness” (v. 24). 
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Question 110 in the Heidelberg Catechism: What does God forbid in the eighth 

commandment?  Answer: 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.  That’s a sample of the breadth.  In addition God forbids all 

greed and all abuse or squandering of His gifts.  That’s a sample of the depth. 
Question 111: What does God require of you in this commandment?  Answer: I 

must promote my neighbor’s good wherever I can and may, deal with him as I would like 

others to deal with me, and work faithfully so that I may be able to give to those in need.  
That’s a sample of putting it positively. 

What we’re talking about here is bigger than just refraining from shoplifting.  
There are scores of different occupational approaches that come out of a heart of 
selfishness, discontentment, laziness, and greed.  No less than a fully orbed theology of 
work as a means to love God and neighbor is really what we’re getting at today in this 
single verse. 

And when you put it that way, this is extremely applicable to all of us.  For who 
hasn’t wanted other people to do their work for them?  Who hasn’t looked for ways to 
milk the system or find short-cuts?  Who hasn’t struggled with motivation to find work or 
go to work?  Who hasn’t gotten sucked in to the practice of staking your identity on your 
career or fallen prey to workaholism?  Who hasn’t hoarded his hard earned money?  In 
short, the message of today’s text is just this: Christians should love to work as a way 

to love others. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Stop Stealing 

Okay, so – “He who has been stealing must steal no longer.”  Like I said, at first 
you may think you’re off the hook this week.  You don’t steal.  But I bet you have, if you 
think about it.  I have two memories that stick out to me of childhood heists.  Once when 
I was very little we visited a friend’s house and they had tons of those shiny, little stars 
that you lick and stick on things.  I wanted them.  So I stuffed my pockets full and got in 
trouble later after we got home and my parents found out.  In junior high one day of the 
week (I can’t remember which one) was always chicken noodle soup day.  I loved to 
crumble crackers in my soup, but we were only allowed to take two packages as we went 
through the line.  I wanted more, so I tried to hide an extra package underneath my soup 
bowl.  It didn’t work.  The lady at the check out caught me and I got in trouble. 

My guess is that many of you have lifted something at some time in your life.  
Maybe you have a story like St. Augustine’s who as a teenager snuck in to a neighbor’s 
yard with his friends at night and stole buckets full of pears off the neighbor’s tree, not 
because they were hungry or liked pears, but just because of the thrill of stealing.1  We 
may not be kleptomaniacs or Mark Wahlberg or Ed Norton from The Italian Job, but 
we’ve stolen; that’s in us. 
 Actually, I bet if you think about it even harder, there are ways you’re stealing 
right now.  “In most cases it is far more subtle,” suggests one person: “padded expense 
accounts, inadequate income tax reporting, customs dodges, ‘borrowing’ and forgetting 
to return, and using the employer’s time for things other than work.”2  I would add piracy 



4 

to that list.  How many of you have watched an illegally downloaded video or listened to 
pirated music lately?  You can make all sorts of excuses, but it’s taking something that 
someone else worked for and not paying them. 
 Here, what about this: what is debt?  I’m just asking questions now, not laying 
down any hard and fast rules, but it seems to me that oftentimes debt is pretty much 
stealing from the future.  It’s getting money so you can get stuff you want now without 
working for it.  Just think about it. 
 What about sponging off of others?  I’m not talking about being so prideful as to 
not be able to receive help.  Almost everything in our house was given to us.  People 
sharing things and re-using things, that’s good.  That’s kind of what this passage is going 
to be getting at.  But I mean not really having a job when you could and somehow still 
getting by with the help of others.  Some people are really good at this.  I mean milking 
adolescence for all it’s worth and living of mom and dad. 
 I don’t want to give you a lecture.  I’m just prying a little bit to get us to see that 
the root of thievery is within all of us.  We want certain things for ourselves, but we don’t 
want to work for it.  We dread our jobs.  We all want to be our own bosses.  We want to 
work for ourselves.  Actually, we really want other people to work for us.  We want to 
get the stuff without paying for it.  There’s a self-centered sense of entitlement that grips 
us all.  ‘An honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay’ is a rare motto. 
 My dad recently got laid off from his factory job.  At the meeting when the 
company announced the lay-offs he said most of his coworkers were happy.  They were 
congratulating each other and saying, “Yeah, this is great: I get to go to the lake all 
summer and still collect my unemployment.” 
 I read a book once called The 4-Hour Work Week: Escape 9-5, Live Anywhere, 

and Join the New Rich
3.  It’s a New York Times bestseller and it actually does have some 

helpful principles in there for time management and the like.  The guy teaches a class at 
Princeton.  But the whole idea is how to obtain an unencumbered lifestyle… and still be 
able to live… and not just live, but live well.  And this appeals to everyone, right?  We all 
want to find that perfect way to make money and not have to work.  This particular – I 
won’t call it a ‘get rich quick scheme’ – but philosophy/approach relies heavily on 
outsourcing much of your work to overseas virtual assistants for $5 per hour (read India) 
so you can do whatever you want.  It uses other people so you can go on mini-
retirements, see the world, pick up some exotic hobby, etc… 
 This first part of Ephesians 4:28 is talking about people who really want to protect 
‘Me’ time, who really find that jobs cramp their style, who are so self-centered that 
they’re averse to honest work and happy to use other people. 
 
Start Working 

 That this is speaking more broadly of an anti-work mentality is made clear when 
you look at the whole phrase: “He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but 
[rather] must work.”  “Stop stealing; start working!”  “Get a job!”  He’s not just attacking 
theft, but more importantly he’s exalting work. 
 This principle is laid out clearly by Paul in 2 Thessalonians 3 – “In the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from every brother who 
is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from us.  For you 
yourselves know how you ought to follow our example.  We were not idle when we were 
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with you, nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it.  On the contrary, we 
worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of 
you.  We did this, not because we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make 
ourselves a model for you to follow.  For even when we were with you, we gave you this 
rule: ‘If a man will not work, he shall not eat.’  We hear that some among you are idle.  
They are not busy; they are busybodies.  Such people we command and urge in the Lord 
Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat” (2Thess. 3:6-12).  It’s pretty 
clear.  You gotta work. 

I’ve used this quote before, but I think it’s funny so I’ll use it again: Martin 
Luther once said, “God does not want to have success come without work…. He does not 
want me to sit at home, to loaf, to commit matters to God, and to wait till a fried chicken 
flies into my mouth.  That would be tempting God.”4 

And “the term for work found here denotes labour to the point of weariness.”5  
Work is supposed to be tiring.  It’s good to feel beat at the end of the day.  That means 
you worked!  Also, I don’t think “doing something… with his own hands” has to limit 
the scope of this verse to just manual labor.  That was the primary employment back then, 
but today in our economy most jobs don’t require heavy lifting, but they’re still work, 
they’re still tiring. 
 So the Bible commands work (cf. 1Thess. 4:11), but if I just left it there I’d be 
doing you a disservice.  More than just commanding work, the Bible is profoundly pro-
work.  Many people try to blame work on the Fall, part of what’s wrong with this world.  
But if you look at the very beginning of the Bible God made human beings and, before 
the Fall, when everything was perfect and harmonious, he gave them work to do. 
 Genesis 1:27-28 – “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he 
created him; male and female he created them.  God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be 
fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the fish of the sea 
and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.’”  
Cultivate creation, organize society, make culture. 

Genesis 2:15 – “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to 
work it and take care of it.”  So work was a part of God’s original, good, fulfilling, 
design.  It’s part of how humans image God.  THEN the Fall happens and futility enters 
work. 

Genesis 3:17-19 – “To Adam he said, ‘Because you listened to your wife and ate 
from the tree about which I commanded you, “You must not eat of it,” ‘Cursed is the 
ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.  It 
will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.  By the 
sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it 
you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.’” 

Studs Terkel, the famous Chicago writer who died last year, wrote a book in the 
1970s called Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel 

About What They Do.  It was just stories about people and their jobs.  What Terkel found 
was that “work was a search, sometimes successful, sometimes not, ‘for daily meaning as 
well as daily bread.’”6  We know there’s something in work that is profoundly human.  
That’s why not working is even more depressing than working.  Yet our work is also 
more often than not monotonous, numbing, frustrating, seemingly pointless. 
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And an aspect of that will always be there as long as we live in a fallen world.  
That’s part of the Curse.  But for the one who has been reconciled to God through Christ 
becoming a Curse for him there can be a regained vision of work – work as it was 
supposed to be.  Look again at what the verse says – “He who has been stealing must 
steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands.”  Literally it 
reads, “he must work, bringing about the good.”  In other words, work is about doing 
good in the world. 

We’re supposed to see our jobs as providing a legitimate service to society.  
You’re not just a lowly stock boy at a grocery store; you’re helping people get food so 
they can eat and stay alive!  Now of course after the fall everything will be tainted with 
sin.  You may stock shelves with food that’s not healthy or that we think is healthy now 
but we find out in 50 years causes cancer.  One person in this church studies explosives 
and helps design devices that can save lives like a pilot ejector mechanism, but the 
technology is also used to manufacture weapons that kill people, perhaps in unjust wars.  
Life in a fallen world is ambiguous, but most professions can be understood and viewed 
as playing a helpful part in making the world run, doing good for human civilization. 

There was once “an interchange in a medieval stone mason’s yard.  ‘What are you 
doing?’ a visitor asked the first stone mason.  ‘I’m cutting a stone,’ the mason replied.  A 
second stone mason replied, ‘I’m earning my living.’  A third responded, ‘I’m building a 
cathedral.’”7  Ladies and Gentlemen: there’s dignity in work.  It’s our way of bringing 
about the good.  It’s a means of serving your fellow humankind. 

That’s the idea behind what we’ve been calling ‘Vocation Vignettes’.  If you’re 
on the church email list you’ve been receiving every week a little reflection written by 
one of the members of the church on what God has called him or her to do.  It’s a chance 
for everyone to sit down and really think through how what they do is valuable and 
useful, how it fits into the big picture.  And it encourages everyone else in their work to 
view it not just as a necessary evil, but as a way to be “doing something useful with his 
own hands,” contributing to society.  Work is inherently dignified. 
 
So You Can Be Giving 

 So I’m a big proponent of what’s been called “the Protestant work ethic” 
(properly understood, not like it has been misrepresented by the likes of Max Weber and 
others) because I believe it’s the biblical work ethic.  And I’m no economist, but from 
what I know I’m a fan of capitalism because it seem that the Bible, here and elsewhere, 
maintains that society can’t operate apart from a respect for private, personal property 
(thus the prohibition against stealing) and it also upholds the dignity of work and the 
notion that individuals should be compensated for their work. 

However, the Bible is clearly against what capitalism is often represented as or 
what is has almost universally become – an engine of greed and materialism and 
consumerism.  Look at the purpose statement tagged on to the end of this verse.  It’s not 
just – “Stop stealing and start working!”  It’s – “Stop stealing and start working in order 

that you may have something to share with those in need.”  As one person so perceptively 
points out, “You can be driven by greed to steal and you can be driven by greed to work.  
One is illegal; the other is legal.  Both are sinful.”8  Paul’s calling for Christians to love 

work as a way to love others. 
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This is hinted at in the idea that work is doing something useful – your job is 
providing some kind of service to society.  But your work results in remuneration, a 
fancy word for compensation, a somewhat less fancy word for getting paid.  Paul’s point 
is made explicit in this last phrase.  Our goal for work should not be to get money to 
spend on ourselves.  “This is my hard earned money, I deserve to spend it how I want to.  
I should have a right to reward myself.  I have lots of bills.”  We make all kinds of 
rationalizations, don’t we?  This is radical, but if you’re a Christian the money you make 
is not so that you can live a comfortable lifestyle or retire nicely at age 57.  It’s God’s 
provision for your needs and his way of letting you in on his providing for other people’s 
needs. 

Proverbs 21:25-26 – “The sluggard’s craving will be the death of him, because his 
hands refuse to work.  All day long he craves for more, but the righteous give without 
sparing.”  Not only is laziness denounced, but radical generosity is called for. 

Some of you, maybe younger ones just kind of think that this doesn’t really apply 
to you.  “I’m in school.”  “I don’t have a career type job yet.”  You always assume that 
the supporting of ministries and missionaries is for the older people.  “This is my time to 
enjoy life.”  But if you don’t start now with what you have you most likely won’t be a 
great philanthropist when you’re older and have more. 

How many of you have fairly good paying jobs, but there never seems to be 
anything left over?  It’s a nice idea of supporting a missionary or giving to the church or 
pledging to NPR, sending an anonymous check to a friend who is struggling to pay 
medical bills, donating to a not-for-profit that serves the poor.  But you never have.  Or 
you did it once and feel pretty good about yourself.  Why?  Because you’re spending 
your disposable income recklessly on eating out, vacations, entertainment, new toys or 
new clothes… basically on yourself. 

Listen: both are essentially self-absorbed approaches to life.  Paul says Christians 
should work so that they can give.  We should love to work as a way to love others. 

There are a lot of questions that I don’t have time to address like – “Is it okay to 
not be gainfully employed, but give time to people instead of money?”  Well, it depends 
on how you’re getting your basic needs met.  “What about stay-at-home moms?”  There’s 
a lot to that discussion, but if you crunch the numbers, and some people have, a stay-at-
home mom is worth more to and saves the family more money than oftentimes she could 
bring home.  When you get married you’re now one flesh, a unit, and that makes a bit of 
a difference in how you look at things.  “What about the recession?”  These are tough 
economic times, but I think it’s still fair to ask, “Are you just looking out for yourself?” 
 
Conclusion 
 Okay, so how can I have this mindset that’s so countercultural to the world?  How 
can we actually begin to love to work and to have a heart that does it for others?  How 
can you not dread getting up tomorrow morning?  How can you be motivated by love and 
aim at service and use your wages for sharing?  How can we be less self-centered and 
more others-centered in our approach to work?  Constantly ask yourself, “Where am I 
finding my pleasure, where am I finding my identity, and where am I finding my 
security?”  And then constantly look to Christ for those things: pleasure, identity, and 
security. 
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 Thieves, free-loaders, slackers, and sluggards don’t need to just be kicked in the 
pants and told to get a job.  You need to be asked very honestly where you’re trying to 
find your pleasure.  More than just in things, it’s likely that you are idolizing comfort.  
What you cherish more than anything else is your autonomy, your freedom, a life free of 
stresses that you see in the rat race that is the working world.  You don’t mind reduced 
productivity.  What you can’t stand is having demands and expectations placed on you.  
You work 20 hours a week and you’re bushed; you don’t want more because it will cut 
into your time with your friends, your ability to pick up at anytime and go on a road trip, 
your movie watching or gaming.  You have cleared out your life to place the idol of 
comfort in the center and do everything you can to protect it. 
 You need to see the One who gave up the comforts of heaven and came to live a 
life of suffering and inconvenience for you, who ultimately gave his life to redeem you 
from the slave master of self-comfort and to cause you to find your true pleasure and joy 
by placing him at the center of your life.  He who didn’t come to be served but to serve 
and gave his life for you says that if you try to save your life you will actually lose it, but 
if you lose your life, you will find it (cf. Mt. 16:25).  He guarantees that he will supply all 
your needs (Phil. 4:19) and promises that “it is more blessed to give than to receive” 
(Acts 20:35).  He promises that the only way to find rest for your souls is to yield control 
to him for his yoke is easy and his burden is light (cf. Mt. 11:28-30). 
 What about workers who hate their jobs?  What about workaholics?  If that’s you, 
you don’t need to be told to “Enjoy your work (but not too much)!”  You need be asked 
where you’re trying to find your identity.  Have you turned your career into your idol?  Is 
it what defines you?  Work will be monotonous because you’re only doing it for yourself 
– your justification, your identity, to get money to spend on our pleasures.  And that gets 
old and meaningless very fast.  Or work will be all consuming and kill you because 
you’re trying so hard to prove yourself, to feel good about yourself because of your 
success.  When who you are is at stake, you will find work to be exhausting and 
enslaving. 
 You need to see Christ as your righteousness.  You need to know that in him you 
are completely accepted, perfectly justified, totally approved, and unconditionally loved 
before God.  You don’t have to work to find your identity; you can find it in Jesus.  
‘Righteous in Christ’ is who you are.  And when your identity is wrapped up in being a 
child of God, not a preacher or parent or programmer or plummer, you can begin to do 
your work with a view towards loving your neighbor, providing a useful service to 
society instead of trying to prove your worth.  For me, I can preach a sermon to help you 
and point you to Christ, instead of to impress you and point you to me.  When I see it that 
way is fun! 
 And for those who hold on tight to their hard earned money, who work to get 
instead of work to give, you don’t need to be guilted into generosity or bribed with 
promises of future blessings.  You need to be asked where you’re finding your security?  
Perhaps you’re believing that if you don’t look out for yourself, no one else will.  You’ve 
made an idol out of your bank account balance.  You make sacrifices to it.  You look to it 
to keep you safe. 
 You need to look to Christ and realize that you have already been blessed in him 
with every spiritual blessing.  You need to grasp how infinitely wealthy you are in Christ.  
No matter how much money you keep or spend on yourself you will never feel secure 



9 

until you rest in the riches of Christ credited to your account.  This is how Paul motivates 
radical generosity: 2 Corinthians 8:9 – “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his 
poverty might become rich.”  Knowing that, reveling in that, finding your security in that, 
you can be freed up to give and give and give. 
 So the way to get a better view of time, work, and money, is to get a better view 
of Jesus – crucified, resurrected, and ascended.  
 
Lord’s Table 
 Let’s spend some time doing that.  Confess your sins – your stealing, selfish, 
hoarding heart.  Acknowledge that on your own you are unmotivated, impoverished 
before God and all your hardest work only gets you further in debt with him.  And yet 
reflect on the fact that Jesus did his job… for you!  He said to his Father – “I have 
complet[ed] the work you gave me to do” (Jn. 17:4).  And on the cross, making the full 
payment for your sins he declared, “It is finished” (Jn. 19:30).  He loved to work as a 

way to love others. 
 If you trust in the finished work of Christ and are looking to him today in faith to 
be your pleasure, your identity, and your security, then we invite you to share in this meal 
with us… 
 
Benediction 
May the favor of the Lord our God rest upon us; establish the work of our hands for us – 
yes, establish the work of our hands. – Psalm 90:17 
 
Announcements 

Deacon’s Fund offering box… 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 14, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 
written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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