Telling the Truth  [“Faith at Work”, sermon IX]	3/7/48





Scripture:  Ephesians 4: 25-32





Text:  Exodus 20: 16;  “Thou shalt not bear false witness against 								thy neighbor.”





For the three past Sundays, we have considered three of the short, specific commandments: “Thou shalt not kill;” “Thou shalt not commit adultery;” “Thou shalt not steal.”  We know and remember well, that these are concerned with persons.  In each case, an act is seen as evil, not in abstraction, but in its effect on human beings, who are precious because they are made in the image of God.





Killing is evil because it is persons who suffer and die; adultery is evil, because it is some person to whom one is disloyal in breaking the marriage vow or in disregarding marriage sanctity; theft is evil because private property represents the effort and struggle, often the blood and sweat and even tears, of other human beings.





In the same way a lie is evil because it harms one’s neighbor.





The personal basis of evil is assumed in the other three “short” commandments.  But in the case of false witness, the ancient moral law makes the personal reference explicit in the words “against thy neighbor.”  The kind of lying which is specifically denounced is that against a neighbor.  This kind is really dangerous.





All of these particular moral laws are ways of showing, in detail, what it means to uphold in word and deed the dignity and value of human life -- the lives of others as well as our own life.





All people seek to safeguard the dignity and worth of their own lives.  By that same token, our heritage asserts that we ought to seek the same safeguard for others who are also children of God, the Father of us all.  These specific moral laws are detailed applications of the Rule of Jesus: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself,” and of the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” 





It is important that truth-telling be placed on this larger ethical plane because it sometimes appears, on the surface, to be an abstract virtue.  The commandment puts truth-telling into an important and difficult context when it infers that it is lies about people which are the most dangerous lies in the world.  For it is lies about people which otherwise good people may be tempted to tell.





The ninth commandment may be broken more often than any other, unless it be the tenth.  Thousands of otherwise highly respectable people, who would never dream of committing murder or adultery or robbery, will engage in tale-bearing, or detraction.





It is dangerously pleasant to sit with one’s friends and discuss a third party when the conversation is at least mildly derogatory.  No one is ever sent to jail for such comments and yet they yield a bit of excitement along with a sense of relative virtue in one’s self.  Somehow a comment on the supposed shortcomings of another makes one’s self appear virtuous by contrast.





We must use our minds and form our judgments.  This is inescapable.  And we are incurably interested, for good or ill, in one another, in our opinions of the acts of others and in their opinion of our acts.  This is our human situation.  And this makes amateur moralists of us.


