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“You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.” 

 

Introduction 
 Number 9, number 9, number 9…  We’re coming near to the end of our summer 

series on the Ten Commandments.  Today we’re at #9.  Has it been helpful?  Are they 

exactly what you thought they were before we started? 

 A couple weeks ago I took both kids out to play in front of our house.  I got 

caught up talking with one of the neighbors and didn’t notice that Mary had gone off the 

sidewalk to get a ball that had rolled under a car.  Just then someone came speeding down 

our street and my neighbor saw Mary and motioned towards her and I freaked out and 

yelled so loud Andrea heard me way back up in the house and came running down.  

Obviously everything’s okay; praise God. 

This week Lucy and I went out to play on the front sidewalk one evening.  And 

this time I took sidewalk chalk and drew lines around where she could and couldn’t go 

and made it very clear.  It’s interesting how children understand the concept of lines.  

That wasn’t hard for her.  I told her to run and play and have fun within those lines, but 

that it wouldn’t be safe for her to step outside of them.  And that reminded me of how 

God gives us lines to live within – his law.  His intention is not malicious – to restrict us, 

but benevolent – to allow us to enjoy life and avoid danger.  As we look at God’s 

summary commandments we shouldn’t resent them, we should see them as guidelines for 

how life works best. 

We’ve been looking the last few weeks at what God says regarding murder, 

adultery, stealing… today: lying.  His rules are not just some arbitrary or antiquated 

ethical code, but “holy, righteous, and good” (Rom. 7:12).  What we have here is actually 

a quite profound distillation of the way life should be, worthy of the most careful 

inspection.  You may think you know what “Do not lie” means, but we’re going to work 

this short commandment over today – blow it up, turn it inside-out, flip it around, look at 

it from several angles and in so doing I think we’ll find that it will work us over. 

We’ve been seeing that the royal law found in Scripture is, “Love your neighbor 

as yourself.”  God’s law is really all about love – love lives in structures, love wants the 

best for others, love gives generously, and, in short, what we’ll see today as we look at 
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the ninth commandment is just this: love builds others up.  So let’s get into the ninth 

commandment, but first… 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Text 
 Now to be precise (cause I don’t want to lie to you), the eighth commandment 

does not say, “Thou shalt not lie.”  The terminology that’s used here is of a legal nature.  

So it’s talking more specifically about speaking falsehoods under oath at a formal court 

hearing.  “It refers not to lying in general but to bearing false testimony in court,”
1
 says 

one biblical scholar.  The Hebrew legal system had safeguards for justice that not every 

society at the time had, like for instance the necessity of “two or three witnesses” (Dt. 

19:15) in agreement in order for conviction; one person’s word was not enough.  Also, in 

capital offense cases the law called for those who had testified against the defendant to 

cast the first stone (Dt. 17:7).  Can you imagine how that might have worked as an added 

deterrent to perjury?  Nevertheless, in an era without DNA testing, finger printing, or 

security cameras the integrity of people’s sworn testimony was extremely crucial.  So 

much so that it makes the top ten list. 

 

First Use of Ninth Commandment 

“The thrust of [this] commandment,” writes Alec Motyer, “is to treasure the 

integrity of the judicial system.”
2
  And really, this principle has a needed civil use in our 

culture today.  We still need a justice system that works, and that means that people need 

to tell “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth” when they’re on the witness 

stand.  Again, another commentator puts it clearly: “Disregard of the need for truth leads 

to a breakdown in the order of society.”
3
  I don’t think I have to illustrate this too much.  

For our society to work, for crime to be punished and yet the innocent to be protected, 

sworn testimonies, affadavits, legal documents have to be accurate, right? 

 

Second Use of Ninth Commandment 
 Okay.  I think there’s agreement on that.  Every culture has recognized that 

perjury is unacceptable.  But there’s way more to this commandment than just that. 

 

Category Principle 

 We’ve said this before, but these commandment generally forbid the most 

extreme form of any particular sin (murder is the worst example of violence, adultery is 

the most destructive type of sexual immorality… but in using these extreme 

representatives really violence and sexual immorality is being got at).  Here we see that 

providing falsified evidence that condemns an innocent person to death is the most 

egregious form of dishonesty, but really dishonesty in general is being identified as bad.  

It’s the category principle. 

 Just so that you don’t think I’m making this principle up on my own, let me show 

you several places within the Pentateuch where this commandment about bearing false 

witness is applied more broadly.  Leviticus 19 is a great example.  It contains a sort of 

paraphrase and elaboration of the Decalogue.  “Each of you must respect his mother and 

father, and you must observe my Sabbaths.  I am the Lord your God.  Do not turn to idols 
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or make gods of cast metal for yourselves.  I am the Lord your God….  Do not steal.  Do 

not lie.  Do not deceive one another” (Lev. 19:3, 4, 11).  The context is clearly a 

recapitulation of the Ten Commandments, but a more general word for ‘lying’ is used 

there.  It goes on to talk about not perverting justice and then it says, “Do not go about 

spreading slander among your people” (Lev. 19:16).  So slander is forbidden within the 

context of ruminating on the ninth commandment.  Slander is dishonest speech that 

maligns another person, even though it may not be in the courtroom per se.  Passing on 

rumors is also condemned in Ex. 23:1 in the midst of a discussion of the ninth 

commandment – “Do not spread false reports.” 

The wickedness of that kind of stuff is decried all over the book of Proverbs (i.e. 

Pr. 18:8).  The latter prophets likewise saw this commandment as giving them ammo for 

condemning dishonesty more broadly.  Hosea – “There is no faithfulness, no love, no 

acknowledgment of God in the land.  There is only cursing, lying and murder, stealing 

and adultery; they break all bounds” (Hos. 4:1-2, cf. Zech. 8:16) – again he’s alluding to 

the Ten Commandments but he’s using the more general term for lying instead of the one 

strictly for perjury. 

So God is a God who “does not lie” (Titus 1:2) and he expects the same from us: 

nothing less than utter truthfulness.  No slander, no gossip, no deception.  What else 

could we put in this category?  Let’s bring this a little closer to home.  It’s a tough job 

market out there right now, isn’t it?  One survey of nearly three million job applicants 

revealed that close to 50 percent of American résumés contain one or more falsehoods.
4
  

Oooh.  We like to stretch the truth to make ourselves look good, or at least make others 

look bad.  We exaggerate, spin, emphasize, and leave out important details.  Ever called 

into work sick when you weren’t?  Ever tried to pass your kid off as a different age so 

you don’t have to pay for something?  Ever been selective on what you put on reports so 

as to avoid extra work?  There’s of course the famous question of “How many of you 

have ever cheated on your taxes?” 

Paul Gray, a columnist for Time magazine 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.  On the other, nearly everyone does it every day.”  

And he asks this question, “How many of the Ten Commandments can be broken so 

easily and with so little risk of detection over the telephone?”
5
  Deception is a big 

category. 

 

Inside-out Principle 

 And the thing is that God can never be duped.  You can’t pull a fast one on him.  

You realize that don’t you?  He knows everything.  He even sees right through to your 

heart.  So you may even say something that is technically true (or at least not not true), 

but your intentions are to deceive.  A lot of gossip is like this.  It may not be a fabrication, 

but the purpose of your sharing is to make yourself look good or out of subtle spite or 

frustration towards some person to make them look worse than they are.  What is your 

motivation for why and how you tell a story?  What’s going on inside your head as you 

are in a conversation?  God hears that track as well. 

He perceives your thoughts from afar.  Before a word is on your tongue he knows 

it completely.  Where you can you go from his Spirit?  Where can you flee from his 
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presence?  If you hide behind a façade of honesty, he is still there (cf. Ps. 139).  Even as I 

am preaching to you right now and (hopefully) telling you the truth about what this text 

means, there’s a whole dialogue going on inside my mind that is often ugly.  Why am I 

saying what I’m saying?  To look good?  To get a dig in on somebody?  To prove 

myself?  Am I speaking out of frustration?  The mouth won’t be able to conceal what’s in 

the heart for very long [“For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks” (Lk. 

6:45)], but even when it ostensibly is, God knows what’s really going on on the inside. 

 

Flip-side Principle 

 But there’s even more to than this.  You can’t just not lie.  You have to speak the 

truth.  “The sin of silence is as real as the sin of speech.”
6
  Leviticus 5:1 says that “a 

person sins because he does not speak up when he hears a public charge to testify 

regarding something he has seen or learned about.”  “He will be held responsible.”  Here 

we begin to see the flip-side of this prohibition against false testimony.  If we know 

something that could help someone and don’t say it, it’s just as heinous.  We’re not only 

expected to avoid lying, we’re to speak the truth.  Jesus said that we shouldn’t even have 

to take oaths to vouch for our veracity.  “Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ 

‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one” (Mt. 5:37).  In other words, tell the 

truth all the time, not just when your hand is on the Bible. 

 But I want to press in here a little bit more.  If the prohibition is generally about 

the wrongness of using your words to bring harm, to tear other people down (“against 

your neighbor”), then the flip-side of that is to use your words to bring health, to edify 

(for the good of your neighbor).  Remember: “love is the fulfillment of the law” (Rom. 

13:10) and love is the commitment of my will and actions to the needs and best interests 

of others at all costs.  So isn’t just about something you’re not supposed to do; this is 

about love and love builds others up. 

 Ephesians 4:28 was a golden key for interpreting the 8
th

 commandment – “Don’t 

steal, rather work so you can give.”  Ephesians 4:25 likewise shows us our full obligation 

under the 9
th

 commandment – “Having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the 

truth with his neighbor” (ESV).  So “speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15) is our duty.  

“Do not let any [destructive] talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for 

building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen” (Eph. 

4:29).  I wonder what percentage of our daily words are me-centered, focusing on 

ourselves, griping and complaining and exaggerating (which is another term for lying) 

about how our situation stinks and not even thinking to ask how other people are doing, 

thinking about how we can stop our selfish babbling and look for ways to bless others.  

Not only refraining from hurting others with our words, we are to encourage, comfort, 

gently correct, instruct, in a word – counsel – others.  I want to talk a lot more about this 

in a moment, but there it is.  Let’s just pause to reflect for a bit on how we fare when our 

lives are judged by the ninth commandment. 

 

The Gospel 

 If it includes the whole category of deception as well as our intentions and the 

need to positively put our speech in the service of love, we’re all men and women of 

unclean lips.  Woe to us (Is. 6:5)!  Jesus says we will be judged for every “careless word” 

we have spoken (Mt. 12:36).  Now we may have made a separate category for white lies 
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and have all sorts of excuses, but God takes truth deadly seriously.  The story of Ananias 

and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11) is there to remind the church throughout all ages of this fact.  

What did they do?  They essentially fibbed about how much they really put in the 

offering plate… and God struck them dead.  Overkill?? 

Psalm 5 says of God – “You destroy those who tell lies; bloodthirsty and deceitful 

men the Lord abhors” (Ps. 5:6).  Psalm 15 – Who may dwell in the Lord’s sanctuary?  

Who may live on his holy hill?  “He whose walk is blameless and who does what is 

righteous, who speaks the truth from his heart and has no slander on his tongue, who does 

his neighbor no wrong and casts no slur on his fellowman” (Ps. 15:1-3).  Revelation 21:8 

describes those who are sent to final judgment in the lake of fire and the description 

includes “all liars.”  In Revelation 22:15 those excluded eternally from God’s presence 

includes “everyone who loves and practices falsehood.” 

“I’m not a murderer or adulterer or thief.  I’m an all-in-all honest person.  Maybe 

I’ve twisted the truth a few times, but it’s not that big of a deal.”  But James 2:10 says, 

“Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all 

of it.”  The Bible is a sword that cuts us and judges us.  The point of this passage is to 

uncover us and lay us bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give an account 

(Heb. 4:12-13).  Because we’re fallen people, more than just boundaries or a helpful 

guideline for how life is best lived, the law is “holy, righteous and good” but it’s not there 

to prove that we are “holy, righteous and good” rather “in order that sin might be 

recognized as sin” (Rom. 7:12-13).  In other words, we have to come to grips with the 

fact that we are liars; we’ve trampled all over the lines. 

We have “exchanged the truth of God for a lie” (Rom. 1:25) and foolishly built 

our lives around other things beside the God who made us.  Money – and so we twist the 

truth to make a buck.  Success – and so we maneuver slyly in order to get ahead.  Control 

– and so we refuse to face the facts so we can stay in our self-constructed reality.  

People’s approval – and so we make ourselves appear to be someone we’re not.  I mean, 

really, our whole lives are a lie.  We’re a sham.  Hypocrites.  Pretending that everything’s 

okay.  We believe the lie that we can save ourselves, are good enough on our own.  We 

try to cover our sins in lies, but that really just adds to our sins. 

The Bible says that “if we claim we have not sinned, we make [God] out to be a 

liar and his word has no place in our lives….  If we claim to be without sin, we deceive 

ourselves and the truth is not in us” (1Jn. 1:10, 8).  But here’s the honest to God, gospel 

truth… ready? – “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our 

sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1Jn. 1:9).  Let the law drive you to Jesus.  

He is “the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through 

[him]” (Jn. 14:6).  Stop trying to build your life on a lie, for as you know one lie leads to 

another leads to another and before you know it you’re all caught up in a tangled web.  

Turn to Jesus to rescue you.  Build your life upon him. 

There was “no deceit in his mouth” (Is. 53:9).  He spoke “truly, truly” (i.e. Jn. 

5:24; ESV).  He was “full of grace and truth” (Jn. 1:14).  He “came into the world… to 

testify to the truth” (Jn. 18:37).  And yet he was the victim of the greatest mockery of 

justice.  At his ‘trial’ “many testified falsely against him, but their statements did not 

agree” (Mk. 14:56).  Notwithstanding the lack of agreeing witnesses, he – the only truly 

innocent One ever – was condemned to die the death of lawbreaker.  And on the cross the 

Christian truth claim is that Jesus offered up his life as a sacrifice for sin, taking our guilt 
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and punishment upon himself so that we could be forgiven, acquitted; so that God’s 

justice would be upheld and our sin paid for, but his mercy could be displayed.  Believe 

it.  Believe it!  Love it.  Marvel at it.  Revel in it.  Accept it.  Trust him.  He does not lie. 

 

Third Use of Ninth Commandment 
 If you’ve experienced personally the truth of this gospel then the cool thing is that 

you can actually begin to become a person of truth.  The law has to first convict us and 

cause us to see our need for Christ and cling to him.  But then as it does this it also helps 

us grow into Christ’s image.  It’s what’s called the ‘third use of the law’.  God doesn’t 

want us to just admit we’ve lied and ask for forgiveness.  He wants to free us from hiding 

behind lies to be people who actually use our words to love others. 

 It starts with fostering transparency.  The most frequently told lie is probably our 

answer to the question, “How are you?”  Why are we afraid to be honest about our 

struggles?  And not just our struggles, but our sins?  Why do we pretend, especially in 

church?  C’mon, let’s be real!  Stop lying.  We have serious issues and character flaws.  

Let’s call a spade a spade so we can move out from behind the masks and into freedom.  

“Sin is like mold: it grows best in the dark.  Expose it to the light, and it starts to dry up.”
7
  

So the presence of the gospel should allow us to stop faking it!  Like you’ve got it all 

together.  I think we’re afraid to come out with our sinfulness because we think we’ll just 

be hammered with the law and not given the gospel.  Not here!  We won’t make excuses 

for or minimize sin, but let’s all commit to dealing with sin through the gospel. 

 That means the answer is never, “Just stop it!”  Because see if you stop lying for 

the reason that you want to have a reputation as an honest person or because it makes it 

hard for you to keep relationships and you desperately want a boyfriend or girlfriend, 

God sees your heart and knows that you’ve just made something else your god and it’s 

still not him; it’s your name or a relationship.  The answer to our lying is the truth of 

God’s Word, preeminently the gospel. 

You don’t have to pad your resume with debatable details.  God will take care of 

you; he’ll provide; besides you’re rich and have everything you need already in Christ.  

You don’t have to lie about your weight or your age.  You’re accepted by God on account 

of Jesus, not your body type.  You don’t have to talk about yourself all the time and 

stretch the truth to highlight your awesomeness.  Because of Christ’s achievements in his 

life, death, and resurrection and your union with Christ you’re someone of supreme 

significance without the need to spin your image.  You don’t have to impress people.  

God esteems you highly.  In fact, it’s impossible for him to think any better of you than 

he does because he sees you in his beloved Son.  You don’t have to slander and gossip 

and highlight other people’s faults, pass along a bad report that will lower someone else’s 

standing in other people’s eyes because your standing is in no way tied to how you stand 

up next to them.  I think a lot of our careless words come when we run at the mouth 

because we’re insecure.  Really letting the gospel hit you sets you at peace.  You don’t 

have to fear silence, you don’t have to show everyone what you know, you don’t have to 

be sensational in the way you describe things. 

So then what can you do?  Just keep your lips sealed?  No, with the peace of the 

gospel you can tell other people these things!  “Having put away falsehood, let each one 

of you speak the truth with his neighbor.”  We speak the truth of the gospel with those in 
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our lives who are not yet Christians.  Out of love, open your mouth and tell them the truth 

about how they can be saved.  That’s called evangelism. 

And this also has a major application to how we speak with fellow Christians 

because we all still need the gospel too.  Our vision for Small Groups at Immanuel is that 

they would be communities where people are transparent and where mutual gospel 

counseling is happening.  What is gospel counseling?  It’s simply speaking the truth to 

each other; caring enough about each other to use your words to point people to Christ.  

Love builds others up.  I myself am convinced that through the gospel and with the 

gospel every Christian is competent to instruct one another (Rom. 15:14). 

It’s our responsibility in the church, Paul says, to “encourage one another and 

build each other up” (1Thess. 5:11).  We need each other to speak truth to us.  Why?  

Because we are surrounded by lies!  There is an enemy of your soul who has deceived the 

world and brought it under his influence and together they will bombard you with 

falsehood after falsehood.  The world promises that what it has to offer is more satisfying 

than God.  It’s not true.  We need to be reminded of God’s truth all the time.  We need 

brothers and sisters that will tell us that revenge won’t feel good – that’s a lie; that will 

object to the mistaken notion that if you don’t take care of yourself, nobody will; that will 

remind you that “a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Lk. 

12:15); that ________ won’t fix all your problems.  We need to “encourage one another 

daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of [us] may be hardened by sin’s 

deceitfulness” (Heb. 3:13).  Do you have people in your life speaking truth to you?  And 

do you speak truth into other people’s lives? 

And you know that the Bible says that the Devil is the “father of lies” and “when 

he lies, he speaks his native language” (Jn. 8:44).  He or his minions are always 

whispering in your ear fallacies that seem so plausible in the moment.  We need others to 

be speaking truth in our ears that counters Satan’s lies.  In the Garden the Serpent 

tempted Eve with lies, lies about sin’s pleasure and God’s character.  “He’s not really for 

you; he’s not really good,” Satan plants seeds of doubt. 

And the brilliance of his tact is that his lies are not usually outrageous, but subtle 

distortions of truths or even half-truths.  He gets Eve to twist God’s Word ever so 

slightly.  And when tempting Jesus in the desert he quoted Scripture to him(!)… just with 

the wrong interpretation.  One of the Devil’s most successful lines is that you are 

unworthy, you’re a sinner, a screw-up, guilty.  Satan means ‘the accuser’.  He’s the 

accuser in the courtroom.  And he’s doesn’t have to falsify information to make his case, 

to give false testimony.  He has incontrovertible evidence.  He just withholds pivotal 

information.  Listen to Martin Luther describe one of his (many) encounters with the 

Devil: 

 

When I awoke last night, the Devil came and wanted to debate with me; 

he rebuked and reproached me, arguing that I was a sinner.  To this I 

replied: Tell me something new, Devil!  I already knew that perfectly 

well; I have committed many a solid and real sin.  Indeed there must be 

good honest sins – not fabricated and invented ones – for God to forgive 

for His beloved Son’s sake, who took all my sins upon Him so that now 

the sins I have committed are no longer mine but belong to Christ.”
8
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Sometimes we can preach truth to ourselves, but sometimes we cannot.  We need each 

other to remind us that “Yes, you are a sinner, but Christ died for sinners.  Repent, turn to 

him, and live in freedom.” 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 As we spend some time reflecting on and repenting of our sin of the mouth, let’s 

get ready to come and apply to our mouths the emblems of God’s love for us – his body 

broken and blood shed.  If you are a believing Christian you are invited to eat at this 

Table and be reminded of your forgiveness through Christ.  And today let’s feed each 

other this truth.  So when you’re ready, come up, and the person in front of you will offer 

you the bread and the wine and say to you, “Christ died for your sins.”  Don’t go back to 

your seat until someone else has come up behind you that you can do the same for.  In 

this small way we will get in the habit of receiving and speaking to each other the “word 

of truth, the gospel of [our] salvation” (Eph. 1:13). 

 

Benediction 
May the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with 

all wisdom (Col. 3:16). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 15, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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