The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #9

“…And Nothing but the Truth”

Exodus 20:16

Finish this phrase: “To tell the truth, the whole truth…” (“and nothing but the truth.”) I see that you have been in an American courtroom (or at least seen one portrayed on television!) Before a witness takes the stand to testify, he or she must swear to tell the truth—without leaving anything out or adding to it. To fail to do so is called perjury, and is punishable by jail time or a fine. (Wouldn’t it be interesting if the lawyers on both sides of a court case had to swear the same oath? Hmm….)

As we continue our study of the 10 Commandments for the 21st Century, we have come to the ninth commandment, which reads in Exodus 20:16 in the niv, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” While the terms “perjury” or “perjurer” is not used here, as it is three times in the niv: Jeremiah 7:11; Malachi 3:5; and 1 Timothy 1:10, the idea is set in the atmosphere of a courtroom. False witness or testimony is definitely forbidden.

This is echoed several times in Exodus 23:1-7,

Do not spread false reports. Do not help a wicked man by being a malicious witness. Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong. When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not pervert justice by siding with the crowd, and do not show favoritism to a poor man in his lawsuit. If you come across your enemy’s ox or donkey wandering off, be sure to take it back to him. If you see the donkey of someone who hates you fallen down under its load, do not leave it there; be sure you help him with it. Do not deny justice to your poor people in their lawsuits. Have nothing to do with a false charge and do not put an innocent or honest person to death, for I will not acquit the guilty. 

Also, we read in Proverbs 19:9, “A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who pours out lies will perish,” while in Proverbs 24:28, “Do not testify against your neighbor without cause, or use your lips to deceive.” 

This is very important, for justice is based upon truth, and any false testimony is a violation of truth and produces a miscarriage of justice. For this reason, therefore, perjury is made a criminal offence, and rightly so, because through perjury other forms of crime may go unpunished, and the innocent be made to suffer.
 Daniel Seagren writes, “No civilized society can survive unless truth reigns.”

But I think we would be mistaken to interpret the ninth commandment as only applying in a court of law to a witness under oath. Certainly it is important to tell the truth in court testimony, as someone’s reputation or even life could be on the line, but telling the truth is the standard in every area of our lives. The ninth commandment is a call for the sanctity of truth in all areas of life.

Therefore, I happen to prefer The Living Bible’s rendition of Exodus 20:16, “You must not lie.” This covers every possible situation or circumstance. Paul writes of  “speaking the truth in love” in Ephesians 4:15, and later in that same chapter he writes in verse 25, “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body.” The word for “falsehood,” pseudos in Greek, includes all forms of lying, from out-and-out contradictions of known facts to carefully couched nuances intended to deceive and mislead. It includes everything from white lies to unbelievable whoppers.
 I like Warren Wiersbe’s definition: “A lie is a statement that is contrary to fact, spoken with the intent to deceive.”

Lying is one of the most serious forms of deception to be practiced by the human species.
 Yet we seem to practice it a lot. A University of Virginia psychologist reported, “People tell about two lies a day, or at least that is how many they will admit to” (New York Times, 2/12/85, p. C-8). Despite its prevalence, lying is a sin. “Lying lips are abomination to the Lord” (Prov. 12:22). Though many regard lies as harmless slips of speech, among seven items God hates, two refer to lying (Prov. 6:16-19), “a lying tongue” and “a false witness.” Paul says in Colossians 3:9, “Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices.”
 The Bible pulls no punches about lying. God is truth, it says, but men and women naturally prefer lies, and their reaction to Jesus demonstrates it.

The ninth commandment tackles the whole issue of truth and lies, particularly as they affect those around us. However, this commandment is more than a simple intellectual rule that truth is good and truth is right. It says, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” In saying that, it points out that our use and abuse of truth affects our relationships with others. Lies are not simply wrong; lies hurt people.

The Value of Truth

The ninth commandment is really based on the value of truth. Several times the Bible speaks of God being “the God of truth.” This means that God is true in all He does and is. He is true to his word, true to His character, true to His nature. This is something unfamiliar to us. We are inconsistent, and our good character may often only be skin deep. It is common to hear in a courtroom some sad statement like “I don’t know what came over him. It is most unlike him,” or “She acted completely out of character.” In contrast, you can never look at one of God’s actions and say, “That’s so unlike Him.” He is always true to Himself; He is completely, utterly, consistently, and wonderfully true. It is interesting that in John 8:44 Jesus calls the devil the “father of lies” as if to point out the contrast with His Heavenly Father.

We know that God is truth, not just because the Bible says so, but because in Jesus we have seen God. And in Jesus we see a man who—unlike any other who has ever lived before or since—never lies or misleads. He spoke about a God of life who was stronger than death, and He rose from the grave himself. This man shows us the truth of God. Now in heaven, Jesus has not changed. He is still the truth personified.

Because it is not in God’s nature to deceive, the ninth commandment calls His people to imitate him.
 Therefore, we ought to be people of truth, since there is nothing more contrary to God than a lie.
 To despise the truth is to despise God whose very being and nature is truth.
 There is no godliness without truthfulness.

The Violations of Truth

Yet the violations of truth are legion. We have got nowadays so that we divide lies into white lies and black lies, society lies, business lies, etc. The Word of God knows no such letting-down of the standard. A lie is a lie, no matter what are the circumstances under which it is uttered, or by whom.
 One author writes, “Contrary to popular opinion, there are no white lies; they are all black as sin.”

There are some things that should not be considered lying. Playful kidding is not lying, though the person should be aware at some point that it is all in fun. An honest mistake in a statement is not a lie, if it is later determined the statement was inaccurate. A work of fiction is not a lie, as long as it is clearly identified as a work of fiction. The use of figurative language is not lying. Jesus said, “I am the door,” but that did not mean that He was made out of wood with a knob and hinges!
 What about misleading or withholding truth from someone who is out to harm another individual? Is that considered lying? Unfortunately we are sometimes put into a situation where we must choose not between right and wrong but between the lesser of two evils. Conscience—governed by the Holy Spirit—must be our guide at that point. 

But many things do qualify as violations of the ninth commandment. The intentional, direct misleading statement is a lie. Perjury—giving false testimony under oath in court—is a lie. Telling a half-truth is a whole lie. Quoting someone out of context, so that the quote gives an impression contrary to the original intent, is a lie. Slander and gossip are usually lies, as they are at least distortions of truth in order to make someone look bad. Bragging about one’s importance or accomplishments are often lies of exaggeration, as is flattering someone else in order to gain from them. When it comes to exaggeration, I love the story of the class where pupils were asked to construct a sentence using the word amphibious. A fisherman’s boy suggested the following: “Most fish stories am fibious.”
 Isn’t that great?

Lying to someone shows a lack of respect toward them. Lying insults not only our neighbor, whom we may manage to fool, but also God, whom we can never fool. A truth-telling, promise-keeping God who “cannot lie” and who wants to see in us His own moral image, naturally “hates…a lying tongue…a false witness who breathes out lies” (Proverbs 6:16–19). Lying is part of Satan’s image, not God’s, and we should not wonder that “everyone who loves and practices falsehood” should be excluded from God’s eternal city in Revelation 21-22.
 

Nowhere is this principle seen more graphically illustrated than in Acts 5:1-11,

Now a man named Ananias, together with his wife Sapphira, also sold a piece of property. With his wife’s full knowledge he kept back part of the money for himself, but brought the rest and put it at the apostles’ feet. 

Then Peter said, “Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the money you received for the land? Didn’t it belong to you before it was sold? And after it was sold, wasn’t the money at your disposal? What made you think of doing such a thing? You have not lied to men but to God.” 

When Ananias heard this, he fell down and died. And great fear seized all who heard what had happened. Then the young men came forward, wrapped up his body, and carried him out and buried him. 

About three hours later his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. Peter asked her, “Tell me, is this the price you and Ananias got for the land?”

“Yes,” she said, “that is the price.” 

Peter said to her, “How could you agree to test the Spirit of the Lord? Look! The feet of the men who buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out also.” 

At that moment she fell down at his feet and died. Then the young men came in and, finding her dead, carried her out and buried her beside her husband. Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.
Here was a church-going couple doing a good deed, struck dead right in the church! Their crime? Breaking the ninth commandment. And notice that it was not the church leadership that levied this harsh punishment on them; it was God! He takes lying very seriously, and so should we!

The Veneration of Truth

As we have seen throughout this series, we must not be content to avoid the prohibitions of the Ten Commandments. It is not enough to not lie; there must be a veneration of truth. It is not enough to abstain from lying without positively engaging in the sharing of that which is necessary for the well-being and edification of the other person, because we are “members one of another.”

I want to return to Paul’s words in Ephesians mentioned earlier, specifically “speaking the truth in love” in Ephesians 4:15, and in verse 25, “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body.”
Here is a life principle that I hope you will never forget: Relationships are built on trust, and trust is built on truth. The more you lie, the more trust is broken, and the more you injure your relationships. Paul mentions being truthful with “neighbors” and those in the church. How much more that should apply in the home! I am often amazed at how many spouses lie to one another. One of the pillars for a family that works is telling one another the truth. If you can, start early; that’s ideal. Try to start later and it’s more difficult, but it’s even more necessary.

As to the first statement, “speaking the truth in love,” I believe this is a biblical definition of tact. Oh, how we need this, not only in our culture, but in the Christian community! It has well been said that truth without love is brutality, but love without truth is hypocrisy. It is a mark of maturity when we are able to share the truth with our fellow Christians, and do it in love.

We’re immersed in a culture that feeds on deception and oozes with falsehood. That doesn’t make our truth-telling mandate easy, does it? In this tempest of falsehood, we Christians need to be tellers of the truth. Start at home. Carry it to work. Practice it with your neighbors. Make it part of your code of conduct.

And when we stumble in this area, don’t pass it off as nothing. Treat it as a sin, and confess it to God and the one whom you have wronged. As soon as you catch yourself lying, go straight to the person and confess you have lied.
 This is a painful step, but any embarrassment or negative consequences pale in comparison to losing your reputation and integrity.

If we want to represent the God of truth, we need to be people of the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

So help us, God.

�G. Campbell Morgan, The Ten Commandments (New York: Fleming H. Revell, ©1901).


�Daniel R. Seagren, Love Carved in Stone, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1983).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1983).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on Galatians and Ephesians (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2015).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Rich (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1976).


�R. K. Harrison, “Lying,” in Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1992).


�Leslie B. Flynn, Did I Say That? (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1986).


�J. John, Ten: Laws of Love Set in Stone (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, ©2011).


�Ibid.


�Ibid.


�David H. Field, “Ten Commandments,” in R. K. Harrison, Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1992).


�Thomas Watson, quoted in Joseph S. Exell, ed., The Biblical Illustrator: Exodus (London: James Nisbet & Co., ©1905).


�Kaiser, op. cit.


�J. I. Packer, Keeping the Ten Commandments (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, ©2007).


�D. L. Moody, The Ten Commandments (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1977).


� Bernard N. Schneider, Deuteronomy: A Favored Book of Jesus (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, ©1970).


�Leslie B. Flynn, Now a Word from Our Creator (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1976).


�Ibid.


�Packer, op. cit.


�D. Stuart Briscoe, Let’s Get Moving, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, ©1978).


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Swindoll, Insights on Galatians and Ephesians.


�D. L. Moody, The Ten Commandments (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1977).





PAGE  
4

