November 16 & 17, 2002

“Becoming A Giver in a Taking World”  

         Exodus 20:15

     Some of the funniest stories I have ever heard in my life are about stupid thieves. In reality I guess the term stupid should always accompany the word thieves. Here are a few of the stories of stupid thieves that I have collected over the years.

     A man wanting to rob a downtown Bank of America, walked into the branch and wrote this exact note, “this iz a stikkup. Put all your muny in this bag.” While standing in line, waiting to give the note to the teller, he began to worry that someone had seen him write the note and might call police before he reached the teller window. So he left the Bank of America and crossed the street to Wells Fargo. After waiting a few minutes in line, he handed his note to the Wells Fargo teller. She read it and surmising from his spelling errors that he was not the brightest light in the harbor, told him that she could not accept his stickup note because it was written on a Bank of America deposit slip and that he would either have to fill out a Wells Fargo deposit slip or go back to the Bank of America. Looking somewhat defeated, the man said, “OK” and left. The Wells Fargo teller then called police who arrested the man a few minutes later, as he was waiting in line back at Bank of America.

    How about the man who walked into a bank, handed the teller a note demanding money. When he arrived home, he found the police waiting for him. It seems that this bank robber had written the robbery note on his own deposit slip.

    Take the two guy who decide to steal an ATM machine from a convenience store. They hooked a chain to the ATM machine, intending to drag it home. They failed to consider how securely the ATM was anchored to the wall, because when they pulled away, the bumper was yanked from the truck not the ATM from the building. Afraid of getting caught they took off down the road leaving the bumper behind. Unfortunately they forgot that the license plate was attached to the bumper. They were caught a few hours later when they drove into their driveway.

     How about this idiot, a night clerk at a convenience store in Kansas City, Missouri put tape over the store’s security cameras, removed money from the cash register, and stashed it in a trash bin behind the store. The clerk then called police to report that he ad been robbed. The investigating officers didn’t take long to figure out that the clerk was lying: the tape used on the security cameras was transparent masking tape. The whole deal, while a little blurry was captured completely on videotape.

     But, my favorite stupid thief story is about the man who walked into a convenience store, put a $20 dollar bill on the counter and asked for change. When the clerk opened the drawer, the man pulled a gun and asked for the cash in the register. The man took the cash from the clerk and fled, leaving the $20 bill on the counter. So how much did he get from the drawer? Fifteen bucks! That’s right…that robbery cost this yo-yo 5 bucks.

     We laugh at this poor soul. The thief who paid twenty dollars in exchange for fifteen bucks. In the end we see that this guy really stole from himself. That is true in al cases of theft, regardless of the circumstances, regardless of the victim, we ultimately are the ones who lose when we steal. Whether it takes the form of pocketing an item from a store like Winona Ryder or pocketing the incorrect change from our super value meal at McDonalds, it is stealing. Whether it is withholding our legitimate taxes or withholding the tithe that God commands it is stealing. Whether we refuse to work hard enough to make the grade in class and cheat or refuse to give an honest days work for the agreed upon wage, it is stealing. We don’t deserve it, we probably don’t need it, it is not ours, it is stealing. However, God does not only want outside conformity he desires inward change. God doesn’t simply want our hand out of the cookie jar, he wants us baking cookies, enough for ourselves and enough to give away. That is the idea that the Apostle Paul had when he elaborated on the eighth commandment in Ephesians 4:28, “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.” This is the flip side of not stealing and I can tell you this, you will take if you are not giving.

     We are a nation of takers. We might think that this is a perfect description of politicians in Washington or welfare recipients in Detroit or the sharks on Wall Street. We recognize the take-stance more easily in other people than our own. We expect takers in the work world. You see them at the top and at the bottom. In a recent survey 35% of executives overstate tax deductions, 75% take work supplies home for personal use and 78% use the business phone for personal calls. It is estimated that theft on the job adds up to $40 billion dollars nationwide. That figure is larger than the Gross National Product of over fifty (50) countries in the world. And, GNP is made up of wages paid, rental value of owner occupied housing, actual rents, indirect taxes and the manufacture and sale of all goods and services of a nation. That 40 billion dollar figure does not include the time pilfered by employees on the job with extended breaks, additional breaks, extended lunch and just goofing off. Workers around America frankly admit that they spend more than 20% of their time on the job in these ways. If that is correct, in reality, we have a four-day work week, we just spread it out over five days.

     The taker attitude penetrates parent-child relationships, husband and wife relationships. The number two reason stated by divorcees for divorces was the inability or the unwillingness for their spouse to, and I quote, “Meet my needs.” Men and women get married every day, presumably because they are in love. But deep down in most of them is the taker mentality that wants the other person to meet their needs. I have had countless people come to me and report that their spouse was failing to meet their needs. Not once in twenty-two years of ministry has someone walked into my office and exclaimed, “Pastor Jeff, I don’t think I am meeting my spouses needs. I want you to help me to learn how to do that.”  Relationships then become all about what we get instead of what we give. That is a takers attitude. And, it is in direct opposition to the law of echoes that scripture teaches. You get what you give, you reap what you sow.

     There are three ways to acquire things and only three. That little verse in Ephesians highlights all three. First, you can steal things. (He who has been stealing must steal no longer.) Second, you can earn things. (but must work, doing something useful with his own hands.) Third, you can be given things. (that he may have something to share with those in need.) There is no other way to acquire things. Everything you have or hope to have is actually acquired by one of these three methods, by gift, by work or by theft.

     In January 1997, a Brink’s truck carrying 3.7 million dollars worth of coins and currency crashed on an elevated highway in Miami, Florida. The money flew everywhere. For nearly two hours, news cameras captured the mad scramble of residents as they scooped up cash, stuffing nearly five hundred thousand dollars in bags, boxes, pants, bras – anything handy, mind you – before the police arrived on the scene and put a stop to it. To date, of the half-million taken, only around twenty dollars have been returned. An eleven-year-old boy turned in eighty-five cents that he had found, and a single mother of six who worked at a five-dollar-an-hour sales job turned in $19.53 that she found. One man who stashed two bags of loot at home while he headed back out to the street to get more returned to find that someone had broken into his home and cleaned him out. Here’s the irony: I’ll bet if you could interview that guy, he would have said that he was violated by someone breaking into his house and robbing him, but that what he did in taking money was just opportunity knocking.

     It was reported by Standard Publishing that a London Taxi Cab driver used to wrap his garbage each day and leave it the backseat of his taxi. Without fail, at the end of each day the garbage would be gone. My own experience shows that theft is so pervasive in our society and accepted as common practice is when I was pastor at Moores Hill 1st Baptist, we did an outreach activity to the inner city of Cincinnati, Ohio. We tried our best to give bibles to kids, they wouldn’t accept them but when we set them on a table near the door, they disappeared quickly. They would steal them but they would not accept a gift. That is a problem with many of us, we are not good at receiving gifts and God is ready and willing to give them, we just have to receive them. And much of his blessing is conditional. He calls for us to take a step of faith in what we give and he pours out blessing immeasurable upon us.

    In fact the only time in scripture when God tells Israel and us to test him is about our giving to His storehouse, the church. Look at Malachi 3: 10. After he accuses them of stealing from Him in refusal to bring the tithe, 10% and offerings, that above 10% to the storehouse. He then says in verse 10 , “Test me in this, and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out such a blessing that you will not have room enough for it.” Folks, many of you here today are tithers and those of you who are will you come along side of me and give testimony to the fact that this is true? I can’t begin to tell you how many times I stand in my home and ask the question, “Where did all this stuff come from?” We bring our tithe and our gifts to God and there always seems to be more than enough money. We take bags of good cloths to Goodwill all the time and there is always more to give away. We give food to every organization that requests gifts of food and the Stratton house is so full of food, of course our kids always complain that there is nothing to eat in the house.” Gosh folks, our dog is even on a diet, the squirrels in the back yard are fat and the birds sing like they are full and content. I have tried him and it is true. Try Him, he asked for the test, tithe from a little or a lot, its about equal sacrifice, it is about obedience. God is good in the test. He gets a perfect 4.0 in my grade book.

     Giving is actually the drain plug for our greed. The only thing we lose when we open the spigot of generosity is our selfishness and our fear. Those are the two things which keep us from moving from the realm of a taker to the realm of a giver. Note also friends that God has obligated himself to continue the flow of resources when we become a channel rather than a container for His blessings. Selfishness because we believe that what is ours is ours. And, fear because we do believe that God acts in the same fashion what is God’s is God’s and He’s not sharing. The question that haunts every honest person is this, “If I let go will God really take care of me?” I have already shared that in my experience the answer is a resounding… “YES He will!”

     I have come to believe that the reason that most people steal is that they lack gratitude for what it is that they have. I love the little expression, “I used to complain that I had no shoes, until I met a man that had no feet.” The things you want will never make you happy unless the things you have already do. The apostle Paul gave a wonderful testimony of a small, poor, struggling congregation in his letter to the large, rich and prosperous church at Corinth. It is found in 2 Corinthians 8:1-5, hear Paul:

1And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. 2Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. 3For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, 4they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. 5And they did not do as we expected, but they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God's will.

   Macedonia was a close neighbor to Corinth. Corinth was everything economically and physically that Macedonia was not. And, conversely, Macedonia was everything that Corinth was not. Like many of us the young materialistic church at Corinth needed someone to lead them in the process of being a giver in a taker world. Note these things about their giving. In the midst of extreme poverty they were overflowing with joy. The only way one can be overflowing with joy and yet be extremely poor is when one is truly grateful for what one has. The result of these two colliding, poverty and joy that is, is generosity. This seemed to even be a surprise to Paul. The Macedonians had every reason to be cautious, to give minimally or not give at all. Generosity has no relation to the size of one’s bank account. It generosity does however have a relationship to the size of one’s faith and the size of one’s G.Q.- No not the magazine, that stands for Gratitude Quotient.

     Secondly, the Macedonian church apparently gave the way I have always said we are to give. I have been asked by lots of folks over the last two decades what it was that I thought people should give to the work of the Lord. Should they tithe on the gross, tithe on the net. Can I count giving to service organizations like Optimist’s, Kiwanis or Rotary as part of my tithe. How about charitable organizations, can I count that toward my tithe. My instruction has always been very simple, “Give till it feels good.” When you feel good about what you are giving than you are probably giving the right amount and in the right attitude. By the way I have always suspected that if the person needed to ask me what I felt, they probably didn’t feel good yet!” Feel guilty about your giving? You don’t feel good yet. Angry because I talk about giving, you don’t feel good yet. Feel stressed, sad, or confused? You don’t feel good yet.

     This type of giving that the Macedonians modeled doesn’t make sense to the accountants. These people were struggling financially and along comes Paul with the story of a people who where worse off than they. Rather than change the channel, they listened, they pondered, they prayed and they responded and apparently from Paul’s description…it felt good! They even begged to be a part of the work. They had such a sense of well-being in Christ, even in poverty they saw themselves as rich. How different from what seems to be the opening line when you speak to the normal American, “Now I’m not rich.”

     I got a wake up call a couple of years ago. I had made friends with a man who had two young boys. One day he called and asked if I had fishing gear that he might borrow to take his kids fishing. I said, sure come on over anytime and get it. When he arrived at our house I brought him and his boys into the kitchen and when the boys looked out the breezeway door, they saw our pool and exclaimed, “Daddy, your friend is rich.” Their daddy said, “Boys, Jeff isn’t rich, he is comfortable but he’s not rich.” I could tell from the look on their face that they were not convinced. The following week I went to pick up the fishing gear at their home as my friend and I had arranged. When I walked in their very small and very modest home, “I suddenly felt something down deep inside me begin to surface. The boys thanked me for the use of the fishing poles. The oldest handed me a couple of dollars and commented that he had lost one of my lures while he was horsing around and daddy thought he should pay for it. I knew that the loss of 2 bucks for this young man would be a powerful lesson, one that his father wanted him to learn. I kept the two bucks. As I drove home I had to admit that I was rich, far beyond measure. Great house, smart and healthy kids, money in the bank, a wife who puts up with too much, a pool, fishing poles and the great gift of friends, church and the knowledge of the price that Jesus paid for my salvation. A profound sense of gratitude welled up in me for how God has blessed my family. Somehow those two little boys won a complete set of fishing gear from Wal-Mart in a contest they couldn’t remember entering. Surprisingly enough, I felt good. If we are to stay away from the sin of taking we must in gratitude and in joy become a giver. That is the only way to overcome the pull of the desires of our heart which make us takers. Now I doubt that there are any bank robbers or horse thieves in our midst but there are probably plenty that have not been bit by the generosity bug. 

     John Wesley the founder of Methodism was one day preaching to a crowd on the proper use of money. His first point was, “Make all you can,” to which a bystander was heard to heartily affirm, “Here, here!” His second point was, “Save all you can!” Again the man in the audience cheered, “Yes, yes!” Then Wesley jumped to his third and final point, “Give all that you can!” To this the man shook his head and muttered to a buddy, “Too bad he ruined a perfectly good sermon!” Well if I have ruined a perfectly good sermon for you today by talking about gratitude and generosity, well I guess you just don’t feel good yet.” And by golly, I think you should. Let us pray.
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