YOU SHALL NOT GIVE FALSE TESTIMONY

Text: Exodus 20:16
Heidelberg Catechism LD 43
Readings: Pr 10:8-14,18-21,31-32; Eph 4:17-32
Theme and purpose: God forbids lying and calls us to speak the truth.


Most of us are aware that lying is very common in our society. Of course, not everyone will admit they are lying, and most people would not describe their lack of truth as a straight-out lie. Rather the truth is reinvented, or revised, or rewritten. At other times the truth is inflated and exaggerated, embellished and polished, distorted and fudged. 

Another popular word for lies is “spin”, which is your own twist or angle on the truth. We talk about “spinning a tale”, which is making something up. We talk about “Spin Doctors” who are the professional liars, often employed by politicians to help them cover their tracks when they have lied or misled the public.

But lying is not only found among politicians and their helpers. You will find it in your workplace, at school, in our church, in your home and family, and in your own speech. By nature we are all liars. We suppress the truth in unrighteousness. 

We lie for all sorts of reasons. We distort the truth to make life easier for ourselves, to get our own way, to get ahead, to get what we want. We lie to avoid blame or to justify ourselves.
We lie to keep up a good appearance and to make a good impression. Children, sometime you might lie because you are afraid, or scared, or to avoid being punished.

In the ninth commandment God says; “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbour.” The command has a negative and a positive application; we are to avoid lies and to tell the truth.  

1. THE NEGATIVE - DO NOT LIE

a. There are many varieties of lies; they come in all sorts of shapes and sizes. 

i. Some lies the result of carelessness in our speech and conversation. We don’t mean to lie but we are not accurate in what we say. We put something across as the truth but we are not quite sure if we have it right, or we haven't checked our source, or our memory is wrong.

Included in this are the lies of exaggeration. The fish was this big! 
He must have been driving at 160 kilometers!
They were two hours late!
In exaggerating like this we don't mean to lie but it turns out that way. If you listen to someone who often exaggerates you don't know what to believe any more. Was it really that much, that big, that heavy, that fast? You don't know the truth of the matter, you can’t trust their word.

ii. There are lies in advertising. Here the lying is not so much that the facts are wrong or that the information is incorrect – most advertising today has little factual content anyway! The problem with a lot of advertising is that we are given a false impression.  
If you use this perfume you will have men chasing you and offering you flowers!
Use this toothpaste and it will give you brilliant white teeth, not to mention charm, confidence and personality!
Follow this diet programme and you will lose 10 kilos in two months.
You look at the adds on TV or in the mail order catalogue and you ask yourself; “Is this true? Will this work? Is this information accurate?” You are right to be skeptical because often the adds are often giving a false impression. 

iii. Then there are the so-called "white lies". These are the lies that we don't think of as lies; they are convenient distortions of the truth; we regard them as harmless inaccuracies to get us out of an awkward situation.
You had something you really wanted to do one day and so you rang in to work to tell them you were sick and couldn't come in.
Or someone phones for you but you don't really want to talk to them; so you have your wife or your husband say you are out.
Or another woman asks what you think of her hairstyle; you think it looks atrocious, but you tell her she looks wonderful!

iv. Another variation of false testimony is when you are silent. 
Sometimes it is right to keep quiet; sometimes it is wise to say nothing; there is a time to speak and a time to refrain from speaking.
And you have a legal right to remain silent so that you don’t incriminate yourself.
But silence is often assent; to keep quiet means you agree with what was said or done when you don't. So there is also a time to speak up, to say your piece, to object. There is a time to tell the truth about a matter.

v. Another variation of false testimony is the half-truth. Someone has said that when a half-truth is presented as the whole truth it becomes an untruth. Someone asks you a question and you only give half the answer; you only tell half the story; you only give your version of what happened. This too is lying.  

vi. One more area of false testimony is gossip.  The Bible has a few other words for this, each with another shade of meaning; they are slander, back-biting, evil-speaking and whispering.
Gossip is very appealing; "The words of a gossip are like choice morsels; they go down to a man's inmost parts". (Pr 26:22) That's true isn't it? We love to hear stories about others, especially stories that put them in a bad light.  
We delight in hearing about the wrongs that others do. It makes us feel better. It means we can climb higher on the ruins of their broken character. 
Yet consider how harmful this is; it destroys reputations, divides friends, and wrecks relationships. 
Thomas Watson, an English Puritan wrote:
"The scorpion carries poison in his tail,
the gossip carries poison in his tongue."

In an African village a tale-bearer was punished by the elders of the town. She was given the feathers of a chicken and she had to scatter them along the way to her house.  When she got home she had to retrace her steps and gather all of those feathers. Of course, by that time the wind had blown them far and wide making it impossible to get them back again.
So too with our words - once we have said them we can't get them back again; they are scattered by the wind, doing damage and harm wherever they go. The tongue, says James, is a restless evil, full of deadly poison (3:8). So be careful about what you say. 

The key element in gossip is that it arises out of an impure motive. Ask yourself; “Why am I saying this? What is my motive? Is it to make them look bad? Is it to make me look better?” If that is the reason then what you are saying is gossip and you must be quiet. 

Refuse to listen to gossip. Thomas Watson again:  "He that raises a slander carries a devil in his tongue; he that receives a slander carries a devil in his ear."

And don’t be too quick to believe all that you hear. “The first to present his case seems right, till another comes forward and questions him.” (Pr 18:17) You need to hear both sides of a story to get the full picture.  

So far we have considered the many varieties of lies. We have seen that though they come in different shapes and sizes they are destructive and do great harm. 

b. Let's examine that a little further by considering the effects of lying.

i. Lying undermines the truth. When people regularly lie it undercuts confidence in the truth. 
This is happening to us in NZ. Truth is in short supply. Lying and deceit have become almost routine. As a result people have become cynical and disillusioned. This is why the police have a fraud squad. This is why the Work and Income spends a small fortune every year trying to track down all the people who are ripping off the welfare system. The Inland Revenue Department are in the same position; they cannot assume that people will fill out their tax returns honestly so they have elaborate procedures to find the right figures. Lying is commonplace in NZ today; as a result people don't trust each other any more.

ii. This also happens in families. If children lie to their parents, or parents to their children, or brothers and sisters to each other, that undermines trust. Members of the family become suspicious of each other. Honesty and confidence are gone. Lying and dishonesty destroys open communication in families. 

iii. Another effect of lying is that it becomes a habit. When you first begin to lie you feel awkward and embarrassed. But you suppress your conscience and you carry on. After a while you get good at lying; eventually you can “lie through your teeth" as they say. 

Small lies lead to bigger lies. If you can distort the truth a little you can distort it a lot. Lying opens the way for more disobedience and it leads you further and further away from the Lord. 

So beware of lying. Avoid it. Don't excuse it or justify it in yourself. Don't think to yourself that these are only white lies, little fibs, minor matters. One lie leads to another and you will dig yourself deeper and deeper into sin.

Do not bear false testimony against your neighbour. Do not slander others or speak maliciously about them, or talk behind their back, or deceive them. Do not exaggerate the truth to make yourself look good, or gossip to make others look bad. 

All of these are sins against God and against his law, and the Lord will punish all such sin. If you have lied you must confess that to God, repent of it and ask for his forgiveness. And God will forgive you.

2. Then, positively, you must SPEAK THE TRUTH

a. Speaking the truth does not mean that you have to say everything you know.

i. Sometimes it is right to keep silent or even to lie to protect the lives of others. This is a difficult area of ethics and one that is much debated. 
The Hebrew midwives lied to Pharaoh about the birth of Jewish babies. 
Rahab lied after she hid the two spies from Israel in Jericho.
Dutch Christians lied to protect the lives of Jews they were hiding in World War 2.
They did what was right. Lying is still a sin, but it is the lesser of two evils. In all these cases people were protecting the lives of others against evil men. 

ii. Sometimes we should watch our words and keep silent because that is wise. Solomon said; "When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise." (Pr 10:19) 
You don't have to tell everyone exactly what you think. 
“You can't play this game for peanuts.”
“That dress looks awful on you!”
“I never heard a sermon that was so boring!”
“I hate the tie you're wearing.” 
You don't have to say all that. It is not wise; it is inappropriate; it is unhelpful. 

b. Speaking the truth requires you to say what is helpful to others. 

i. Ephesians 4:29 - "Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, so that it may benefit those who listen."

ii. The proverbs reinforce this truth:
"The mouth of the righteous is a fountain of life." (10:11)
"The tongue of the righteous is choice silver." (10:20)
"The lips of the righteous nourish many." (10:21)
"A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver." (25:11)
Do these proverbs describe your speech? 
Are you nourishing others by your words? 
Does your speech encourage those around you? 

iii. The Catechism brings this out well when it says: "I should love the truth, speak it candidly, and openly acknowledge it. And I should do what I can to guard and advance my neighbour's good name."(LD 43).

c. Finally, in all our speech we should look to the Lord Jesus.

Pilate asked Jesus, "What is truth?" Pilate was cynical about the truth. But the person who was The Truth was standing right before him. Jesus had declared, "I am the Way, the Truth and the Life."
He proclaimed the truth about his Father, about himself, and about the salvation that people could find by believing in him. He lived for the truth, died for the truth and rose for the truth.

He spoke the truth. He never lied. He did not gossip or slander. He spoke plainly and directly against evil and sin and hypocrisy.
Where he saw pain and sorrow he spoke words of comfort and consolation and healing. His words brought life and joy and hope. They brought people to a knowledge of the truth, to a knowledge of himself.

In the closing book of the Bible Jesus described himself as “the Amen, the faithful and true witness.” The key word of the ninth commandment, witness, becomes the title of the Messiah, who is faithful and true, who is the Truth. 

If you bear his name you must be like him, avoiding lies in all its forms, and being faithful and true in all you say.

Amen

