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Introduction. 
 When I was growing up, one of the television shows I used to watch in the 
afternoon when I got home from school was To Tell the Truth.  The premise of the 
show was that four-celebrity panelist were presented with three contestants who 
were a “team of challengers.”  The celebrity panelists had to try and figure out 
which was the contestant whose unusual occupation or experience had been read 
out by the show's host. When the panelists questioned the contestants, the two 
"impostors" could lie whereas the "central character" had to tell the truth, hence 
the name of the show.  I always liked trying to figure out which of the contestants 
was telling the truth and who was lying.  (And I also thought Kitty Carlisle was 
really pretty!) 
 It’s fun to play games, and there’s no harm in a show like To Tell the Truth.  
But when you come right down to it, telling the truth really isn’t a game.  
Although many people try to make a game of it in real life, God takes truth-telling 
very seriously, and we read about it in the Ten Commandments. 

 

I.  The Problem We Have with Telling the Truth. 
 It seems that just everyone has trouble telling the truth some of the time, and 
it’s a bigger problem than most of us realize.  In a book entitled The Day That 
America Told the Truth, the statistic is given that 91% of Americans surveyed said 
they routinely lie about matters which they consider trivial, and 36% of them lie 
about matters they would consider important.  And we’re not very discriminating 
about to whom we lie – we lie at a rate of 69% to spouses, 86% to parents, and 
75% of the time we lie to our friends.  The point of the book is that, sadly, we are a 
nation of liars.  But few of us would readily accept the title, would we?1 
 All of us fail to tell the truth from time to time, but why is it that we choose to 
tell a lie rather than be honest?  There are many reasons for this.   For example, 

sometimes we lie because we’re afraid we’ll get in trouble if we tell the truth.  
When my kids were growing up, I remember seeing one of them with a ring of 
chocolate around his mouth, and when I asked if he had eaten any chocolate candy 
before dinner when I told him not to, he responded, "Me?  No, I didn't eat any 
chocolate!"  The evidence to the contrary was all over his face!   
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 There was a Sunday School teacher who was doing some Scripture memory 
work with his class one day, and as you might imagine, occasionally children 
confused some of the verses with others and blended them together.  One Sunday 
morning the teacher asked the class, "What is lying?" One little boy raised his 
hand, and when called upon said, "Lying is an abomination unto the Lord and a 
very present help in times of trouble!2 

 We also lie because we’re concerned about the opinion of others, so we shade 

the truth or even tell an outright lie in order to impress.  The desire to impress 
other people by telling a good story which presents us in the best light is a subtle 
but strong temptation, and it’s particularly a problem when people write up their 
resumes.   
 Does the name George O’Leary ring a bell?  Back in December 2001 he was on 
top of the world because he had just been named the head football coach of the 
Fighting Irish at Notre Dame.  It was his dream job, and he was so excited.  But 
then a reporter began to do a little digging into his playing days at the University 
of New Hampshire, because that was what was on O’Leary’s resume.  And the 
reporter discovered that the coach had misrepresented that he played football at 
the university and lettered three of the years he was there.  The fact of the matter 
was that he never actually played football at the school because of injuries and 
illness.    
 It turns out that years before, when O’Leary applied for a job a Syracuse, he 
had been asked for information about his athletic background.  Some of what he 
provided was true, including winning a high school championship.  But somehow 
it didn’t look impressive enough, so George decided to embellish his resume and 
he added the part about playing at New Hampshire.  Over the years he never made 
the correction, and he simply perpetuated the lie.  It seemed like a small thing.  But 
now 21 years later, this falsehood came back to bite him in the worst way.  
O’Leary’s dream turned into a nightmare, all because of a lie.  It cost him his job, 
but it also cost him his reputation. 

 We also lie to take advantage of other people.  We do it to make money, 
increase sales, improve our standing, or boost our chances of success.  We become 
selective in the information we share, we shade the truth, or we intentionally 
deceive, all so we can get ahead.  That’s what Volkswagen did back in 2015.  You 
may recall that the car company designed software in its diesel engines that would 
be able to detect when the engine was being tested for emissions, and they even 
called it a “cheat device.”  The reality was that the cars actually emitted pollutants 
that were 40 times higher than what was allowed in the U.S.3   

 Another reason we lie is we think we need to in order to win.  We’ve just 
come through the mid-term elections, and the airwaves have been flooded with ads 
for the various candidates.  It seems that lying has become an art form in the world 
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of politics.  I was talking with someone last week, and he said that there were two 
candidates who were running against each other, and he knew both of them 
personally.  And he also said that how the attack ads represented the opponent of 
each candidate didn’t have any resemblance whatsoever to the two people he 
actually knew.  They were over-the-top and selectively false.   

 Finally, we also lie in order to gossip or slander another person.  There was 
once a young man in the Middle Ages who went to a monk and said, "I've sinned 
by telling slanderous statements about someone.  What should I do now?"  The 
monk replied, "Put a feather on every doorstep in town."  The young man did, and 
then he returned to the monk and asked if there was anything else that he should 
do.  The monk said, "Now, go back and pick up all the feathers."  But the young 
man replied, "That's impossible!  By now the wind will have blown them all over 
town!"  And the monk replied, "So has your slanderous word become impossible 
to retrieve."4 
 We all know lying is wrong, but we’re so used to massaging the truth for 
personal advantage that we have trouble holding the line against falsehood.  There 
was a columnist for Time magazine who once wrote: “The injunction against 
bearing false witness branded in stone and brought down by Moses from the 
mountaintop, has always provoked ambivalent, conflicting emotions.  On the one 
hand, nearly everybody condemns lying.  But on the other, nearly everyone does it 
every day.”  And then he asked this question: “How many of the Ten 
Commandments can be broken so easily with so little risk of detection?”5 
 

II.  The Urgent Call to Tell the Truth.   
 The Ninth Commandment presupposes that there is such a thing as the truth, 
and that it can be distinguished from falsehood.  We live in a time where there is a 
great deal of cynicism about truth, and many people today echo the words Pontius 
Pilate famously said to Jesus, “What is truth?”  They think truth is relative and 
subjective.  However, one of the essential ingredients for any healthy society is 
telling the truth.  The witness we bear must be true to the reality of things, and 
every deviation from the truth weakens the fabric of human society.  Ralph Waldo 
Emerson once said, "Every violation of truth is not only a kind of suicide in the 
liar, but [also] a stab at the health of human society."6 
 The Ninth Commandment comes out of a particular time and context in history, 
and it specifically refers to a legal trial held at the city gate in ancient Israel.  
Those judicial hearings were held in front of the elders of the village, and the 
importance of a truthful witness in their trials was enormous.  There were no 
forensic pathologists, no DNA tests back then.  All you had was just the word of 
people in a community.  For justice to take place, the truth had to be told.  So, the 
commandment is about not bearing false witness against a neighbor in that setting.  
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The tradition of telling the truth in a court of law continues down to our day and 
time, and people now are asked to take an oath to prevent them from lying.   
 However, the implication of this commandment is even larger than just the trial 
at the city gate in ancient Israel, and throughout the Old and New Testaments we 
read about how important telling the truth is to the Lord.  For example, in the 
passage we’ve read together this morning, the apostle Paul writes, “Each of you 
must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are members of 
one body” (Eph. 4:25).  Paul urges his readers to avoid lying and to always be 
truth-tellers, and part of the reason for his admonition is the damage that is done in 
a community whenever people don’t tell the truth. 
 Why is telling the truth so important?  It begins with our understanding of the 
nature and character of God, and it also has to do with what it means to be made in 
His image.  The Bible teaches that God is truth.  It’s a part of His character.  And 
Scripture ascribes truth to each person of the Trinity.  For example, the Bible says 
that God is the Father of lights in whom there is no shifting shadow (Jms. 1).  In 
the gospels we read where Jesus said of Himself that He was the Way, the Truth, 
and the Life, and that His truth would set people free (Jn. 14; Jn. 8).  And the Bible 
also calls the third Person of the Trinity “the Spirit of truth” (1Jn. 4:6).  If God is 
true – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – then He must be true to His word.  And so He 
is.  Everything that God ever said is true, and we can have confidence in His holy 
Word.   
 The Bible also says that one of the things that makes human beings unique in 
all of creation is that we’re made in the image of God, and our ability to make 
words and create language is part of how we reflect His image in the world.  It’s 
true that dolphins can learn how to speak in a limited way, and you can even teach 
a parrot to say a few words.  However, those examples in nature pale in 
comparison to the ability of human beings to communicate complex ideas and 
express deep emotions through what we say. And the reason telling the truth is so 
important in our use of speech is because of the character of God and the role we 
have as His image-bearers in the world.  Truth telling and promise keeping are 
qualities and characteristics of Almighty God, so the people of God should follow 
the example of their Lord.   
 

III.  Speaking the Truth in Love. 
 Truth is a sometimes burden, and telling the truth is difficult to bear at times.  
On occasion it will cost us personally to tell the truth, but it’s still incumbent upon 
us to do it.  Psalm 15 is a psalm which means a great deal to me personally.  It 
begins, "Lord, who may dwell in your sanctuary?  Who may live on your holy 
hill?"  The psalmist answers the question by saying, "He whose walk is blameless, 
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and who does what is righteous, who speaks the truth from his heart."   And then 
in v. 4 he adds, "[He] who keeps his word even to his own hurt."   
 If we live in truth, we will want to live with such integrity that we will keep our 
word even to our own hurt, even when it costs us.  And if we fail to live in the 
truth, if we don’t follow through on our promises, our lives will be darkened, our 
reputation will be harmed, and falsehood and deception will be our constant 
companions.   
 Sometimes we must be willing to risk, to step out in faith, and speak the truth 
in love – with tenderness, with a sense of our own fallenness, and with a humble 
heart.  Nathan the prophet did this when he went to David and challenged him 
about his adulterous relationship with Bathsheba and also the subsequent murder 
of Uriah and the imperial cover-up.  The prophet told the king a parable, which 
prompted David to respond with a hypocritical righteous indignation.  And then 
Nathan pointed his boney finger and David and said, "You are the man.  You’re 
the one who has committed this wrong.”  To his credit, David responded with 
repentance and humility of heart, and he acknowledged his sin before God.  
 Speaking the truth in love is risky.  The prophet might have fallen out of favor 
with the king.  David could have even had Nathan executed.  But Nathan knew 
that to be faithful to God, he couldn’t remain silent.  He had to speak the truth and 
take the risk.  To whom do you need to speak the truth in love today?  Where do 
you need to risk in telling the truth to someone? 
 A question we might ask is, “Do you always have to tell the truth?  Is it ever 
right to lie?”  In Scripture we read of some examples of people who didn’t tell the 
truth, and this is worth considering.  For example, Rahab the harlot hid the Jewish 
spies when they came to Jericho, and she protected them by lying.  The Hebrew 
midwives also lied in order to protect the Jewish babies who were born in Egypt 
during their time of slavery.  In fact, this is how Moses was spared.  But these 
cases in Scripture are few and far between, and in each of the situations the truth 
wasn’t told in order achieve a higher value – the preservation of life.   
 The prohibition against bearing false witness isn’t supposed to be mechanical.  
If lives are at stake or potential harm will come to someone if the truth is told, I 
believe God wants us to accomplish the higher and more important goal.  For 
example, if I lived in Hitler’s Germany during World War II, and I was hiding 
Jewish people, I would not have hesitated to lie to the Germans.  And if a woman 
rushes past me in a panic with a look of fear in her eyes, and then a man comes 
along shortly thereafter with anger on his face and asks if I saw a woman come by 
me, I wouldn’t hesitate to lie and send him in another direction.   
 Not everyone deserves all the truth all the time in every situation, and Jesus 
said, “Don’t throw your pearls before swine” (Mt. 7:6).  Wisdom and discretion 
are important to bear in mind when speaking the truth in love, and there are 
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occasions when it’s okay not to tell the whole truth.  But we have to be very 
careful and not use this as an excuse to evade speaking the truth just to serve our 
own ends or create an advantage for ourselves.  God calls us to holy living and 
holy speech. 

 

Conclusion/Application. 
 Living in truth means being set free from the bondage of lies and half-truths.  It 
means being bold enough to face the truth, to speak the truth, and to hear the truth.  
It means resisting the temptation to twist and turn the truth in order to make 
yourself look good.  And it means owning up to the reality of things and accepting 
the consequences of whatever we have said or done.   
 And when we do, then we discover freedom.  We don't have to keep track of to 
whom we told the lie.  We don't have to live in fear that someone might find us 
out.  We can be honest and clean and whole, and I believe that even the world 
around us will sit up and take notice whenever we demonstrate the fact that truth is 
indeed sacred.   

 I close with this.  Rosalie Elliot was an 11-year-old girl from South Carolina 

who was a contestant in a national spelling contest in Washington, D.C, several 

years ago.  In the fourth round of the contest she drew the word “avowal,” which 

means “an affirmation of the truth of what you believe.”  And in her soft 
Southern accent she spelled it.  But the question was, did she use an "a" or an 
"e" as the next to last letter?  The judges couldn't decide, and for several 

minutes they listened to tape recording playbacks, but the critical letter was 
accent-blurred.   
 Finally, Chief Judge John Lloyd put the question to the only person in the 

room who really knew the answer.  He asked Rosalie, "Was the letter you used 

an 'a,' or was it an 'e'?"  Rosalie was surrounded by whispering young spellers, 
and by now she knew the correct spelling of the word.  Without hesitating, she 
replied that she had misspelled it.  And as she walked from the stage, the entire 
audience stood up and applauded, including half a hundred newspaper 
reporters, one of whom was heard to remark that Judge Lloyd had put quite a 

burden for honesty on an 11-year-old.7  
 As God's people, the truth is a burden we all must bear and have the courage to 
speak, whether we are 11 or 111.  Each and every day, we’re faced with a test of 
eternal proportions, and we must decide whether or not we will live as truthful 
people.   
 There was a professor at Vanderbilt University named Madison Sarrat who 
used to teach mathematics.  Routinely he would say to his students before they 
took a test, “Today you are actually going to take two tests.  One will be in 
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trigonometry, and the other is going to be in honesty.  If you are going to fail one 
of these tests today, fail the test in trigonometry.”8  
 Truth is sacred, friends.  Amen. 
                                                 
1As quoted by Jim Singleton in an unpublished sermon "Daring to Live in Truth," preached April 2, 1995, p. 1. 
2 Taken from Paul Eckel, unpublished sermon "Ninth: No Denial of Honesty," preached in 1987, p. 25. 
3 Source: https://www.bbc.com/news/business-34324772, accessed on November 11, 2018. 
4Source unknown. 
5 Paul Gray, quoted Michael Horton, The Law of Perfect Freedom, p. 225, 226. 
6Quoted by Paul Eckel in "Ninth: No Denial of Honesty." 
7Jim Vorsas, Saratoga, California.  Cited in Parables, Etc., July 1984. 
8Cited by Jim Singleton, "Daring to Live in Truth," p. 2. 
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