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Lord’s Day 42 

The Eighth Commandment:  Honoring the Neighbor’s Property 

 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.110 What doth God forbid in the eighth commandment? 

A. God forbids not only those thefts, and robberies, which are punishable by the magistrate; 

but he comprehends under the name of theft all wicked tricks and devices, whereby we 

design to appropriate to ourselves the goods which belong to our neighbor; whether it 

be by force, or under the appearance of right, as by unjust weights, ells, measures, 

fraudulent merchandise, false coins, usury, or by any other way forbidden by God; as 

also all covetousness, all abuse and waste of his gifts. 

Q.111. But what doth God require in this commandment? 

A. That I promote the advantage of my neighbor in every instance I can or may; and deal 

with him as I desire to be dealt with by others; further also that I faithfully labor, so that I 

may be able to relieve the needy. 
 

Scripture tells us of a fool who was rich. He was a rich land owner. And it happened that he was 
made still richer. His land yielded abundantly. “And he said to himself, I will keep it all, and I will enlarge 
my barns and save my riches, and I will say to my soul: soul, thou hast much goods laid up for many 
years, eat, drink, and be merry.” A very common picture of a ver common kind of a fool. What was the 
matter with him? Scripture explains that the fundamental error of his folly was this, that he was not rich 
in God, and that he sought to be rich in the treasures of this world, which are no riches.  

This is not true of the Christian. Christ became poor, in order that we might be rich in Him. Rich, not 
in the goods of this world, for God said to this fool: this night shall thy soul be taken from thee. The 
Christian is rich in God. For that reason, the Christian is not a thief. And principally, ideally, as he is rich 
in God, and seeks the treasures which are in heaven, the Christian does not need the warning and 
admonition of the eighth commandment.  

Practically, however, it is different. Although, principally and ideally, the Christian does not need 
the warning and admonition of the eighth commandment, practically, and according to the old principle 
of sin within us, we can all listen to its admonition and warning. Remembering that the law of God, as 
we have been discussing it, is a guide for the good works of the Christian. The good works of the 
Christian are not simply characterized as being in harmony with these ten precepts, but they are rooted 
in faith. And they must be performed with the intention of seeking God’s glory. In other words, the good 
works of the Christian must be spiritual.  

And because it is necessary to remember this spiritual character of the law, we have sought for the 
fundamental truth that lies at the basis of each commandment. We found, in the first place, that God is 
one, and that therefore, we shall have no other gods before Him. In the second place, God is glorious, 
and therefore we may not compress Him within the limits of any creature. God is holy, and therefore we 
must use His name with reverence. He is a God of covenant rest, therefore we must keep the sabbath. 
He is the sole source of all sovereignty and authority, therefore we must for His sake be in submission to 
the authorities. God is a God of love, therefore we must reflect that love of God in our lives and may not 
kill. God is the faithful covenant God, and we must reflect this faithfulness in the marriage relation, 
therefore we must not commit adultery. And so also, we wish to approach this eighth commandment. 
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Theme: The Eight Commandment:  Honoring the Neighbor’s Property 

1. What it presupposes 

2. What it forbids Honoring the Neighbor’s Property 

3. What it requires 

1. What it presupposes 

The eighth commandment touches upon a problem and a sphere in our life in the world that is of 
great significance, and the cause of much trouble in the world. It touches upon the so-called social 
problem. This may not be evident if we look upon the eighth commandment in the so-called narrow 
sense. Not if we look at this commandment simply as a command not to steal in that narrow sense. Or 
not even if we look at it in the simple form of our catechism. Life at the time when the catechism was 
composed, was far more simple than it is now. There were no large corporations and trusts then, but 
everyone had his own little place of business. Therefore, our catechism speaks of cheating, and giving 
short measure, etc.  

In our day, however, there are few foolish enough to resort to this sort of steeling. Still, if you look 
at the principle of this eighth commandment, it touches upon a problem considered most important in 
our day, and which the world can never solve. It touches upon the problem of property, of ownership. 
And connected with property, with riches, stands our whole life. Connected with money is power, 
honor, pleasure, contentment. While on the other hand, connected with poverty is lack of power, 
dishonor, discontentment. And the situation of today is that a small minority have the whole world, and 
a large majority have nothing. There is a tendency to pile up the whole world for oneself.  

Now there can be no question but that the eighth commandment presupposes that it is according 
to God’s will that property is to be possessed in the world, in the form of personal property, in the form 
of private property. If that were not so, there could be no eighth commandment. The presupposition of 
the eighth commandment is that the normal state of affairs is not that which is pictured by communism, 
and to a certain extent, by socialism. Socialism, to a certain extent, pictures it so that the earth and all its 
products belongs to all. And communism says that that is true of everything that is in the world. 
Communism denies the right of all private, personal property. But from scripture it is evident that such a 
state of affairs is not countenanced by the word of God. Wherever you read of property in scripture, you 
read of it in the sense of private property. Nowhere does the scripture picture communism as the 
normal state of affairs. That is not even true of the early Church. There was no state of communism in 
the early Church. Even though there was a large common fund from which the needs of all were 
supplied, and no one called anything his own, yet alongside of this common fund, each had his own 
private property. And besides scriptures warns us that that state of affairs was a failure, and the Church 
in Jerusalem became a needy Church.  

However that may be, scripture proceeds from the fundamental notion of stewardship, and 
stewardship is personal. The fundamental notion of scripture is not that man is proprietor, possessor, 
but that he is steward. There is only one that is possessor. Naturally, He who made all things, and 
sustains all things, and governs all things; He who is sovereign over all things, He is possessor. That is 
God. God is possessor. That is the basic truth of the eighth commandment. That basic truth of the eighth 
commandment is that there is only one real owner of heaven and earth. That one is God. He is the only 
owner, the absolute proprietor, for He is the creator of all. The things created belong absolutely to Him. 
If I make a thing, it is not absolutely mine. My labor is in it, but not my material. God created all things 
out of nothing, therefore, He is the absolute owner. And, in the second place, He is the absolute owner 
because He maintains all things. God is possessor.  
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Man, therefore, can never be anything but steward, that is, one that is placed over a certain portion 
of God’s goods. That is the second fundamental truth that lies at the basis of the eighth commandment. 
God placed man in the earth to be His superintendent, to be His steward. And having been placed over a 
certain portion of God’s goods, he is responsible and accountable to God. Man is responsible for his 
stewardship to God, and therefore he must use the things over which God has placed him as a means. 
That man is steward means that the purpose of all his labors is not in the things themselves, but that he 
may reach the highest purpose, the service of God. The things may never be more than a means. They 
must always be a means to reach the highest purpose for which God created us, namely, His service, and 
the glorification of His name. To put it in the words of Jesus: “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His 
righteousness, and all other things shall be added unto you." Man is a steward who has been placed by 
God over a certain portion of His goods, to use them as a means, and he is responsible to God for his 
stewardship. This is personal. Stewardship presupposes personal property. That is the fundamental 
notion of scripture.  

But the eighth commandment presupposes more. It not only presupposes private property as being 
according to the will of God, but it also presupposes that there is a normal way in which that property is 
assigned. Otherwise, there could be no abnormal way of acquiring property. So that the eighth 
commandment presupposes that there is a normal way in which God assigns to man that portion of His 
property, over which that man is to be steward. That does not seem so today. Things are so confused 
today, that there seems to be no solution. And there is no solution. It does not seem as if there was a 
normal way of acquiring goods, but nevertheless, that is the case. And all that departs from that normal 
way of acquiring goods is stealing, and is condemned by the eighth commandment. In other words, we 
must say: “I am appointed by God as steward over that which I call my property.” There are many ways 
in which God assigns that property to man. There are such things as the way of claim, or the way of 
occupation. There is the way of labor. In the way of rightful labor, we receive personal property. Then 
there is the property we receive, whether by our own efforts, or from God, as for example Abraham, 
when we read that his flocks increased greatly. Or that which we acquire by buying and selling, or by 
inheritance. But whatever may be the way, it must be God’s way. And we must remember that man is 
never anything but a steward. 

2. What it forbids 

Now it is striking that one of the characteristics of the sinful nature of man is that he is a thief. And 
that sinful nature reveals itself generally. The thieving nature of sinful man reveals itself everywhere. 
The underlying principle being, that man by sin refused any longer to be God’s steward. Man expelled 
God from the world. That is, man expelled God in his sinful imaginations. Spiritually, ethically, man 
banished God. Therefore, man is first of all a thief in relation to God. Man stole the factory away from 
God. He chased the proprietor out of his shop, and said, I will be my own boss. That is what man did. 
The devil said: thou shalt be like God, and man listened to him. It looked good to him, and he denied his 
stewardship, and began to act as if he were proprietor. That is the sin of the eighth commandment, 
from which follows, that he no longer considers God as his chief end. And man lost his purpose.  

Instead of his purpose being in God, he sought it in himself. Things were divorced from God, and 
therefore, from their highest purpose. And divorced from God, they became things in themselves. Man 
saw in them a means to satisfy his carnal lust and pleasures. The sinner is not rich in God. We are, by 
grace, in principle, but our sinful nature reveals that we are not rich in God. Our sinful nature reveals 
that we are rich in the things that are meant to be means. The things of this world were never meant to 
be an end. They were always intended to be a means. They were intended to be a means by which we 
must serve God, but we made them an end. And making them an end, the underlying sin of stealing, of 
acquiring property in a way not assigned by God is greed, covetousness. And it is a terrible 
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covetousness, because it is never satisfied. The thievous nature is never satisfied. It always says, more, 
because there is no satisfaction in the things it acquires.  

And so man becomes a thief in relation to his neighbor. Man steals in many ways. The catechism 
makes distinction. It speaks of thievery for which men go to jail. Some thieves go to jail, but there are 
many that steal and do not go to jail. For example: you have saved your pennies, perhaps with a view to 
the day of your old age. And you wake up one morning and read in the newspaper that you can’t get 
your savings out of the banks. And the next morning you read that you can only get twenty-five percent. 
These banks are thieves. But they are not put in jail, because they say that in that case, the thief is a 
system, and you cannot put a system in jail. Then there is the man that has piled up millions, and says, 
that is mine, and defends it on the basis of the eighth commandment. If a man has piled up millions, and 
says, that is mine, while his neighbor is starving, I will tell that man that he has no right to it, and will 
debate it with him. It is his before the law, but not before God. The man that lives in a castle, and bathes 
himself in luxury while his neighbor is living in a shanty and suffers want, is just as much a thief before 
God as the highway robber.  

But that is not all the stealing. There is our thievish nature, and we do not go to jail for all the 
stealing we do. For example: we make debts for which we are not sure that we will be able to pay. Yet, 
we do it. Young people get married, and they haven’t got a cent. They buy a house full of furniture and 
they haven’t got a cent to pay for it, and they go way into debt. People but an automobile, and by time it 
is paid for, it is ready to go on the scrap pile. The world calls that credit. But credit is thievery. It is not 
God given property. The only difference between the little thief and the big thief is that the big thief 
steals big things, and the little thief steals little things. We have not lived as carefully as the word of God 
requires.  

So it is with the needless cutting of wages by the employer. And with the employee that demands 
as much wages as possible for as little word as possible. So also the catechism mentions usury. Usury is 
excessive interest. Our fathers used to say that charging of interest is sin, but that is not scripture. But 
scripture does call all excessive charging of interest, for the purpose of becoming rich, sin against the 
eighth commandment. And all interest on money that ought to be charity is sin. The Israelite might not 
take usury from the needy brother.  

So there are many things. Man is a thief. All men are thieves. There is not a soul that is not a thief in 
relation to his neighbor. Everyone tries to grab as much of this world as he can and says, it is mine. And 
he does so in distinction from God. He stands in direct opposition to the word of Jesus: “What will it 
profit it a man if he gain the whole world, and lose his own soul.” He seeks to gain the whole world, even 
though he lose his own soul. He may do it in different ways.  

He may do it by ordinary stealing, or by grabbing everything for himself at the expense of his 
neighbor, and the latter is the greatest thief before God. But if he seeks to grab the whole world, as a 
thing in itself, separate from God, he is a thief. If a man seeks to pile up the whole world for himself, 
don’t trust that man. He is a thief. And that is true of every one of us. We have chased the proprietor 
out. That is why we cannot solve our social problem. As long as we do not let God in again, and let Him 
be proprietor, we cannot solve our social problem. About four percent have ninety-five percent of the 
property of our country, while ninety-six percent have the other five percent. And do not say that that 
four percent are no thieves. They are. But, the other ninety-six percent are no better. That ninety-six 
percent tries to take all it can of that five percent. How then are you going to solve the social problem?  

And there is not one of us that is not guilty. There are many things of which we cannot 
conscientiously say that God has place us over them. 
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3. What it requires  

I started out by saying that the Christian is not thief. He has been redeemed, and having been 
redeemed, he is not a thief. Why not?  

In the first place, because he has been redeemed from the folly that characterizes the sinful nature, 
to look upon that which is a means as an end. He has a new conception of the things of this present 
time, in relation to the eternal things. He realizes that it is foolish to say, my house shall stand for aye. 
He realizes that it is foolish to pile up the whole world, and then to be put in a little box and buried in 
the ground. In other words, he realizes that the Lord spoke the truth when He said: “what will it profit a 
man if he gain the whole world, and lose his own soul.”  

And he has received grace to see the folly of the corrupt striving to grab for that which is no riches, 
and to refuse the true riches. And the heart again longs for that true riches, the communion and 
covenant fellowship with God. So that the things of this world are never more than a means for him. 
That is the principle of grace wrought in the heart of the Christian. The Christian is again steward. He has 
let the proprietor in again. And he says, I am not my own, but belong to my Savior with all that I am and 
have. And he has learned to view the things of this world, not as an end, but as a means.  

In the second place, the Christian has received a principle of the life that is not of this world. He has 
become an heir of the heavenly inheritance. Therefore, he has a new purpose in life. He has come to 
understand what the Lord said: He that will gain his life will lose it, and he that will lose if for My sake 
will gain it. He has a new conception of things, that of the pilgrim. He lives in a tent, and living in a tent, 
he knows that he is heir. He has become an heir of the heavenly inheritance. Upon that, he has set his 
heart. No, Christ Jesus has set the heart of the Christian upon it. It, he seeks. For it, he is willing to 
abandon all things. And he knows that all things must serve to bring him to glory. That is why he is not a 
thief. Seeking the kingdom of God and His righteousness, through temporal things as a means, the 
Christian is neither a waster nor a miser. He does not steal a penny from anyone, but says: all things are 
mine. And he is willing to labor in his daily calling, in order to ask: Lord, what wilt thou have me to do. 
He does not serve mammon. He does not pile up goods for his own sake. But he serves God with all that 
he possesses and does not possess.  

In the third place, with relation to the goods of others, the Christian is not covetous. He does not 
envy the rich, because he is rich in God. And he will promote the advantage of the brother, and of the 
neighbor. And he says: I seek the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and believe that all other 
things will be added unto me.  

But remember, that Christian is still imperfect. That old tendency is still there. The Church, the 
Christian, you and I, are not thieves. And it is below our dignity to have the law point its finger at us and 
say: thou shalt not steal. But from the point of view of our old tendency, we are still inclined to thievery. 
Therefore it is well not to chase the commandment out of the house, but to listen to her admonition, in 
order that we may not seek the things below, but may seek the things above, and may walk as pilgrims 
and strangers in the midst of the world. 

 

 


