Pre:


As we are nearing the end of the Ten Commandments, a sobering thought has occurred to me. Here it is: The people of God need the Ten Commandments. These commandments were not given broadcast to the world at large. They were given to God’s people, as they left Egypt and were on their way to the Promised Land. As they were developing their relationship with God and with each other. It’s striking to me that the people of God need the Ten Commandments. You and I are no better than anyone else, just by virtue of having decided to follow Jesus. Being a person of faith and integrity does not happen automatically. It happens by intent and by the grace of God. We need the Ten Commandments as a guide for our life, how to relate to God and how to relate to each other. 


I know this reading is getting a little repetitive, but listen closely to the whole list as we inch our way to the ninth commandment today. Listen to the way the commandments lead from one to another, how they start with our relationship with God and then move into our relationship with each other. And how the last few commandments are so very closely related to each other. 

God’s Top Ten: Don’t Lie

Exodus 20:1-16

There were two young boys and a puppy standing in the front yard where one of the boys lived. The boys were talking intently. The pastor of their church happened by, and asked the boys what they were doing. “We’re telling lies,” they said. “And the one who tells the biggest lie gets to keep the puppy.” 

The minister kind of puffed up his chest and said, “Why, when I was a young boy, I never lied.”

The two boys looked at each other, somewhat stricken. Then one of the boys sighed and said to the other, “Well, I guess he wins the dog.”


Last week I said that stealing was probably the most common sin. Well, I lied! This week I think it’s lying. There are lies everywhere, floating through the air, landing in your email inbox, being whispered in your ear, and being broadcast on your radio and tv and cell phone. If you pay attention to what you say, you may even find that some of the lies flying around, have come from your own mouth. 

Some lies are mostly harmless and even fun: 


There was a priest who went fishing one day and had no luck. So he went to the fish market and picked out three nice fat fish to take back home with him. “Before you wrap them,” he said to the store manager, “toss them to me, one by one. That way I’ll be able to tell the monsignor I caught them and I’ll be speaking the truth.” 


Did you know that TV Journalist Walter Cronkite was also a sailor? He named his sailboat “Assignment” so that when Cronkite was not at his news desk, the announcer could legitimately say to the TV public that Walter Cronkite was “on Assignment.” 


Some lies seem harmless. Others are used as social niceties:


How are you?


Oh, I’m fine. (cough, cough, hack hack!)


How do you like my new hairdo? 


Well, it’s lovely. (Is chartreuse your natural color?)


Other lies bend the truth to one’s own advantage: 


I wasn’t feeling well. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. I was just kidding. I was only trying to help. 


Then there are the big bold lies:


“Not guilty, your honor.”


I don’t know what you are talking about. 


I wasn’t there. I didn’t see it. I didn’t do it. I’m sure the light was green. Yes, we do have three dependents (if you count the dog). 

It’s been estimated that most people fib about 50 times a day. We lie about our age, our well being, our kids, our accomplishments, our income. We do it to escape embarrassment, to protect ourselves and sometimes to protect others. Like a lot of other things, lying can become a rather expensive lifestyle. Once you’ve told one fib, you have to keep covering your tracks, and sometimes it’s hard to keep up with your last tall tale. 

Lying is at the heart of many crimes that are committed. A couple of weeks ago, a 94 year old man who lives in Manchester got a phone call saying that he had won $685,000 in the lottery. He just needed to send in $40,000 in advance fees, and he’d get his money. Well, it was a lie, of course. You can’t win a lottery that you didn’t enter. But he was hopeful, and because he believed the lie, he lost $17,000. 


Lies are everywhere. They are woven into the fabric of the world in which we live.  So much so that they are hard to recognize as lies. 


In the midst of a world where lying and cheating seems the norm, the people of God are called to a life of integrity in all aspects of life. But there is one type of lie that made it into God’s Top Ten. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

The language of the ninth commandment is the language of the courtroom. Bearing false witness. And as we all know, a witness is sworn by an oath to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. 


By using this kind of language, I think God wants us to understand how important our words really are, and especially our words about each other. We are under oath, so to speak, as Christians, to follow the way of our Lord Jesus Christ. Not just to tell the truth, but to live it. 

There are many people who wouldn’t think of harming another person physically. But many of those same people find it easy to let an unkind or abusive or even slanderous comment come out about someone else. Especially when that comment is being made to a third party. 

How many times have you heard someone tell an unverified story about someone else? Something that would harm a person’s reputation if word got out? How many times have you shared that story without checking it out for yourself? 
Listen to the Apostle James in the New Testament: “How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire!” he says. “And the tongue is a fire.” 

James also calls the tongue a “restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not to be so.” (James 3: 5-10) 


I read this week that a person “who listens to gossip is like the person who serves as a ‘fence’ for the underworld thief. The thief would be forced out of business if there weren’t someone to ‘fence’ or handle his or her product. Just so, there could be no false witness if there were no listeners. The Jewish law condemned the person who gave false evidence as well as the one who, having evidence to the contrary, refused to give it.” (The Ten Commandments from the Back Side, 93)
Politicians are really good at gossip. In the middle of the 20th century, Floridian Claude Pepper, one of the Senate's most outspoken liberals, was on the conservatives' 'hit list’ along with many other senators. George Smathers called his opponent 'the Red Pepper,’ and he launched a campaign to expose Pepper's secret 'vices.’ Smathers disclosed that Pepper was 'a known extrovert,’ his sister was a 'thespian,’ and his brother a 'practicing homo sapiens.’ Also, when Pepper went to college, he actually 'matriculated.’ Worst of all, he 'practiced celibacy’ before marriage. The voters were horrified, and Pepper lost. (Book of Lists No. 2, pp. 36-37)


If you think about it, bearing false witness is a kind of identity theft. It’s robbing a person of his or her good name. And it can have deadly consequences. There is a painful story about a man who was a Quaker, and that meant he had a commitment to non-violence. He had a dog who seemed virtually untrainable, and the old Quaker became frustrated. He said to the dog, “I am a gentle man, so I will not beat thee. But I will give thee a bad name.” So he turned his dog out into the street, calling him a mad dog, and before long someone killed him. (Ibid., 94)


And so it happens when we place labels on people. The labels stick, and they often become unbearable. Did you hear about the young woman who committed suicide after receiving abusive messages on Facebook?

You know how they say sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me? It’s a lie! 


Gossip threatens the integrity, not only of a person, but of a whole community. As the network of gossip spreads through the community, the community hardens, forms pockets and sometimes breaks apart. 

There is a 19th century folktale about a man who went about town slandering the town’s wise man. One day, he went to the wise man’s home and asked for forgiveness. The wise man told him to go home, take a feather pillow from his house, cut it up, and scatter the feathers to the wind. After he had done so, he should then return to the wise man’s house.

Though puzzled by this strange request, the man was happy to be let off with so easy a penance. He quickly cut up the pillow, scattered the feathers, and returned to the house.

“Am I now forgiven?” he asked.

“Just one more thing,” the wise man said. “Go now and gather up all the feathers.”

“But that’s impossible. The wind has already scattered them.”

“Precisely,” he answered. “And your words are out there in the marketplace, spreading hate, even as we speak.”

Do not bear false witness against your neighbor. The commandment is against being against. The people of God need to be for each other. We can disagree, we can have conflict, we can debate. And when the situation requires it, we can and must confront each other with truth. But at the same time we need to support and nurture the other members of God’s family. The challenge is to learn to speak to each other, not about each other. 


May you find in Jesus the ability to live a kind, faithful and truthful life. 
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