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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  AMEN. 

 In his commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism Herman Hoeksema 

makes the point that all sin is derivative.  That is, sin cannot stand alone; it 

has no separate existence in and of itself.  Instead, sin takes what is good and 

corrupts it.  For example, God has given us faculties that we might come to 

know him, love him and worship him.  Sin takes those same powers and, in 

defiance of the first and second commandments, twists them so that we 

worship false gods and fashion and bow down to idols.  We blaspheme God 

with the same heart and mind and mouth that were meant to render God 

honour and glory and so contravene the third commandment.  And so it is 

with the ninth commandment.  The perfectly good power we have--power to 

speak the truth in love for the glory of God and the blessing of our 

neighbour--becomes corrupted through sin and turns from the truth to 

embrace a lie, to the hurt of those we were made to love.   

 As we look at the ninth commandment tonight, we are going to do so 

through the prism of the Heidelberg Catechism.  This is Question and 

Answer 112.   

Q. 112: What is required in the ninth commandment?   
A.  That I do not bear false witness against anyone.   

Now strictly speaking that answer is not correct.  The commandment does 
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not tell us we are forbidden to bear false witness against anyone.  We are 

forbidden to bear false witness against our neighbour.  There is a difference 

between “anyone” and “our neighbour” and there are times when we must 

lie, when we may lie and when we misrepresent the truth but are not lying.   

 Let’s take those one at a time.  Sometimes we must lie, for we are 

dealing, not with a neighbour but with an enemy.  Let me give you an exam-

ple of a sanctified lie from Scripture, a lie that God blessed.  Shiphrah and 

Puah were Hebrew midwives in Egypt when the Pharaoh ordered them to 

kill every newborn Israelite baby boy.  When they refused, the Pharaoh 

called them out on the carpet and demanded an explanation.  The story is 

told in Exodus 1: 

 The midwives, however, feared God and did not do what the 
king of Egypt had told them to do; they let the boys live.  Then the 
king of Egypt summoned the midwives and asked them, “Why have 
you done this?  Why have you let the boys live?” 
 The midwives answered Pharaoh, “Hebrew women are not like 
Egyptian women; they are vigorous and give birth before the 
midwives arrive.” 

That was an out and out lie.  What was God’s response?  “So God was kind 

to the midwives and the people increased and became even more numerous.”  

If their lie had been against God’s moral law, God would have judged them, 

not rewarded them.   
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 In the same way, in times of war trickery and deceit about troop 

movements and battle plans is no sin.  It’s a responsibility that our govern-

ments must undertake with determination and zeal.  If you are hiding Jews in 

your attic and the Gestapo come and knock on your door looking for them, 

you must lie if you are to act in a righteous way.  In the same way, in peace 

time “sting operations” by the police to catch criminals--enemies of the state 

and of its citizens--are righteous actions that ought to be undertaken.   

 So there are times when we must lie.  There are also times when we 

may lie, because the lie is not carried out against anyone.  For example, 

actors pretend to be people they are not.  Mel Gibson pretended some years 

ago that he was a prince of Denmark.  “O what a rogue and peasant slave am 

I,” he said.  Of course, he’s nothing of the sort.  He’s an Australian 

millionaire.  Kenneth Brannaugh pretended he was Henry V.  And consider 

the sports world.  Basketball players pretend to go one way and then quickly 

move in the opposite direction.  Football players fake a run and then throw a 

pass.  There is no law against such things. 

 And sometimes when we misrepresent the truth we are not guilty of 

lying.  Honest mistakes are like that.  For example, if you make a mistake in 

your sums when you are doing an arithmetic test, you are not involved in 
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lying.  The teacher won’t say to you, “Why did you lie to me in this long 

division problem?”  You have simply made a mistake.   

 This is what the commandment forbids and what lying really involves: 

First, you have a clear representation of the truth in your mind.  Second, you 

hate the truth for one reason or another.  And third, you exchange the truth 

for a lie and lift up the misrepresentation as the true state of affairs.  The 

Devil is the master of this.  That is why the Catechism calls lying and deceit 

“the works of the devil himself” and why the Bible calls him the “father of 

lies.”  We can see him at work in Genesis 3: 

 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals 
the Lord God had made.  He said to the woman, “Did God really say, 
‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”   
 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees 
in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree 
that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you 
will die.’” 
 “You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman.  “For 
God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you 
will be like God, knowing good from evil.” 

The devil knows the truth.  He knows that God is sovereign and holy and 

good.  But he hates the truth.  He doesn’t want to submit; he wants to be 

sovereign.  He wants to be a law unto himself.  So he embraces the lie that 

he is like God and tries to spread it far and wide.   
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 “Did God really say...” is how he begins to plant doubts about the 

truthfulness and trustworthiness of God’s Word in the heart of Eve.  It’s as if 

he were saying, “There must be something wrong here.  Something doesn’t 

fit.  I’m not sure I can put my finger on it, but it seems to me if you’ve heard 

him right, there’s something that you are missing out on.  Let’s think about 

that for a minute.”   

 In the last half of the question, “You must not eat from any tree in the 

garden?” he begins to plant doubts as to God’s goodness.  He is saying, in 

effect, that any restriction God places on freedom is tantamount to slavery 

and so is unacceptable.  It’s the reasoning that children use.  “Dad, may I go 

out tonight?”  “Yes.”  “May I have a friend over?”  “Yes.”  “May I go to 

summer camp?”  “Yes.”  “May I have some popcorn?”  “Yes.”  “May I go to 

the mall?”  “No.”  “You never let me do anything!” 

 The devil casts doubts upon the truth of God’s word, upon God’s 

goodness and generosity to his children, and, finally, upon the consequences 

of disobedience and sin.  Here the lie is displayed in all its fullness.  “You 

will not surely die.... You will be like God.”  The devil’s lie is a deliberate 

misrepresentation of the truth aimed against those to whom he owed a duty 

of love, that he might plunge them into ruin.   
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 The devil’s work of bearing false witness is practiced by many whose 

stories are told in the Bible.  A notable one, found in the First Book of 

Kings, chapter 21, tells the story of a heinous lie that involved many in 

power in Israel.  Ahab, the king wanted Naboth’s vineyard.  Naboth didn’t 

want to sell, because the vineyard was an inheritance from the Lord, when 

the children of Israel had first entered the Promised Land had been in his 

family for generations.  When his offer to purchase was refused, Ahab went 

home and lay on his bed, sulking and refusing to eat.  His wife Jezebel 

couldn’t stand it, the king of Israel moping and whining, so she plotted to get 

the vineyard through false accusations.   

 ...she wrote letters in Ahab’s name, placed his seal on them, and 
sent them to the elders and nobles who lived in Naboth’s city with 
him.  In those letters she wrote: Proclaim a day of fasting and seat 
Naboth in a prominent place among the people.  But seat two 
scoundrels opposite him and have them testify that he has cursed both 
God and the king.  Then take him out and stone him to death. 

That’s what happened.  Naboth was falsely accused and killed.   

 Now God hates lies and liars.  This is his word found in Proverbs 6: 

There are six things the Lord hates, 
seven that are detestable to him: 

haughty eyes, 
a lying tongue 
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hands that shed innocent blood, 
a heart that devises wicked schemes, 
feet that are quick to rush into evil, 
a false witness who pours out lies 
and a man who stirs up dissension 

among brothers. 

Because of these lies, God’s judgment fell.  These are God’s words to Ahab 

through Elijah the prophet: 

 I am going to bring disaster on you.  I will consume your 
descendants and cut off from Ahab every last male in Israel--slave or 
free.  I will make your house like that of Jeroboam son of Nebat and 
that of Baasha son of Ahijah, because you have provoked me to anger 
and have caused Israel to sin. 
 And also concerning Jezebel the Lord says: “Dogs will devour 
Jezebel by the wall of Jezreel.” 

 That is an example of a straightforward bearing of false witness.  

Sometimes things are more subtle.  The worst lies ever told were told during 

the trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin.  These lies were particularly wicked 

both because they were aimed at the sinless Son of God and because they 

took Jesus’ own words and altered and twisted them.  “The chief priests and 

the whole Sanhedrin were looking for false evidence against Jesus so they 

could put him to death.  But they did not find any, though many false wit-

nesses came forward.  Finally two came forward and declared, “This fellow 

said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild it in three days.’”  

And so they twisted the words of Jesus to secure a guilty verdict against an 
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innocent man. 

  

 Now bearing false witness against a neighbour includes more than 

lying and twisting words.  The Catechism points out that it includes being “a 

gossip or a slanderer” or someone who “condemns anyone lightly, without a 

hearing.”  Gossip may or may not be true.  Slander is always false, by defini-

tion.  But they are alike in this: the proper response to gossip and slander is 

to say, “I will not talk with you about somebody, but I will talk with you to 

that somebody.  Let’s go and get this straightened out.  We are not to take 

part of condemning anyone without a proper hearing.  Will you come with 

me?”  If more of us took this attitude, can you imagine how much evil would 

be circumvented?  Here are some portions of Proverbs that speak of both the 

terrible damage that is done when we do not guard our speaking and the 

wonderful healing that is done by our words when we “defend and promote 

our neighbor’s good name”: 

 Hatred stirs up dissension, but love covers all wrongs. 
 A gossip betrays a confidence, but a trustworthy man keeps a 
secret. 
 A truthful witness gives honest testimony, but a false witness 
tells lies. 
 A fool’s talk brings a rod to his back, but the lips of the wise 
protect them. 
 The tongue that brings healing is a tree of life, but a deceitful 
tongue crushes the spirit. 
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 The Catechism tells us that we are to “avoid, under penalty of God’s 

wrath, all lying and deceit as the works of the devil himself.”  I don’t know 

that “avoid” is a strong enough word.  We should flee from lies for all we are 

worth.  James, the brother of Jesus, speaks to us of the destruction that the 

tongue can do: 

 Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.  The 
tongue is also a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  It 
corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, 
and is itself set on fire by hell. 
 All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are 
being tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the 
tongue.  It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 
 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we 
curse men who have been made in God’s likeness.  Out of the same 
mouth come praise and cursing.  My brothers, this should not be. 

 James says that “no man can tame the tongue.”  That is true.  But we 

can thank God tonight that with him “all things are possible.”  The charge of 

God is given in the Catechism: I am to love the truth and to speak and 

confess it honestly.  Indeed, insofar as I am able, I am to defend and promote 

my neighbour’s good name.  This can be done as we confess our sinful use 

of our tongues, cry out for God’s forgiveness and beseech God for the grace 

of the Holy Spirit, that we might be renewed more and more in the image of 

Jesus Christ.  The same Christ that died for our sins is the one who, through 
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his Spirit, brings real change to our hearts and minds and tongues.  With his 

help we can become people who speak the truth in love, to encourage and 

bless neighbours and to bring glory to God. 

 Let me say one more thing before closing.  Sometime we can lie when 

we are silent.  If we know, for example, that someone is operating under a 

misapprehension and we can but fail to warn him of the danger, we are 

breaking the commandment.  We are being false to our neighbour.  There are 

times, however, when we must be silent in an upright way.  The command to 

speak the truth does not mean that we are to tell everybody everything about 

us.  Again I like what Hoeksema has to say here: 

 Over against all this lying and slander and falsifying a man’s 
words and boasting...stands the admonition of the Word of God that 
we shall always speak the truth in love concerning one another and 
concerning ourselves before the God of our salvation.  But what does 
this imply?  Does it mean that we shall speak the truth about our 
neighbour all the time and in all circumstances?  Does it mean that 
always and everywhere I shall say all that I know about him?  God 
forbid.  This certainly would not be speaking the truth in love.  Does it 
mean that I am obliged to publish all that I know about myself?  Also 
this is not true.  Of course not.  Others certainly do not have to know 
all that I know about myself.  There are many things that God only 
knows and has to know and that I have to confess before him alone.  It 
would be quite impossible for the small beginning of the new life in 
us and the many sins we commit in thought, word and deed, to live as 
a church of Jesus Christ if we knew about one another what God 
knows about us.  Life would become impossible and intolerable.  
Such is not necessary.   
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May God grant us grace to know what to speak and when, and may by his 

grace all we say be acceptable in his sight and a blessing to one another.  In 

Christ’s name.  AMEN. 
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