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BE TRUTHFUL                                                                                       EXODUS 20:16 

 

Leonard Sweet, a Christian theologian and author, crafted a list entitled “The Top 10 
Liars’ Lies.”  We could all come up with our own list.  His list was pretty good.  Here they 
are:  10. We’ll stay only five minutes. 9. This will be a short meeting. 8.  I’ll respect you 
in the morning.  7.  The check is in the mail.  6.  I’m from the government, and I’m here 
to help you.  5.  This hurts me more than it hurts you. 4.  Your money will be cheerfully 
refunded.  3.  We service what we sell.  2.  Your table will be ready in just a minute.  1.  
I’ll start exercising, dieting, (fill in the blank) tomorrow.  This fall we’ve been reflecting on 
the Ten Commandments – God’s Big Ten.  3,500 years old.  They’re actually liberating 
laws meant to enhance our lives if we obey them.  They’re not shifting suggestions we 
can either break or ignore without causing ourselves and others some very painful 
consequences.  Let’s read all ten from start to finish.   
 
Today, we consider number nine in God’s Big Ten:  “You must not testify falsely against 
your neighbor.” (Ex. 20:16 NLT)  Now, this commandment specifically prohibits perjury – 
knowingly telling a lie about another person in a court of law.  But lying in any and every 
form is condemned all over the Bible.  God Himself said, “I will not allow deceivers to 
serve in my house, and liars will not stay in my presence.”  (Ps. 101:7 NLT)  “The LORD 
detests lying lips, but he delights in those who tell the truth.”  (Pr. 12:22 NLT)  “Don’t lie 
to each other, for you have stripped off your old sinful nature and all its wicked deeds.” 
(Col. 3:9 NLT)  Jesus identified the source of lies as Satan or the devil, “‘He has always 
hated the truth, because there is no truth in him.  When he lies, it is consistent with his 
character; for he is a liar and the father of lies.’” (Jo. 8:44 NLT)   
 
Would you agree with me that lying is the one commandment in God’s Big Ten we all 
break the most?  It’s so easy to lie and most of us, frankly, are pretty good at it.  Dr. 
Leonard Keeler invented the lie detector machine.  After testing some 25,000 people, he 
came to a scientific conclusion that human beings are basically deceptive.  We’re not 
surprised, are we?  Now, the value in the commandment we think about today is being 
truthful.  Let’s have the courage to ask the Holy Spirit to help us answer some big 
questions:  “Lord, am I truthful?  Where am I less than truthful?  Where am I deceitful?”  
What I want to share with you today comes out of my study of this commandment.  I 
came across several ideas from others that both enlightened and challenged me 
personally.  I want to share them with you in the hope it helps you and me live more 
truthfully before God, others, and ourselves.  Question number one: 
 
WHY DO I TELL LIES?   

 

The great theologian, St. Augustine, identified eight different kinds of lies.  Mark Twain, 
the author, said there are 869 different kinds of lies.  I don’t have a clue how he came 
up with that number!  How about we consider just five different kinds of lies and the 
motivation behind them?  For example, there’s the cruel lie motivated by resentment.  
It’s intentionally destructive and malicious.  Someone hurt you and you decide one way 
to get even is to plant a lie about him or her.  Slander is one example of this kind of lie.  
The meaning of the word “devil” is “slanderer.”  The devil is always slandering someone.  
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In the Garden of Eden, he slandered God before Adam and Eve by encouraging them 
to question God’s integrity. “Did God really say you’d die if you eat the fruit of this one 
tree?  You’re not going to die.  God just wants to deprive you of something good.”  The 
devil slandered Job before God suggesting Job only loved and served God because 
God blest him.  The devil got Jesus’ enemies to slander Him.  Lies were made up about 
Jesus that led to His crucifixion.  Gossip is another example of the cruel lie.  Followers 
of Jesus struggle with gossip.  Sometimes we call it “sharing prayer requests”!  Gossip 
is the deliberate attempt to rub the glitter off someone else’s life in order to make us feel 
better about the dullness of our own.  The motivation behind the cruel lie is jealousy, 
revenge, hurt, anger – in a word, resentment.   
 
Second, there’s the cowardly lie motivated by fear.  You and I tell this kind of lie when 
we want to escape the consequences of our behavior.  You’re trying to protect yourself 
and avoid punishment of some kind.  “Teacher, my dog ate my homework…. Officer, I 
only had one drink….  Honey, they fired me because they don’t like me….  I have no 
idea how those terrible, awful drugs ended up in my coat pocket.”  When we don’t want 
to get into trouble, we invent and utilize the cowardly lie.   
 
Third, there’s the conceited lie motivated by insecurity. This is the lie we pull out when 
we want to impress others.  You desperately want to create a better image of yourself or 
cover up feelings of low self-esteem.  Apparently, the real you isn’t good enough, so you 
push the exaggeration button often.  Exaggeration and lying are kissin’ cousins.  “Yes, 
indeed, I had twenty girlfriends over those six months….  I sold out all my products on 
my first day!....  Hundreds of people were saved whenever I got up to preach.”   
 
Fourth, there’s the calculated lie motivated by selfishness.  This lie tries to manipulate 
people to do things my way because it results in some kind of personal advantage.  This 
is the kind of lie someone out to swindle, con, or scam you likes to use.  Be careful 
because calculated lies can come at you packaged in very sophisticated ways offered 
by highly respectable people.   Ross Johnson, former CEO of the now defunct 
RJR/Nabisco Corporation, said he discovered three rules on Wall Street:  “Never play 
by the rules.  Never pay in cash.  Never tell the truth.”  Extensive research over a two 
year period of time asked 63 business students, 179 CEOs, and 203 financial officers 
what they would do and not do in running a hypothetical company.  67% of the students, 
47% of the CEOs, and 40% of the financial officers admitted they’d release fraudulent 
financial statements if necessary.  Why, they were asked, was this OK to do?  They 
argued it was to the company’s benefit to lie about its finances.  Since it benefitted the 
company, it supposedly benefitted the employees.  Since it benefitted the employees, it 
benefitted society.  It reminds me of the man who observed, “You can fool some of the 
people some of the time, and generally that’s enough to make a profit.”   
 
Fifth, there’s the convenient lie motivated by laziness.  This might well be the kind of lie 
we tell the most.  We tell this kind of lie because it just takes too much effort to tell the 
truth.  One of our kids asks us to explain something.  We say, “I don’t know” because 
we’re just too tired or busy to explain it.  Or we pass along a piece of gossip because 
we don’t want to expend the energy to check out if the information is factual.  These are 
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the kind of lies we tell to smooth over awkward social situations.  Flattery is one type of 
convenient lie.  “Yes, that new dress looks spectacular on you (when it doesn’t)….  Of 
course I enjoy spending time with you (when you don’t)…  You’re just the best boss 
ever (when he or she isn’t)…”  We even rationalize convenient lies because, at the time, 
they seem the loving, gracious thing to say.   
 
Why do we tell lies?  The Bible says, “The human heart is the most deceitful of all 
things, and desperately wicked. Who really knows how bad it is?” (Jer. 17:9 NLT)  Jesus 
said, “‘For whatever is in your heart determines what you say.’” (Mt. 12:34 NLT)  If you 
have resentment in your heart, or fear, or insecurity, or selfishness, or laziness, you will 
tell lies.  The only way to stop lying and move toward truthfulness is to get a new heart.  
That’s what Jesus does.  Heart transformation.  He provides a spiritual heart transplant 
to every one of His followers.  When you give Him your heart, He will replace 
resentment with forgiveness, fear with peace, insecurity with godly self-confidence, 
selfishness with love, and laziness with a godly desire and energy to be truthful.  No, it 
won’t happen all at once, but transformation will definitely happen if you keep on 
surrendering your heart to Jesus and asking Him to make you increasingly truthful.  It’s 
definitely a process to become more truthful.  Why do it?  Because it pleases God so 
much.  Jesus said, “‘I am the way, the truth, and the life.’” (Jo. 14:6 NLT)  The closer 
you get to Jesus, the more you will love the truth, speak the truth and live the truth.  
Here’s a second question to ask and try to answer biblically. 
 
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO TELL THE TRUTH? 

 

It means learn how to tell the truth completely.  That’s a problem in our culture because 
most Americans no longer believe there’s such a thing as “complete truth.”  At a George 
Barna conference – he runs a Christian research company - I attended some years ago 
now, I learned only 24% of people who don’t attend church believe in absolute, moral 
truth.  Maybe that statistic isn’t so surprising.  What was surprising to me was only 44% 
of people who did attend church were very certain there’s absolute, moral truth.  That 
means over 50% of Jesus followers and/or church attenders were unsure whether 
there’s even such a thing as complete, absolute truth.   
 
I don’t know about you, but it felt like an act of mercy on Wednesday morning when 
those political ads finally ended.  They’re prime examples of how not to tell the truth or 
how not to tell the truth completely.  Our so-called “leaders” at every place along the 
political spectrum – conservative, moderate, liberal, Republican, Democrat, and 
Independent - have no appreciation for telling the truth and seem incapable of ever 
telling the truth completely.  They love to demonize each other with half-truths, 
innuendoes, and outright lies.  And, sadly, as a society we shrug and say, “That’s just 
the way it is.” I believe it’s right and proper for Christians to be as involved in the political 
process as possible.  So, yes, I voted this past Tuesday, but I held my nose as I did so.  
I was as ashamed of the people I voted for as those I didn’t vote for.  Where are the 
leaders who have any respect for the truth - much less the complete truth? 
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But we all struggle with telling the truth completely.  When we fail to tell the truth 
completely, we conceal matters of importance and set ourselves up for trouble.  This 
happens so easily in the closest of human relationships – in marriages, in parent-child 
relationships, or among friends.  One ultimate result of being selectively truthful is 
superficial relationships.  We refuse to face issues that must be faced or we ignore 
matters that should be addressed.  We sweep stuff under the rug of our relationships 
until there’s a bump too big to ignore.  Then the bump explodes!  Telling the complete 
truth can be a hard and painful thing to do – very true – but it’s usually far less painful 
when all is said and done than not telling the complete truth.  The Bible says, “In the 
end, people appreciate honest criticism far more than flattery.” (Pr. 28:23 NLT)  God 
wants us to tell the truth completely, because in the end everyone benefits. 
 
Let’s also learn how to tell the truth consistently.  Being honest 80% of the time is not 
being truthful.  We all remember the fable about the boy who cried, “Wolf!” when there 
was no wolf.  One point of that story is that even the occasional lie will ruin your 
reputation.  People will not trust you.  Honesty needs to become a lifestyle for you and 
me, not a haphazard, occasional act.  Why?  It’s that “you reap what you sow” truth 
found throughout the Bible.  It says, “Honesty guides good people; dishonesty destroys 
treacherous people.” (Pr. 11:3 NLT)  If you promise to do something, do it.  If you 
promise to stop doing something, stop it.  Our own dishonesty destroys us in the end.  
Lying sabotages success in any area of life.  It destroys our relationships.  It damages 
our credibility with others.  God wants us to tell the truth consistently, because in the 
end everyone benefits.   
 
How about we learn how to tell the truth lovingly.  Being honest doesn’t mean being 
brutal.  The Bible says, “Instead, we will speak the truth in love….” (Eph. 4:15 NLT)  
God doesn’t expect us to wield truth like a club or beat people over the head with truth.  
Think about a person you know today who needs to make some changes in his or her 
life.  How can you help him or her?  People change easier and faster when they hear 
the truth wrapped in sincere love and concern for them.  Truth given without love can 
feel like a personal attack.  That just makes someone defensive and resistant to the 
change they need to make even if it’s true.  When you speak lovingly but not truthfully, 
you sound mushy.  When you speak truthfully but not lovingly, you come across as 
harsh.  Learning how to speak the truth in love is a God-honoring goal.  The Bible says, 
“Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your words will be an 
encouragement to those who hear them.” (Eph. 4:29 NLT)  God wants us to tell the truth 
lovingly, because in the end everyone benefits.   
 
Here’s an enlargement on that idea. Let’s learn how to tell the truth tactfully, too.  Tact is 
about sensitivity and thoughtfulness.  The Bible is all about the value of tactful truth 
telling.  “Some people make cutting remarks, but the words of the wise bring healing….  
From a wise mind comes wise speech; the words of the wise are persuasive.” (Pr. 
12:18, 16:23 NLT)  How we speak the truth to other people can hurt or heal.  We can 
build up or tear down.  You can develop or devastate a person just by how you say 
something.  When you tell the truth tactfully, you learn how to make a point without 
making an enemy.  Any close human relationship will benefit from tactful truth telling – 
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your marriage, your relationships with other family members, the people you work with 
or live next door to, and the people you worship with on Sundays.  Tact simply requires 
we think carefully about what we’re going to say it before it leaves our mouths.  God 
wants us to tell the truth tactfully, because in the end everyone benefits.  Here’s a final 
question to ask and answer. 
 
IS IT REALLY BETTER TO TELL THE TRUTH?   

 

Our culture says, “Sometimes.”  God says, “Always.”  Let me remind you of just one 
Bible story that underlines the importance and value of truthfulness.  It’s the Old 
Testament story of the prophet, Micaiah.  He lived during the reign of King Ahab of 
Israel and King Jehoshaphat of Judah.  We don’t have time to read the story today, but 
you can find it for yourself in 1 Kings 22.  Ahab and Jehoshaphat decided to form a 
military alliance in order to go to war against a common enemy.  Before they went into 
battle, they thought it might be a good idea to find out if God would help them or not.  
Note to self:  you’re already headed for big trouble in life when you decide to do 
something and only then ask God for His guidance and blessing.  You’ve gotten the cart 
before the horse!  Ahab was a godless, wicked man.  Remember, he was married to 
arguably the most evil woman in the Bible, Queen Jezebel.   
 
Nevertheless, Ahab called up 400 false, pseudo prophets who basically always told him 
what he wanted to hear.  They said, “‘Yes, go right ahead!  The Lord will give the king 
victory.’”  (1 Kgs. 22:6 NLT)  King Jehoshaphat, who loved and served the Lord, could 
sense their hypocrisy and deceit.  He asked Ahab, “‘Is there not also a prophet of the 
LORD here?  We should ask him the same question.’” (1 Kgs. 22:7 NLT)  Enter Micaiah.  
Ahab’s response makes me smile, “‘There is one more man who could consult the LORD 
for us, but I hate him.  He never prophesies anything but trouble for me!  His name is 
Micaiah son of Imlah.’”  (1 Kgs. 22:8 NLT)  Micaiah showed up.  He was warned to go 
along with the other prophets’ words of support for Ahab’s plans, or else.  I love how 
Micaiah responded to the temptation to lie to save his own skin.  “‘As surely as the LORD 
lives, I will say only what the LORD tells me to say.’”  (1 Kgs 22:14 NLT)  He went on to 
predict Ahab and Jehoshaphat’s defeat and Ahab’s death in the battle itself.  Micaiah’s 
truthfulness got him punched in the face by the leader of the 400 false prophets and 
thrown into prison by Ahab.  But not for long.  The very next day, God allowed an arrow 
randomly shot by an enemy soldier to find a joint between two pieces of Ahab’s armor. 
Ahab died just as Micaiah had said he would. 
 
I discovered these five principles based on that one story about the long term benefit of 
being truthful.  First, it’s better to be divided by what’s true than united by what’s a lie.  
Unity is a great thing, but it’s not the most important thing.  Those 400 false prophets of 
Ahab were united, but their unity was based on deceit and lies.  They were as wrong as 
wrong could be.  It ended up being far more important Micaiah was truthful than it was 
for him to be a part of that group.  Second, it’s better to tell the truth that hurts and 
ultimately heals than it is to tell a lie that comforts and ultimately kills.  Ahab’s prophets 
told him a comforting lie, but it cost Ahab his life.  Micaiah refused to give Ahab any 
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false comfort.  Ahab hated both the messenger and his message.  He paid for that 
mistake with his life.   
 
Third, it’s better to be hated for telling the truth than to be loved for telling a lie. Ahab 
hated Micaiah.  If you make a habit of telling and loving the truth, chances are you will 
not be the most popular person out there.  That’s not fair, but life isn’t fair.  We aren’t 
prophets, but like Micaiah, we answer to Someone far greater than ourselves or others.  
God loves the truth and we need to please Him above anyone else.  Four, it’s better to 
stand alone with the truth than to be wrong with the many.  To be sure, 400 to one isn’t 
a comfortable situation.  That’s what Micaiah faced.  We need to remember the majority 
is often wrong.  It’s easy to forget that simple truth in our country, because we’re 
constantly bombarded by polls on this or that issue.  It’s easy to assume the opinion of 
the majority is always what’s right or what’s true.  Wrong.  Every one of those 400 other 
prophets were wrong.  Only Micaiah was right.  Truth is true whether you believe it or 
not.  Truth is not more or less true depending on the number of people who receive it or 
reject it.  Truth is true because God is the foundation or the source of all that’s true.   
 
Finally, it’s better to succeed ultimately with the truth than to succeed temporarily with a 
lie.  Ahab went into battle, but God allowed an enemy arrow to find its mark just the 
same despite Ahab’s armor.  He died a miserable, humiliating death.  But Micaiah’s 
commitment to truth and integrity stand for all eternity.  His example points to the eternal 
value of being truthful.   May God help you and me to have the same approach to life 
and living:  people who love the truth, who tell the truth, and who live the truth.   
 

The year was 1987.  It was a championship season for Coach Cleveland Stroud and the 
Rockdale County High School Bulldogs in Conyers, Georgia.  The basketball team had 
21 wins and 5 losses on their way to the Georgia boys’ basketball tournament.  There 
they enjoyed a dramatic come from behind victory to win the state final.  State 
champions!  What an accomplishment!   But the impressive trophy didn’t stay in the new 
glass trophy case outside the Rockdale County gymnasium for very long.  A couple of 
months after their great victory, the Georgia High School Association took away 
Rockdale County’s basketball championship.  School officials said a player who was 
scholastically ineligible had played in the final 45 seconds in the first of the school’s five 
postseason games – a game Rockdale County won by 23 points.  Coach Stroud was 
asked about it.  He said, “We didn’t know he was ineligible at the time; we didn’t know it 
until a few weeks ago.  Some people have said we should have just kept quiet about it.  
That it was just 45 seconds and the player wasn’t an impact player.  But you’ve got to 
do what’s honest and right and what the rules say. I told my team that people forget the 
scores of basketball games; they don’t ever forget what you’re made of.”   
 
Well said, Coach Stroud.  There’s an enduring, eternal benefit in setting your heart and 
mind on being truthful.  It honors and pleases the Lord which is reason enough.  But, 
additionally, it will end up benefitting both you and others ultimately.  That’s God’s Word 
for today:  in all and above all, be truthful. 


