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Truth or Consequences

Exodus 20: 1-3, Ephesians 1-7, 11-16

This is a multiple-choice question:  “Truth or Consequences” refers to--

A. A long-running American television quiz show in which a false answer to a question resulted in game-show participants doing something zany or embarrassing.

B. An episode on the television program NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service.
C. A spa city in Sierra County, New Mexico.
D. All of the above.
If you answered “D,” you would be correct.  There was a TV game show entitled Truth or Consequences that was on television for 38 years.  You can still see excerpts of it on YouTube.   The show so influenced our language that now the phrase “truth or consequences” has now become a common phrase for saying that there are consequences for not telling the truth.  Like in an old gangster movie, “You better tell the truth, or there’ll be consequences. Youse better tell me where youse hid the loot, or you’ll be fitted for concrete boots.”

As children, we were taught that telling the truth was important.  But we quickly figured out that telling the truth can get you into a heap of trouble.  If we ask a child, “Did you hit your brother?”  we do not expect the child to respond, “Yes, I really clobbered him, and I enjoyed it, too.”   Instead the child will say something like, “He pushed me!  He started it!  He touched me!”

We lie about the behavior of others to lessen punishment or to protect ourselves from the negative judgment of others.  If our childhood punishments were harsh, we learn to lie as a means of defense.     We lie about others to gain an advantage, to impress, believing that cutting other people down will make us look bigger.

God cares about the truth and its consequences.   The commandment, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor,” is about truth-telling.   An image of a courtroom springs to mind.  If called as a witness, we are to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. A lot is at stake in court: one’s reputation, one’s money, one’s property, and, sometimes, one’s life.  Telling the whole truth is hard for human beings.  Both Old and New Testament texts warn us that our testimony should be truthful and impartial.  We are not to be swayed by the rich and powerful or by the lowliness of the poor.    

But the commandment, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor,” is not to be confined to the courtroom. This commandment is to be woven into the fabric of our everyday life.  The meaning of the commandment is surprising.  There are two scriptures that list the Ten Commandments--Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5.  Exodus uses a word for “false witness,” that means “lying or untrue.”  We shall not lie or say anything untrue about our neighbors.  Deuteronomy uses a different word which means “insincere, empty, frivolous.”  (J. Ellsworth Kalas, The Ten Commandments from the Back Side, page 92)  We are not to say anything insincere, or without meaning, or thoughtless about our neighbor.

There is a Dennis the Menace carton which shows the family entertaining another couple.  Dennis’ mother and father looked embarrassed as Dennis says, “Dad, I looked and looked at Mr. Briggs, but I didn’t see any windbag.”  You shall not bear false witness.

John Bell, preaching at a Montreat Youth Conference, said that he had done a study of the sin that was mentioned the most in the Bible.  Was it adultery or fornication?  No.  Was it greed?  Jesus talked a lot about the dangers of money.  No, not greed.  Well, how about coveting?  That’s a sin that we commit a lot.  No, not coveting.  Bell said that the most frequently mentioned sin is malicious speech.  

False witness is malicious speech, gossip, slander, degrading words, lying.   The saying, “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words will never hurt me,” is simply not true.  Words hurt.  Words wound.  Words do violence.  Words destroy.  Words poison.  

When I started studying the commandment, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor,” I began to hear false witness everywhere and to see it in myself.  

I stopped at a McDonald’s, and in front of me, two people were talking about a third person.


“Why didn’t she come into work today?”


“Oh, her hours have been cut.  I think she’s looking for another job.”


“Her hours were cut?  I’ll bet you, she got fired!  I bet that’s it, I’ve never seen anybody so slow.  And I always thought that she is not the brightest crayon in the box.”

False witness creates suspicion.  It rips trust apart.  False witness tears the fabric of community.  Christian writer, Roberta Bondi, told of a time when she passed on a particularly juicy piece of gossip.”  The person to whom Roberta was speaking replied, “’How can you say that about another person?  If it is not true, you are injuring her by repeating that, and if it is true, don’t you know that the more damaged her reputation is, the harder it will be for her to change her behavior?”  (To Pray and To Love, page 111)  
False witness is hurting the reputation of another.  From the board room to the locker room, from chats at the club to chat rooms on the web, from talk shows to standing in line for take-out, from Republican bashing to denigration of Democrats, false witness is everywhere.  The church is not immune either.  We label and judge each other, divide into camps, and misrepresent those who differ from us theologically.  We bear false witness.

Biblically, false witness is also the unwillingness to tell the truth about God and Jesus Christ.   For the Christian, false witness is our failure to witness to Christ who is the truth.  Our words and our actions are witnessing to something all the time.  Do our words and actions reflect the love, justice and mercy of God or something else?  We believe that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life, but not wanting to be intolerant, we are sometimes embarrassed to be Christians.  So we do not share the good, everyday ways that God has blessed us.  On the other extreme, sometimes we use our faith like a weapon to judge and exclude others.

Paul gives us an antidote to the poison of false witness.   He says, “Lead a life worthy of the calling of being disciples.  Treat each other with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love.  Speaking the truth in love, grow up into the maturity of Christ. “ 

To speak the truth in love is to speak with others’ best interests in mind.  Martin Luther tells us that we are called to “put the best construction on all we may hear about our neighbor;” to give them the benefit of the doubt.  (Patrick D. Miller, The Ten Commandments, page 386-387)   To speak the truth in love about our faith is to speak with humility and gentleness.  We have to give up the position that we are right.

Several years ago, I was in a board meeting and got on my high horse and was generally obnoxious.  I’m sure it was an aberration.  A friend came by to see me who had been at that meeting.  We had known each other several years, and she had asked me to be on the board.  My friend gently asked, “How are you doing?  Is something going on in your life?”  I replied, “I’m going through a bad time.  Why do you ask?”  She responded, “At the meeting, you came across as harsh, and several people were offended.  You are not normally like that.”    My friend’s question helped me to see my poor behavior, how the hard things in my life were bleeding over into how I was treating others.  I could then apologize and correct my behavior.  Her speaking the truth to me in love was life-giving.  It was grace-filled.

The truth is risky.  It can cost us.  It can cost us our pride, jobs and sometimes our relationships.  Years ago, a friend, Sam, told me that it had become increasingly clear that his son Joe had a problem.  At first, Sam attributed his son’s drinking to normal adolescent behavior.  Drinking at parties, well most kids did it.  But it got worse, and then there was a DUI.  Finally Sam and his wife Ellen told their son Joe that they loved him and would always love him, no matter what he did.  But they also knew that his drinking had gotten out of control, so they were putting him into treatment.  It has been a long and hard road to recovery.   Speaking the truth in love is life-giving.  

When Presbyterian pastor Kay Huggins was a college student in California, she visited San Francisco.  Stepping off of a trolley, a street preacher was in full swing.  He pointed to her and said, “You with the red shoes.”  She stepped backwards, “caught like a deer in the headlights,” fearing that she was about to become a sermon illustration of sin.”  The preacher continued, “You with the red shoes.   Do you know your heavenly Father loves you?  Do you know how precious you are to God?  Do you know that right now God is blessing you?   So am I, sister.  God bless you. Keep on living as God’s beloved.”  Kay Huggins remembers smiling at him.  She writes, “That preacher hit my soft spot…Somehow he and I, on the surface as unlike as could be, both understood God’s blessings”     (No Longer Strangers, A Study of the Letter to Ephesians, page 42).

Do not bear false witness.  But with all humility and gentleness, speak the truth in love.  Truth or consequences.  The consequences of speaking the truth in love is new life, growth, a joyous witness to God who loves us.









Rosalind Banbury









June 13, 2010

