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“Tell the Truth!”      Text – Psalm 15       NT Reading – John 8:31-47

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I expect the figures are likely to be similar in New Zealand, but I recently read that for every 5 cents that the Inland Revenue Service in America spends on tax audits, they collect around $100 in taxes that were not originally declared.  
And sadly this is just another demonstration of the fact that we live in a society that is saturated with lies.  
Advertising consistently pushes the boundaries of truth.  
We more and more hear about ‘fake news,’ stories on the news that are just untrue.
And when a politician says, “I do not recall having said or done such a thing,” we all know that that is the ‘acceptable way’ of avoiding trouble when you know perfectly well that that is exactly what you said or did.  

And on a personal level, the 50% divorce rate reveals that when a couple promise to be faithful to each other “until death do us part,” what many of them actually mean is for as long as I’ve got that loving feeling or until someone better comes along.  
And ACC spends a lot of money on fraud because many Kiwis twist the facts or outright lie to qualify for free treatment, and internal affairs spends a lot of money on fraud because many people enter sham marriages as a way to become citizens .  
And this is why we live in a society where we need piles of paperwork, character references, credit checks, multiple forms of govt issued photo I.D., bio-metric security, random audits, and government regulation, etc etc etc.  Truth, it would seem, is in short supply.  It is appropriate then that we consider the 9th commandment.  For as we saw in our Lord’s Day reading, the 9th Commandment is about the truth.  
Now, if you or had were writing the 9th Commandment, and we knew it was to be about the truth, I think most of us would simply have written something like, “You shall not tell lies.”  But that is not how the Commandment reads; it reads, “You shall not bear false-witness against your neighbour.”  So why was it written like that? 
Well, to answer that question, we need to understand something about life in Israel at the time God gave them the 10 commandments.  
A. When we think about the courtroom, we think about a judge, prosecution lawyers and defense lawyers, a defendant, a jury, stenographers to keep a record of every word spoken, forensic, documentary, and eye witnesses, pre-trial hearings, and plea bargains.  It is a specialized and technical place that that is pretty much separated from normal life for many of us.  
B. But not so in Israel.  Back in Israel the ‘court’ was a part of everyday life.  Many passages of the OT reveal to us that the court essentially involved the local elders at the gate of the town.  And every time you passed through those gates, you came into contact with the court system.  Justice in Israel was not about a once in a lifetime case that needed to be heard in a district court in a far off city; it was an every day feature of normal life.  Property matters, relationship matters, criminal matters, business matters, all of these things were decided at the gates, all day long, and every day.  And there were no detectives or lawyers or DNA samples or fingerprints.  Justice was all about witnesses.  Everything hung on the words of witnesses.  
1. And so this is why we read the following safeguard against injustice in Deuteronomy 19, “One witness is not enough to convict a man accused of any crime or offense he may have committed.  A matter must be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.”  
2. So this is the background of the 9th Commandment; this is why it says, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.”  And to reinforce the seriousness of this crime, Deut 19 says, “If a malicious witness takes the stand to accuse a man of a crime, the two men involved in the dispute must stand in the presence of the LORD before the priests and the judges who are in office at the time.  The judges must make a thorough investigation, and if the witness proves to be a liar, giving false testimony against his brother, then do to him as he intended to do to his brother.”  So a false witness would receive the punishment that the accused would have received if his testimony had been accepted.  And the inclusion of the priests with the judges here is important.  This was because if the evidence was not clear, it was possible for the priest to seek God’s direct judgment on the matter.   And this was a reminder that God is very interested in the truth.
C. So in Israel, blasphemy accusations (that’s the 3rd Commandment), Sabbath violations (that’s the 4th Commandment), rebellion against authority (that’s the 5th commandment), violent crime (that’s the 6th commandment), sexual crime (that’s the 7th commandment), and property crime (that’s the 8th commandment), were dealt with by the court and witness system.  
D. And even though the courts today have a different character and place in our society, the need for true witnesses is still a foundational benchmark of justice.  So the first application of the 9th commandment, for us also, is that we too should never give false testimony when in court.  
But that is the narrowest focus of the 9th commandment.  Let’s turn our attention now to Psalm 15 to see something of a wider view.  And what we will do is consider some general comments about this Psalm, and then note two ways that the Psalm operates.  
I. So first of all, some general comments about the Psalm:

A. The Psalm begins with a question that is asked of the Lord: “Lord, who may dwell in your sanctuary?  Who may live on your holy hill?”  And the words ‘sanctuary’ and ‘holy hill’ indicate that the temple in Jerusalem is in view.  So the question being asked is: Lord, who is fit or suitable or qualified to enter your temple?  A more general way to put it would be: Lord, how must we live to enjoy the fullness of fellowship with you?  What is the character of the person who may enter into your presence?  And vv2-5a provide the answer to that question before a concluding blessing is given at the end of v5; “He who does these things will never be shaken.”
B. And one of the ways that this Psalm was used in Israel was as an entrance liturgy at the door of the temple.  And boys and girls, the word ‘liturgy’ has to do with the way you worship and the content of your worship service.  Here at Avondale we have a pretty fixed and traditional liturgy.  When you come to church, you know how we are going to worship and what you will hear and do in worship – Bible readings, songs, prayers, a sermon, etc.  Well, back in Israel, when people arrived at the Temple gates, they knew what would happen there: A priest or Levite would ask them: “Who may dwell in the Lord’s Sanctuary; on His holy hill?  And the people would recite vv2-5a before the priest would speak the concluding blessing over them and let them in.  And this entrance liturgy was done to prompt the worshipper to examine himself and ask, Am I living like this?  Am I really prepared to worship the Lord?  It is the same principle we follow today by reading the form of preparation on the Sunday before Lord’s Supper. 
II. Well, those are the general comments about the Psalm.  Let’s look at its content now and see how it operates in two ways.  
A. And the first way it operates is in what it says to the person who is seeking a relationship with God.  
1. If we simply take this Psalm at face value, it says that if you want to enjoy fellowship with God you can do so if your walk is blameless, if you do what is righteous, if you speak the truth, if you do not slander, if you do your neighbour no wrong, if you cast no slurs, if you despise vile men, if you keep your oath even when it hurts, if you lend without excessive interest, and if you take no bribes.  So, you would merit or deserve relationship with God if you did all these things perfectly.  
2. So is there anyone here who thinks that he or she deserves relationship with God because you have obeyed all His commands perfectly?  And there you have our problem, don’t you.  We are not law-keepers, we are law-breakers.  Just take a look at the Psalm before this one – Psalm 14.  Verse 2, “The LORD looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.  All have turned aside, they have together become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one.”  
3. In relation to just the 9th Commandment” If you have told one little lie, if you have just one time not told the truth or all of the truth, you are unfit for relationship with God; in fact you deserve His wrath and eternal condemnation.  
4. Now, if that were it; if that were all this Psalm had to offer us, we would be in deep trouble.  But let’s see how, even at this first level, this Psalm proclaims the gospel to law-breakers.  And it does so in this way: There is one human being who was blameless, who did what was righteous, and who spoke the truth from His heart, etc, perfectly.  Who am I talking about?  The Lord Jesus.  The Bible is very plain that He lived His whole life without sin.  And then He went to the cross and He took the sins of law-breakers like you and me, and He endured the punishment that we deserved.  So having taken our sins from us and paying the price, God was now free to put Jesus’ perfect obedience in our spiritual bank account.  This is called the glorious, double exchange – Jesus takes our sins from us and gives us His righteousness.  So now, all who believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins, enter into an unbreakable relationship with God that will continue throughout eternity.  That is the Gospel of Psalm 15: Believe in Jesus, and you may dwell in the sanctuary of the Lord!  
Now, before we move on to the second way that this Psalm operates, I want to make a brief point about Bible translation.  As you know, we are changing from the NIV to the ESV.  And one of the main reasons for this is because the NIV was revised in 2011.  And sadly, one of the translation principles that guided that new revision was a principle called gender neutralization.  The original languages of the Bible, Hebrew and Greek, have very clear ways of distinguishing between male and female or masculine and feminine word forms.  But what gender neutralization does is to remove masculine word forms and replace them with gender neutral word forms instead.  And so, for example, when you come across the word “men” in the original language, if these Bible translators are confident that what is being said applies to men and women, they will use the word ‘person.’  Now, to be fair, pretty much all modern English Bible versions, including the old NIV and the ESV do some of this.  But the 2011 NIV did it to an extent that has hidden the gospel.  Let me show you what I mean.  If you have an old NIV or an ESV, your v2 says, “He whose walk is blameless…” or “He who walks blamelessly…” because that is what the Hebrew of this verse says.  But if your v2 says, “The one whose walk is blameless…” then you have a new NIV.  And they have done this because this Psalm is obviously not just for males; it is also for females.  Both men and women need to know how they can enjoy relationship with God.  The problem is though that the Gospel reference to Jesus that I just told you about, as “He whose walk is blameless…” as the man who kept God’s law perfectly, is now hidden.  This Psalm, in talking about He, more plainly points to Jesus than if it talks about ‘the one.’  I don’t have time today to show you the other translation problems with the new NIV, but I would encourage you to set it aside and use the ESV.  It is reasons like these that led the synod of our churches to say that the new NIV is not to be used as a preferred Bible version in our worship services. 

B. But let’s finish now with the second way that Psalm 15 operates, for it speaks also to those who already live in relationship with God.  
1. You see, the question that this Psalm asks is also a faith question: It is addressed to the LORD, capital letters, which is God’s special, covenant name.  This is a question being asked by a person who knows God as His or her God.  They are so thankful for the grace of God in Christ that they want to know how to live for Him; they want to know how they can be more and more like Jesus Christ.  
2. Just think about where we are in the Heidelberg Catechism.  The three sections of the Catechism are man’s misery, man’s deliverance, and man’s gratitude.  In which section do we find the Q/As about the 10 Commandments?  In the gratitude section.  The Commandments are being considered not as how we may earn our salvation but as a rule or guide for grateful living.  
3. And so, one of the ways that we show our thankfulness to God for our salvation in Christ is by striving to keep the 9th commandment.  
a. So we read in v2, Speak truth from your heart.  Proverbs 12:22 says, “The LORD detests lying lips, but He delights in men who are truthful.”  In our earlier reading from John 8, Jesus called the devil “a liar and the father of lies.”  So the truth comes from God while lies come from the devil.

(1). And this means, boys and girls, when Mum or Dad asks if you if you did this or that to your sister or if you broke this or if you said this, your first instinct might be to lie to try and avoid being punished.  But lies come from the devil.  God loves the truth.  
(2). And young people and adults, there may be some scenarios where this is legitimate, but in many cases, if you are using someone else’s username and password to access some sort of online content, you really are lying by electronically pretending to be someone else. 
(3). And one area of truth speaking that is coming into sharp focus today is the matter of gender identity.  The Bible says that God made us male and female.  Surgery or drugs cannot change that.  How a person identifies does not change that.  The truth is at stake here.  And we are to be those who tell the truth. 
b. But v3 also warns us against slander.  And slander is when we spread a false report about others.  Gossip is a similar sin.  The difference between gossip and slander is that gossip is true but it is said to hurt someone else or their reputation.  Gossip usually begins with words like, Did you hear about…?!   
(1). I am sure you have heard this before but an ancient Chinese proverb tells of a woman who went to see a wise man because she felt guilty about gossiping and slandering and she wanted to put it right.  So the wise man told her to get a goose and to pluck its feathers and spread them through the village and then come back to him to find out what to do next.  So she did this and went back to the wise man.  He said, Go through the village and collect all the feathers.  But she said, That will be impossible because the feathers will have blown away.  And the wise man said, That is the problem with gossip and slander: Once it is said, the damage is done; you cannot get it back.  
(2). Proverbs 10:18 says, “Whoever spreads slander is a fool.”  And Proverbs 11:13 says, “A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a secret.”
c. Verse 4 of Psa. 15 says that a godly man “keeps his oath even when it hurts.”  
(1). Jesus spoke about this when He said, “Let your Yes be Yes and let your No be No.”  Our word should be reliable.  If we have given a commitment to be somewhere or do something, we must keep our word, even if it is hard to do so.  
(a). So boys and girls, if you agree to go to a birthday party, but the cool kids at school are not going because that birthday party will suck, you keep your word.

(b). And husbands and wives, if you have promised to love your spouse and be faithful to them in sickness and in health for better or for worse, until death do you part, that is your obligation; that is your duty; that pleases the Lord.  
(c). And brothers and sisters, having promised to use your gifts to build up the body of Christ, which in terms of that vow is this congregation, you attend and you participate, even when you don’t feel like it or you are not happy with aspects of church life or what the elders are doing or not doing. 

Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, ultimately, truth is not a thing.  
Truth is the Lord Jesus Christ.  He said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”   In and of ourselves, we are not truth-speakers.  Praise God then for the gift of His Son who paid the price for all our 9th Commandment sins and who has made us to be righteous in God’s sight.  So let us love the truth and speak the truth, for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.
