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The Truth About Lies
A Study of Exodus 20:16
Characteristic:  Goodness/Integrity
Big Idea:  Dishonesty dismembers relationships.
Introduction:

A.
You know the story.  It’s about the virtue of honesty.  When our nation’s first president, George Washington, was about 6 years old, he had a hatchet with which he liked to chops things.  One day he chopped down a young cherry tree.  George’s father asked him, “George, do you know who killed that beautiful little cherry tree yonder in the garden?”  George said, “I can’t tell a lie, Pa; you know I can’t tell a lie.  I did cut it with my hatchet.”
Nice story.  Only one problem.  The heartwarming story is a lie.  Historians say it probably never happened.  It’s a myth concocted by biographer, Mason Weems, to make Washington’s life more interesting in the 1806 fifth edition of Weems’ book, Life and Memorable Actions of George Washington.  Mason Weems was himself an ordained minister.  Can’t trust those ministers.
B.
Here are some other unsettling factoids.
1.
The incidence of self-reported cheating by students at American colleges increased from 39% in 1963 to 75% in 1991 (McCabe and Bowers, “Academic dishonesty among males in college:  a thirty year perspective,” Journal of College Student Development, 1994, pp. 5-10).
2.
College business students are the most likely to cheat.  In 1992, 87% of them cheated (Meade, “Cheating: is academic dishonesty par for the course?”, Prism, 1992, pp. 30-32).  I was a business major.  Hey, we thought lying fell under a special category of sales. (
3.
One study found that in conversations lasting ten minutes or longer, the odds of someone telling a lie are one in three (Ingall, “Tell No Lies,” Glamour, Jan. 1999, pp. 92-93).

4.
Social psychologist Jerald Jellison estimates that the average person tells 200 lies a day (Time, April 3, 1978, p. 67).

C.
Lying is so much a part of our culture that we often don’t notice it any more.  Christian psychologist, William Backus says,
. . . most people—like us—slip around the truth without even realizing it.  Yes, we have learned the difference between truth and lies.  But to an extent we don’t fully realize, the culture desensitizes us to falsehood, immunizes us to its evils, simmers us in a broth of untruths, and numbs us to the uncounted lies we hear each day.  So we eventually take certain untruths for granted and hear them without amazement or shock. . . .

. . . Most of the time we barely notice how they underscore human faithlessness.  Banks can’t cash checks for strangers; stores won’t take merchandise returned without a sales slip; TV monitors scan the aisles to catch furtive hands; ushers on guard make sure we don’t see two movies for the price of one; in the day when virtue was important, young women learned to be wary of men with a “line”; all America knows what a dead bolt lock is; insurance against dishonesty of others costs us hard-earned resources; dogs, alarm systems, fences, walls, vaults, lockers, safe-deposit boxes, false bottoms, secret pockets, chains, combinations, bars, bolts, padlocks, polygraphs, voice analyzers, bloodhounds—all provide some of the most obvious signs of everyday falsehood (Telling Each Other The Truth, 10-11).
D.
Against this backdrop, we come today to the ninth of the Ten Commandments in the Bible.  It’s in Exodus 20:16.  It says,
NAU Exodus 20:16 “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”
I.
What does this mean?  I suspect that most people get the general idea that this is about lying.  But the wording is a little peculiar.  Is this a special kind of lying?  What does it mean to bear false witness?  Who is your neighbor?  The language of this command is connected with the judicial process in the community of Israelites (Durham, Word Biblical Commentary, Exodus, 295-296).
A.
The Hebrew word behind the translation, “bear witness” is akin to the English word, “testify,” which also has a legal connotation.

B.
To bear witness that is false means to testify in a way that is untrue, fraudulent, deceitful, or wrongful.  It’s lying in a legal context.  A parallel English term would be perjury.
C.
The term for “neighbor” is always used in the Old Testament to describe a person in a reciprocal relationship.  In this case, it refers to a fellow Israelite.  The lie or false testimony is against a fellow member of God’s community.
D.
A judicial context for the ninth commandment was described back in Exodus 18.  You may recall that, at the urging of his father-in-law, Moses established a kind of judicial system.  Exodus 18:25-26 says,
NAU Exodus 18:25 Moses chose able men out of all Israel and made them heads over the people, leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens. 26 They judged the people at all times; the difficult dispute they would bring to Moses, but every minor dispute they themselves would judge.
It’s not hard to imagine the kinds of disputes that would have arisen.  Two Israelites appear before a judge.  The plaintiff says, “Judge, he stole my cow.”  The defendant says, “I did no such thing.”  “Did, too!”  “Did, not!”  “Did, too!”  “Did, not!”  And so it goes.  Somebody is lying.  And the ninth commandment speaks directly against such lying.
II.
What are the reasons behind the giving of the ninth commandment?  Why is it so important?  Let me mention a number of reasons.
A.
First, false accusations bring harm to individuals.
1.
Such harm is characterized in Proverbs 25:18.  It says,
NAU Proverbs 25:18 Like a club and a sword and a sharp arrow Is a man who bears false witness against his neighbor.

False accusations are harmful, even when the accused is found not guilty.  Ask anyone who has been falsely accused of molestation, for example.  Even when exonerated, scars remain, and so can suspicions in the community.

2.
The reiteration of the ninth commandment in Deuteronomy 5:20 provides another clue as to how false accusations harm individuals.  Deuteronomy 5:20 says,

NAU Deuteronomy 5:20 “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.”
In English, this is exactly the same wording as Exodus 20:16.  But, in Hebrew, the original language in which this was written, one word is different.  The Hebrew word for “false” is a different word.  It is synonymous, but has a slightly different nuance.  In Deuteronomy, the word, “false” comes from the Hebrew word, shaw.  Along with the idea of falsehood, it carries the idea of emptiness, or nothingness, or worthlessness.  Some commentators take this to mean that this characterizes the attitude of the accuser (Dunnam, Mastering the Old Testament, Exodus, 266).  In making the false accusation, the accuser considers the accused to be worthless, a nobody, empty of the image of God.  This is harmful because it degrades the image of God in the accused.

Supportive of this possibility is the fact that the very same word for “false” in Deuteronomy 5:20 is also used back in the third commandment.  There, it is translated, “vain” as in . . .

NAU Exodus 20:7 “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain . . .”
We learned that this means we ought not to denigrate God by taking Him lightly and considering Him to be worthless.  Similarly we ought not to denigrate another through false accusation, for that person is made in the image of God.
B.
False accusations also bring harm to the community at large.

1.
They can engender a culture of distrust.  Proverbs 14:5 says,
NAU Proverbs 14:5 A trustworthy witness will not lie, But a false witness utters lies.

Notice the contrast here:  a false witness versus a trustworthy witness.  Falsehood and trust are antithetical.  They’re like light and darkness.  More of one means less of the other.  A false witness erodes trust in a community.  The more false witnesses there are, the more trust is eroded.  And when there is no trust, the individuals in God’s community tend to live their lives in a closed, guarded, hidden, self-protective mode.  Then, God’s community does not enjoy the safety, the authenticity, the transparency, and the openness that God intends.

2.
In God’s zeal to protect the community against false accusation and the consequent erosion of trust, He instituted some strict law enforcement.  The Mosaic Law explains what the Israelites were to do with the person who falsely accuses another.  The perjurer was to be shown no mercy.  He himself got the penalty that he was seeking for the person he accused.  For example, if one Israelite accused his fellow Israelite of murder, and if the accusation was found to be false, then the accuser himself was executed because that was the punishment for murder.  Deuteronomy 19:16-21 explains,
NAU Deuteronomy 19:16 “If a malicious witness rises up against a man to accuse him of wrongdoing, 17 then both the men who have the dispute shall stand before the LORD, before the priests and the judges who will be in office in those days. 18 The judges shall investigate thoroughly, and if the witness is a false witness and he has accused his brother falsely, 19 then you shall do to him just as he had intended to do to his brother. Thus you shall purge the evil from among you. 20 "The rest will hear and be afraid, and will never again do such an evil thing among you. 21 "Thus you shall not show pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.

God is very serious about this because false accusations harm His people—His community.
C.
False accusations also bring harm to God’s reputation.  Earlier in our study of the Ten Commandments, we learned that God does not want us to take His name in vain because He stakes His reputation on us, His people.  His plan is to reveal Himself to the world through the goodness of His people.  In Ezekiel 36:23, God says,
NIV Ezekiel 36:23 I will show the holiness of my great name . . . when I show myself holy through you before their eyes.

Notice that God says He wants to show Himself through His people.  The holiness of God’s great name is not demonstrated when God’s people falsely accuse one another.  God’s hatred toward such false accusations is revealed in Proverbs 6:16-19.  In a list of seven things God hates, a false witness comes in at Number 6.  It says,
NAU Proverbs 6:16 There are six things which the LORD hates, Yes, seven which are an abomination to Him: 17 Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, And hands that shed innocent blood, 18 A heart that devises wicked plans, Feet that run rapidly to evil, 19 A false witness who utters lies, And one who spreads strife among brothers.
So God prohibits false accusations in the ninth commandment because such accusations bring harm to individuals, they bring harm to the community, and they bring harm to God’s reputation.

III.
Well, how are we to apply all this?  We’re not Israelites.  We’re not under the Mosaic Law.  So, what do we do with this?  There are a number of ways I could approach this.
A.
I could show you that honesty is a virtue extolled throughout the Scriptures, and we could consider dishonesty in all its ugly forms.  We could talk about exaggeration, flattery, lying, misleading, inaccuracy, deception, hypocrisy, inconsistency, guile, and broken promises (Adapted from “Honesty with Others,” Spirit of Revival, September 1995, as presented in Discipleship Journal, July/August 1996).  We could do that.
B.
Or, we could also talk about lawsuits.  In 1 Corinthians 6:1-8, the Apostle Paul admonishes believers for defrauding one another and dragging one another into secular courts.  He says it’s shameful.  The same reasons apply.  It’s harmful to individuals, to God’s community, and to God’s reputation.
C.
Or, we could also talk about how God can relate in a special way to the harm that false accusation can bring.  He experienced it.  Leading up to His the crucifixion, Matthew 26:59-60 says,
NAU Matthew 26:59 Now the chief priests and the whole Council kept trying to obtain false testimony against Jesus, so that they might put Him to death. 60 They did not find any, even though many false witnesses came forward. . . .
When you are falsely accused, it is good to realize that Jesus knows exactly what that’s like.  False accusations brought Him to the cross.
D.
But, I want to focus mostly on something else to finish out this message.  It’s Ephesians 4:25.  It is perhaps the closest New Testament corollary to the ninth commandment, and it rounds out the ninth command in a way that is particularly relevant for us today.  Ephesians 4:25 says,
NAU Ephesians 4:25 Therefore, laying aside falsehood, SPEAK TRUTH EACH ONE of you WITH HIS NEIGHBOR, for we are members of one another.
The ninth commandment says not to bear false witness.  Similarly, this verse in Ephesians 4:25 says to lay aside falsehood.  Same idea.
The context of the ninth commandment is a relationship with a neighbor or fellow Israelite.  Similarly, the context of Ephesians 4:25 is also a relationship with a neighbor, but not with a fellow Israelite.  It’s with a fellow believer.  When Paul says, “for we are members of one another” he is referring to the body of Christ, His church, comprised of all who have trusted Jesus Christ as their Savior from sin.
The ninth commandment gives only that which we are to avoid, bearing false witness.  Ephesians adds that which we are to pursue in the place of falsehood; we are to speak the truth to one another.  All our relationships are to be characterized by truthfulness, particularly those with other believers.  Earlier in Ephesians 4:15, it says we are to speak the truth in love.  Love is an important constraint on truth-telling.  It rules out brutal honesty that needlessly offends.
And Ephesians gives a rationale for speaking the truth in love.  The reason is, “for we are members of one another.”  We are to speak the truth in love because dishonesty dismembers relationships.  In fact, that’s the big idea of this message:  dishonesty dismembers relationships.  This is simply an abbreviation of all the reasons previously given for not bearing false witness against your neighbor.  It brings harm to individuals; it brings harm to the community; it brings harm to God.  These are all relationships.  Dishonesty dismembers relationships.
The quickest way I know to kill a relationship, to kill a marriage, to kill a church, is to be dishonest with one another.  Dishonesty dismembers relationships.

That’s why one of the key characteristics of completeness in Christ is integrity.  A person who wants to grow in Christlikeness must grow in goodness and integrity because dishonesty dismembers relationships.

That’s why two of the thirteen fundamental values on which this church was founded are integrity and truth, because dishonesty dismembers relationships.
I want to explore some not-so-obvious ways in which truthfulness is compromised in relationships.  I want to credit Dr. William Backus and his book, Telling Each Other the Truth, for many of the ideas and scenarios I’ll be sharing.  Backus says,

“. . . most people seem to believe firmly they already tell each other the truth.  Few realize the extent to which the meanings of their words are left to be guessed at and to which their desires are veiled behind indirection and ambiguity.  They live without integrity.

In a relationship without integrity, people leave each other to guess what the truth is.  They play games with each other (25).

Let’s consider a few of these dishonest games.  Some of the observations I’m going to share may seem rather subtle or even picky to you.  But my purpose is to go beyond the obvious and to encourage you to examine your heart and discover ways in which you might be communicating less than truthfully and less than lovingly.
1.
For example, sometimes we substitute questions for the truth, spoken in love.  Nothing wrong with questions; but questions can be fundamentally dishonest when they are used as substitutes for the truth.  Instead of just coming right out and disclosing how we really feel or what we really want, in love, we can use questions as a pretense to try to get what we want.  Our conversations can be characterized by insinuation rather than integrity.  Here’s a hypothetical conversation between a husband and wife.  I want you to notice how they rarely make simple, truthful statements.  I want you to also notice how they rarely use the word, “I” as in “I feel” or “I wish” or “I think.”  Instead, they interact with questions—questions that do not really seek information, but rather seek to prod.
She says, “Don’t you think you ought to spend some time with the kids?  They haven’t seen their father for two weeks!”

He says, “What’s wrong with your eyes?  Can’t you see me having dinner with them every night?  And what did I do Saturday afternoon—all afternoon?

She says, “Do you call taking Johnny to the dentist spending time with him?  Don’t you ever want to play ball with him like other fathers do with their sons?

He says, “What about two nights ago?  You didn’t see the shape George, next door, was in when he got home, did you?  Would you rather have a husband like him?  You want me to stop off for a few drinks after work like he does?  He’s one of those ‘other fathers’ you think are so wonderful!”

She says, “Speaking of getting home late, when are you going to start calling me when you work overtime? (Backus, 35).
You may be tempted to think, “Wow, that couple is brutally honest.”  But they’re not really being honest at all, just brutal.  They’re not speaking the truth in love.

Here’s the same couple, with the wife taking the lead in starting the conversation a little more openly and truthfully.  The husband is a little slow to catch on (so this is hypothetical, but true-to-life ().
She says, “Honey, I’m feeling burdened about the kids.  I know you’re very busy, but I wish you could spend a little more time with them.  I think they really need you, especially now.”
He’s says, “What’s wrong with your eyes?  Can’t you see me having dinner with them every night?  And what did I do Saturday afternoon—all afternoon?

She says, “Dinners together are good and I really appreciate your sacrifice in taking Johnny to the dentist.  But that’s not the kind of time I’m thinking about.  I’m thinking about things like playing ball or hiking or doing something where you can just have some fun being together.”
Do you see how the wife’s communication was different this time?  She was more truthful.  And it probably took more courage.  She was no longer hiding behind the perceived safety of the question game.  She made herself vulnerable by disclosing how she really felt and what she really wanted.
Again, my purpose is not to make you scared of asking questions.  My purpose is to encourage you to examine your heart, asking, “What’s the real truth, and how can communicate it in love.”  It’s important because dishonesty dismembers relationships.
2.
Here’s another game that can be played.  It’s when we substitute manipulation for the truth spoken in love.  It often involves guilt.  And it often is signaled by the common use of “oughts” and “shoulds” as in, “You ought to get a haircut,” or “You should bring me flowers,” or “You shouldn’t shop so much,” or “You really should write that thank-you note to my mother.”

Nothing wrong with using the words, “ought” and “should,” but not as substitutes for the truth spoken in love.  Saying, “You should” is perfectly appropriate in matters of Biblical truth and morality.  But sometimes when we say “You should” we’re simply elevating our own personal preferences to the level of a moral obligation in an effort to guilt somebody into doing what we want.  Consider the statement, “You really should write that thank-you note to my mother.”  It may be more truthful to say, “I would be really embarrassed if you didn’t write a thank-you note to my mother.  I know it’s inconvenient for you, but it’s important to her.  Would you do that for me?”
The manipulation by guilt game can also be played without “oughts” and “shoulds.”  Let’s say you get a call by someone at the church.  He says, “Hey, I was wondering, do you have any plans for Saturday?”  You say, “No.”  Then, he says, “Are you serving on any committees or anything at the church these days?”  You say, “Well, not exactly.”  Then he says, “Well, would you be interested in helping take down Christmas decorations at the church?”  This can be a form of manipulation.  The guy has painted you into a corner.  He has subtly suggested that you have no good reasons for refusing to help take down decorations.  You have no plans.  You’re not doing anything else at the church.  So, you get guilted into it.  This dishonesty dismembers relationships because you’re miffed at the guy who manipulated you.
It would have been more honest for the guy to simply say, “I was wondering if you could help take down the Christmas decorations at the church on Saturday.”  And if you don’t want to help, just be honest.  Don’t say, “I’d love to, but I can’t” when taking down decorations is not one of your loves.   Don’t say, “I’m afraid I’m busy,” when you’re not really busy.  Just say, “No thanks.”  You don’t owe him an explanation.
By the way, whenever someone asks me if I have any plans for a certain day, I always ask, “What do you have in mind?”  It encourages honesty.

Again, my purpose is not to make you scared of using the words, “ought” and “should,” or to make you scared to ask anybody to do anything.  My purpose is to encourage you to examine your heart, asking, “What’s the real truth, and how can communicate it in love.”  It’s important because dishonesty dismembers relationships.

3.
Here’s another game that we can play.  It’s when we substitute attacking and defending for the truth spoken in love.  Attacking another personal verbally may be untruthful because it can cover up the truth about what you really want.  Similarly, defending may be untruthful when it is designed to avoid the truth that you just don’t want to do something.  Let me give you some examples.
Here’s an attack that disguises the truth.  She says, “I suppose you’ll spend the whole day watching football again?”  Sounds like some version of “You lazy bum.”  That’s how he might take it.  But it’s just a ruse.  It might be more truthful and loving for her to simply say, “I don’t feel like I’m very important to you these days.  I’d like to spend some time together.”

Now, here’s an example of defending.  She says, “When are you going to fix that dripping faucet?”  He says, “Well, you don’t give me a spare minute.  You know what you made me do yesterday, don’t you?  You always expect me to do more than I can handle.”  It’s a defensive counter-attack designed to avoid fixed the faucet.  It might have been more truthful for him to say, “I’m sorry, but I just don’t feel up to tackling the faucet today.”
Here’s another example.  He says, “I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse.”  She launches a preemptive defense:  “I certainly hope you don’t expect me to go home and cook after you’ve made me walk all over town with you.”  It may be more honest for her to say, “I’ll bet you are hungry.  Me, too.  But I don’t really want to cook after all this walking.  I’d like to go to dinner.”
You see, genuine, loving truthfulness is so much better, because dishonesty dismembers relationships.

4.
Here’s another game we can play.  It’s the run-from-conflict-in-the-church game.  Sooner or later, someone is going to hurt you in the church.  It’s what we sinners do.  We hurt one another.  And when we do, pretending everything is okay is simply dishonest and it ends up dismembering the body of Christ.  When someone wrongs you or hurts you, you have an obligation to try to make things right.  Go to the person.  Say something like, “The things you said the other day really hurt me, and I just can’t shake these bad feelings I have about it.  I come to you with the hope that we can work this out, because I want things to be right between us.”  Sometimes that can be the most honest and loving thing that happens in the church.  It can bring healing and wholeness to the body.  When it doesn’t happen, resentment lingers, relationships are strained and broken, everybody puts on a dishonest happy face—all the while removing themselves emotionally from the church until one day, they leave altogether to start fresh somewhere else.  And the cycle starts again.  Better to speak the truth in love.  Examine your heart, asking, “What’s the real truth and how can I communicate it in love.”  It’s important because dishonesty dismembers relationships.
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