
Preface: I thought it might be nice to talk generally about lies and the truth, but I get the 

strong sense that God wants me to focus on the specific nature of this command. And 

although it is certainly about honesty and integrity I believe it is foremost about our 

concern for the wellbeing of others. 

 

 

Sermon on the 9
th

 commandment: Unjustifiable Lying 

Neither shalt thou bear false witness against thy neighbour. 

Deuteronomy 5:20 

 

The 10th commandment does not address Justifiable Lying [unselfish lying]: 

Not all lying is wrong. I realise that God never lies [Numbers 23:19] and I realise that the 

Devil invented lying. However some of you seem to think that…  
John 8:44 You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires. He 

was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because 
there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a 
liar and the father of lies.  

…means every lie in history was created by the devil and when we lie we are in league 

with him. Actually this verse is just stating that he was the original liar. So don’t live in 

fear; planning a surprise birthday party is not equivalent to satanic worship. 

Consider this: 

1.  If Dietrich Bonhoeffer or Anne Frank had not lied to evil men, many others 

would have died.  

2. If Rahab had not lied [in the book of Joshua chapter 2] the Israelite spies would 

have been killed.  

The ninth commandment [and the entire Bible, I believe] does not necessarily say that all 

lying is wrong. It focuses on lying motivated by evil selfish desires or fear.  

Telling a lie to protect someone from evil at the risk of your own life is selfless. 

Bonhoeffer reasoned that his lies were justifiable because if he had told the truth to the 

Gestapo it would have led to unspeakable evil being done to others.  

We can reason that lies about surprise birthday parties are not bad either, because they 

bring about great blessing to others and because they are motivated by charity rather than 

selfishness or fear. 

 

The 10th commandment addresses Unjustifiable Lying [selfish lying] 

Part 1. What is false witness? 

a.) Specifically: A lie or lies told in order to discredit an individual or a group.  

b.) Implicitly: A lie or lies told in order to make yourself [singular or plural] look better 

than you [singular or plural] are. 

c.) By Extension: A lie or lies told in order to make someone else [or a group of people] 

look better than they are. 

If the lie makes the other person look bad we could describe such behaviour as malicious 

or hateful- clearly sinful behaviour. 

If the lie makes the other person look better than they are, it would be irresponsible or 

careless. For example: If you are not capable of driving, then I shouldn’t tell the Bus 

Company that you would make a good bus driver- even if I am your reference for the job. 

The consequences could be disastrous. 



A NZ example of the damage of bearing false witness: Arthur Alan Thomas 

The framing of Thomas by the police is the most hideous example of breaking the 9
th

 

commandment. It not only destroyed a man’s reputation and name, but it stole a decade 

of his life. When the truth finally came out the reputation of the police was also ruined.  

Thomas was twice convicted of the Crew Murders that occurred in 1970; a crime he did 

not commit. Among other things the police secured the conviction by planting a .22 bullet 

cartridge from Thomas’s farm in the yard of the Crew family home several months after 

the murders had occurred. For those of you who are not familiar with New Zealand 

history this was [and perhaps still is] our greatest unsolved mystery. On a cultural level; it 

changed the nation’s attitude toward the police force and to this day many of us struggle 

to see police officers as people whom we can trust.  

It gets worse though; the unresolved issues of the past still haunt us today: 

Bruce Hutton; the officer in charge, who oversaw the planting of the evidence, died 

earlier this year and at his funeral Mike Bush, the deputy commissioner of the New 

Zealand Police, said that Hutton was a man of: "integrity beyond reproach". 

The Thomas family was understandably furious. When asked why he bore false witness 

at the funeral Mr. Bush replied: ''The audience for the eulogy was the grieving family of 

Bruce Hutton. …in this circumstance it was appropriate for me to recognise the service 

he gave to police from the comments made in his file which dated back to 1956."  

 

Thomas made this statement: "As the second-highest ranking police officer in New 

Zealand, it is totally inappropriate for him [Bush] to commend the actions of a man 

[Hutton] whose actions not only twice led to my wrongful prosecution, conviction and 

imprisonment for almost 10 years of my life, but who perverted the course of justice, and 

committed a number of other serious criminal acts,"  

What worries me is that “bearing false witness” seems to be ok, on certain occasions, in 

the eyes of the deputy commissioner of police. Specifically at funerals it is ok to “bear 

false witness”. Or perhaps Mr. Bush believes when building a case against a suspect 

fabricating evidence makes you a “man of integrity beyond reproach”. Please bear in 

mind Mike Bush is possibly going to be the head of the NZ Police force one day.  

 

Thomas was only freed because the NZ public outcry caused the then Prime Minister; 

Rob Muldoon, to realise an inquiry was necessary. It was Muldoon’s investigators who 

found Hutton to have lied and it was Muldoon who freed Thomas. The police chose not 

to press charges against themselves after they were forced to accept the Prime Ministers 

findings. Hutton and his team were never prosecuted for perverting the course of justice.  

The real murderer[s] of Jeanette and Harvey Crew has never been found. 

…justice weeps over this tragedy. 

 

Part 2. Who is my neighbour? 

Luke 10:25  And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, "Teacher, what 

shall I do to inherit eternal life?"  

10:26  He said to him, "What is written in the Law? How do you read it?"  

10:27  And he answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 

all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as 

yourself."  



10:28  And he said to him, "You have answered correctly; do this, and you will live."  

10:29  But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?"  

Luke 10:30  Jesus replied, "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he 

fell among robbers, who stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving him half dead.  

10:31  Now by chance a priest was going down that road, and when he saw him he 

passed by on the other side.  

10:32  So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the 

other side.  

10:33  But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was, and when he saw him, 

he had compassion.  

10:34  He went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he set 

him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took care of him.  

10:35  And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, saying, 

'Take care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back.'  

10:36  Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell 

among the robbers?"  

10:37  He said, "The one who showed him mercy." And Jesus said to him, "You go, and 

do likewise."  

 

Jesus explanation: Jesus is impressed at the lawyer’s knowledge, but he wants him to 

live it out. When Jesus explains a commandment he strips away the technical definitions 

so that he can get to the heart of the matter, which is the motivation that leads us to obey.  

In the same way the motivation that leads us to lie is more important than the lie itself. 

The poor naked man could have been anyone; so our neighbours by implication are all 

individuals in humanity. Therefore, according the command, there is no-one whom we 

can bare false witness against. There no excuse to lie about any person’s character. 

John Calvin suggests [in his commentary on the Law] that even telling the truth about 

someone just to make them look bad [or make you look better] is motivated by the same 

sin of un-neighbourliness. If we do this it is as if we are taking advantage of the beaten 

man in the story rather than helping him.  

  

But what about gossip: Politicians, Scandals about celebrities, people who we don’t 

like, people who we don’t agree with and people who don’t like us. 

Surely these people deserve to be defamed? 

Well not according to Jesus, they [like Samaritans] also need our love and respect. 

The world wants to train us to think the opposite way to Jesus’ teaching. The media and 

television generally focus on scandal and hostility. Even reality T V is based on hostility 

and most dramas focus on themes of revenge. 

 

Application: 

Love your neighbour.  

Think before you speak.  

And stop lying about your strengths and weaknesses [especially on your CV]. 

 

Final Thought on the Ninth Commandment: 

Bear true witness to your neighbour about Jesus in word and deed.  



Conclusion of the series: “Persevere ye perfect men and ever keep these precepts 10” 

I must remind you once again why we need to cherish the commandments.  

[I make no apology for my passion here] The answer is because we want to. 

I realise there are some of you who still protest, and say things like: Jesus came to set us 

free from keeping the Law - this is not true.  

Jesus came to set us free from the punishment for breaking the Law but not from the 

desire to do the right thing.  

Many so called evangelical believers have a theology like this one: 

 “The day will come when I shall hold up against these [10] commandments the 

 tables of a new law and history will recognise our movement as the great battle 

 for humanities liberation, a liberation from the curse of mount Sinai” 

Adolph Hitler 

Hitler wanted to liberate people from the Law, by destroying the Law- this means nothing 

would be considered evil anymore. [Committing atrocities becomes guilt free] 

 

In stark contrast Jesus liberated people from destruction [caused by the violation of the 

Law] by fulfilling the Law and making us capable of living righteously again and 

resisting evil. Jesus came so that we might have abundant, Holy Spirit filled life. The 

evidence of this being true in our lives is that we have a desire to fulfil the 

commandments. Jesus illustrates this point in his story about the sheep and the goats. The 

difference between the sheep and the goats is their attitude toward Justice and Love. The 

goats wanted to be loved by God themselves but had no sense of Justice. They accepted 

Gods promises to them but they did very little for other people. Whereas the sheep had 

been made right with God [Justified], therefore they demonstrated love to all others, 

especially the less fortunate. They did Good Works. This is not what secured their eternal 

life, but it was the evidence that eternal life dwelt within them. As Christ works within us 

we understand that the commandments are God’s expression of the purpose of human 

existence. They were fulfilled perfectly in the person of Jesus Christ and we are his 

followers, therefore we persevere in this process of perfection as well. I would almost go 

as far to say that if you have no desire to keep the commandments then you are not a 

follower of Christ at all. But I realise we all struggle with sin- all of us need help from 

one another. When you fall I will be there to catch you and when I fall I will need you to 

catch me and remember God is with us. Let us not give up because we were made for a 

Holy purpose. These sermons have not been a check list of 10 things to do to live a good 

life, but rather an exploration of what Christian life should look like in its’ fullest sense.  
 49. The two parts of a Christian life are laid down: 
  1. The love of righteousness; that we may be holy, because God is holy, and 
 because we are united to him, and are reckoned among his people;  
 2. That a rule may be prescribed to us, which does not permit us to wander 
 in the course of righteousness, and that we may be conformed to Christ. A model 
 of this is laid down to us, which we ought to copy in our whole life. 

Calvin’s Institutes 

Whether we like it or not Christian life is not only a gift but it is also a discipline. 
Matthew 28:19  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,  
28:20  teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I 

am with you always, to the end of the age."  
 


