Order of Service 10.00 a.m.
WELCOME:

CALL to WORSHIP:

PRAYER (Adoration and Invitation):

PRAISE:
237

Holy, holy, holy, Lord God almighty

PRAYER (Confession and thanks):

ANNOUNCEMENTS:

CHILDREN’S TALK:
‘Do not steal’
PRAISE:
445
Lord, the light of your love is shining

PRAYER (Intercession):

OT READING:
Exodus 22: 1-9 (page 80)
NT READING:
Luke 19: 1-10 (page 1053)

SOLO:
Gary Nesbitt (Hamilton Road Presbyterian)

SERMON:
‘Things we have no right to take’

OFFERING AND PRAYER of DEDICATION:

PRAISE:
249
How lovely on the mountains are the feet of Him
BENEDICTION:
The Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit; be with us all evermore.
Children’s Address: “Do not steal”

Intro:

Recap on the first 7 commandments (sweets for prizes)

What does it mean to steal?
Stealing means taking something that belongs to someone else.

Have you ever had anything stolen?

How did it make you feel?

Why do you think God says it is wrong to steal?
The things that are stolen may have been very special to the owner and it makes them very sad when they don’t have it anymore.  It costs people money to replace what has been stolen.

We can steal in so many ways.  Some people steal from shops.  Some people cheat by taking answers from someone else in a test or by not playing fairly in a game.  Some people can steal by taking money for work that they have not done.  

When we steal we cheat God as well.  God wants us to share what we have, not to steal what belongs to others.

Prayer:

Dear Lord, we are sorry for the times when we have stolen or cheated.  Help us not to take anything that is not ours, to play fair and to share with others, Amen.

Things we have no right to take.

Intro:

“Great to see you again.  Thanks for a great evening!  We’ll be in touch.”  I turned to go out the door and stopped in my tracks... The car was gone.  It was a bright St. Patrick’s evening.  It was still only about 9.30.  But in broad daylight, in the middle of a quiet middle class residential area, someone had dared to break into and steal our car.  The biggest irony was my friend whose driveway the car was parked in was a member of the PSNI.

My immediate thoughts were, how will we get Erin home from the babysitters?  What personal details did Emma have in her bag in the car?  It wasn’t long before the police located the stolen vehicle- burnt out in West Belfast.  

We were left out of pocket, feeling sick, angry, violated and without any real sense of justice since the thieves were never found.  The police told us it was a common thing for joy riders to race each other from one destination to another stealing numerous vehicles along the way.  St. Patrick’s night was particularly popular!

I’m sure you’ve had some experience of having personal belongings stolen.  You know the sick feeling it leaves in your stomach, the bad taste in your mouth, the suspicions that it raises in your mind.  It’s like an innate sense that God in whose image we are made has built within us.  That internal law that it’s wrong for someone else to take something that is mine without asking.  

Practically everyone agrees that stealing is wrong, I’m quite sure even those who steal are left feeling angry and upset when someone else steals from them!  

Despite the pleasure we get from the Thomas Crown Affair, Ocean’s Eleven or the Italian Job I’m sure none of us have ever contemplated robbing our neighbour, hot-wiring a car or shoplifting never mind robbing the local AIB.  Most of us would never dare to shop-lift, or falsify our taxes never mind setting out in a canoe to fake our own death and claim the life insurance.  So it’s easy for us to become proud and to imagine that this commandment refers to somebody else.  Those people you read about in the newspapers, the criminals, those sort of people from that sort of area or that sort of background.  It’s easy to point the finger at someone else and avoid allowing the spotlight of this commandment to penetrate our own lives.

But when we examine this commandment a little more deeply and apply its principles more rigorously to our own lives I am certain that all of us will be surprised and all of us will feel the conviction of the Holy Spirit in different areas of our lives, areas that to be truly Christian, to be truly holy, will need to change.

The commentator Currid notes that no specifics are given with this commandment.  God simply says, “Do not steal.”   

He suggests that this implies that this commandment ‘transcends any conditions or circumstances, whether it is a matter of carrying off goods or kidnapping people and whether the thing stolen is valuable or trivial.’  In other words, God demands that we respect all private property and that no matter how incidental we think our actions to be we must not be guilty of theft.

You see, while there is a form of stealing that we are all agreed is obviously wrong, there are many forms of theft that are almost seen as ‘cool’ or ‘clever ‘ or that don’t really matter.  There are even forms of stealing which, to be honest, until the Holy Spirit points it out we can be unaware of.  It is not possible for me to give you an inexhaustible list this morning of what it is wrong to steal, I don’t even think it’s my job to do so, that is the work of God’s Spirit.  But what I can do is give you a few ideas that I’ve gleaned from other bible scholars and from personal experience.  I can also encourage you to listen to the voice of God’s Spirit as He brings conviction to your own heart about areas of your life in which you too are stealing from God and from others.

i) Incidental or clever theft:

Over the years God’s Spirit has spoken to me on numerous occasions about stealing in ways that frankly people unfamiliar with God’s character find absurd.

I remember a good friend giving me the disk containing his computer anti-virus software.  As I loaded it onto my computer I began to read the introductory notes about copyright.  To click to continue I would have to say yes to the fact that this was a copy of the software that I had individually purchased.  In other words, I would have to lie to my own conscience and before God.  God’s Spirit spoke to me that day saying, “Return this to your friend and purchase your own copy.”

Then there was the time when we bought our first house.  At that time, red brick fire places were all the rage.  They were also very expensive.  I got wind that a stack of old red brick houses had been demolished up the Crumlin Road in Belfast.  So off I set in the car that was later to be stolen.  Sure enough when I arrived there were thousands of bricks among the rubble.  I mean I literally only needed about 50.  I’m sure that many would have got broken in the clean-up operation anyway!  So I began to fill the boot of the car when God’s Spirit spoke to me again.  “This is not your property, these are not your bricks, what if everyone was to take only fifty?”  I looked around and eventually found a site porter.  I asked him if he knew who owned the site.  He gave me a name.  I ran to a nearby call box and dialled the number.  A man answered.  I told him my name and explained that I was looking for a few bricks to build a fireplace for our new home.  He was more than happy to agree to my request.  

For the last couple of years in college, we had toyed with the idea of eventually coming South.  When I made some enquiries from the Board of Mission I discovered that cars were much more expensive in the South but that if you owned a car for 6 months before moving South you did not have to pay Vehicle registration tax which could be as much as 30% of the Southern market value.  So in case we ended up South I went out and bought a 2 year old diesel car in Belfast. That was on Mar 1st.  We arrived in Arklow in the very last week of August and I was installed on the 1st of September.  Then came the problem of re-registering the cars.  We had no tax to pay on Emma’s car because we’d owned it for 3 years.  But as we began to find out what documents we needed to include to prove ownership of the new car it became clear that only one piece of documentation would indicate that we took up residence in our house in Arklow a few days shy of the 6 month ownership period.  This was the receipt for removal costs.  Every other piece of documentation had us starting work on 1st September and would indicate that we’d owned the car for 6 months.   My initial reaction was let’s put in all the documentation and just leave out the receipt for removal costs.  I mean we were only talking a few days difference.  It would be unfair to get charged over Euros 4000 for the sake of a few days, I reasoned.  But then God’s Spirit began to speak to me again.  “If you don’t include that receipt, you’re not being honest and you’ll be stealing from the Irish State.  Did not Jesus say, give to Caesar what is Caeser’s and to God what is God’s?”  So we included every piece of documentation required including the removal receipt.  Now they would know that we owned the car for just a few days short of 6 months.  In God’s mercy we received a letter a few days later informing us that we would have no VRT to pay.

Whether it’s dodging the bus conductor, burning a CD, pilfering the stationery at work, copying a friend’s assignment or plagiarising work from others without acknowledging it, we may think we’re being clever or that  it doesn’t really matter but God says it’s stealing.  

ii) Stealing in a game:

We’re only a few days away from the next Olympic games in Beijing.  We all have high hopes of watching some scintillating competitions and seeing the values of true sportsmanship upheld.  By and large this is usually the case.  But unfortunately as with many modern day sports which involve huge investment and far reaching political implications the pressure for success will force many to embrace the spirit of gamesmanship rather than sportsmanship.  There will be those who fail the drugs test and will return home disgraced, there will those who will slip through the net undetected and will unfairly receive world accolades for their triumph. 

 But it’s not only in athletics that we see people cheating and stealing what they have no right to take.  In cricket it manifests itself in sledging the batsman from behind the wicket or tampering with the ball to make it swing violently in the air.  In soccer it is expressed in holding an opponent’s shirt, in deliberately diving or falsely claiming a throw-in.  In rugby it may involve deliberately straying offside or killing the ball to avoid a try.  Whatever game you’re involved in, at whatever level, whatever your teammates and your coach tells you God says, “Play fair!” even if it means, you risk losing the game.  When I say the name Maradonna, what’s the first image that comes into your mind?  Is it of a hand punching a ball into the net or of the silky dribbling of one of the greatest footballers the world has ever seen?  As we seek to witness for Christ remember this, how you play will speak more loudly than anything you ever say.

iii) Stealing time:

Another type of stealing that we can all be guilty of is stealing time.  When we start a job, we enter into an agreement with our employer that we will work so many hours and they will pay us a certain amount of money in return.  Within these hours our time is not our own to do what we want, it belongs to our employer because they are paying for it.  We’d be very annoyed if our employer didn’t keep their side of the bargain and the pay-check didn’t arrive.  But equally we have a duty.  To waste time, to idle when we should be working, to start late and stop early is to steal time for which we are being paid.  That’s why as Christians we should never be afraid of accountability, whether it comes in the form of peer review or having a group of people as our line managers.  Rather we should see these people in a positive light as God’s way of helping us to obey His commandments and in doing so to bring honour to his name.  As a Christian, don’t steal time, rather as Paul says to the church in Colossae, “Whatever your hand finds to do work at it with all your heart as one serving the Lord.”
iv) How can we keep this commandment?

One thing is obvious about this commandment.  We’ve all broken it.  We all find it difficult to obey.  Despite the examples I have given you of how I have repented in specific areas of my own life I’m as human as you are.  I am still prone to temptation.  I still fail and have to cry out to God for forgiveness.  How can we ever manage to keep this commandment on a regular basis and on a level that both we and God are happy with?  

Thankfully God gives us His Spirit to point out where we are failing but also to encourage and strengthen us to obey.  So we need to pray for the help of the Holy Spirit to both search us and strengthen us.

It will also help us to take as the philosopher Epicurus said, ‘the long term view of pleasure.’  Whatever action we take we need to ask ourselves, “long term will this make me happy or will it leave me with a feeling of guilt?  Long term will I be plagued by fear that someone will find out?  Long term will I be able to live with myself and maintain my self respect?”
Above all, we must keep in mind the omnipresence and the omniscience of God.  That just means He is everywhere and He sees and knows all things.  When the automatic cash machine at Tescos gives you back too much change no one else will know, no one except God.  And as the bible teaches one day God will bring us all to judgement and all that has been secret will be revealed.  On that day our actions will reveal whether we have been truly repentant, truly trusted in Christ and truly born again and changed by His Spirit.

Call:“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God almighty, the whole earth is full of His glory.”  Let us pray…

Adoration/invocation:

How good is the God we adore, our faithful unchangeable friend,

His love is as great as his power, and knows neither measure nor end.

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we thank you that we can be in church this morning.

As we bring to you our worship…help us to give you our minds so that we may listen to what you have to say to us and know your will.

Help us to give you our hearts so that we may really want to do what you require from us.  Help us to give you our strength so that through us your will may be done. In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, AMEN.

Thanks and confession:

Almighty and merciful Father, we confess in your holy presence that we have broken your commandments; we have sinned.  Particularly this morning our focus is on the times we have stolen from you and from other people.  In the silence now speak to us through your Spirit.

Show us the areas of theft that we have considered inconsequential or even clever to have got away with: SILENCE

Reveal to us the times when we have played unfairly during sport or in games and stolen through an attitude of cheating:  SILENCE

Search us for the occasions when we have stolen time from our employers by not working the hours for which we are paid or not giving our full heart and mind to the job.  SILENCE

Hear now the words of the Lord, “Go in peace your sins are forgiven.”
Loving Father, thank you that we have no reason to steal because you have promised to provide all our needs according to your riches in Christ Jesus.  Thank you that despite our sin, you sent your only son to take our punishment through His death on the cross.  Thank you that because Jesus lived a perfect life that you accept us in Him.  Thank you that we share in the certain hope of Christ’s resurrection from the dead.  Thank you for the gift of your Spirit and for the help that He gives us to keep your commands.  So help us to be truly sorry for these sins and truly thankful for your grace by making effort through the help of you Spirit to live lives that will bring honour to your name.  In Jesus’ name we ask it, Amen.

Offering, Dedication of Leaders and Intercession:

Heavenly Father, We thank you for each person who has made themself available to serve you in the holiday bible club.  Strengthen and encourage them for the tasks that they will face this week.  Give them your wisdom so that they may relate well to each other and to the people to whom they minister.  Help them to set a good example in love, in speech and in purity.  Remind them that your strength is made perfect in our weakness so that in all things they may rely upon your spirit.  Grant that through all their efforts the young people in their care will be kept safe and will have a really fun time.  Grant that as a result of this week lasting relationships will be established with young people and their families so that any who have never understood your love for them in Christ may come to a complete understanding and receive your salvation.  Through the efforts and example of everyone standing before us, may all of us be strengthened and encouraged in our faith and discover new avenues to serve you.  

Lord what we pray for ourselves we pray for everyone throughout Ireland who will be involved in showing and telling of your love to young people in camps, holiday clubs and beach missions this summer.

So Lord, may your blessing be upon your people for your glory and may your servants go forth now to serve you with these words ringing in their ears… “Stand firm, let nothing move you, Always give yourself fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord will not be in vain.  AMEN.
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