
Truthfulness  

 
     Look at ships: though they are so large that it takes strong winds to drive them, yet they 

are guided by a very small rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs. So also the tongue is a 

small member, yet it boasts of great exploits. How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! 

And the tongue is a fire. The tongue is placed among our members as a world of iniquity; it 

stains the whole body, sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is itself set on fire by hell. For every 

species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by 

the human species, but no one can tame the tongue—a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With 

it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of 

God. From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this ought not 

to be so. Does a spring pour forth from the same opening both fresh and brackish water? Can 

a fig tree, my brothers and sisters, yield olives, or a grapevine figs? No more can salt water yield 

fresh.   

     Who is wise and understanding among you? Show by your good life that your works are 

done with gentleness born of wisdom. But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your 
hearts, do not be boastful and false to the truth. Such wisdom does not come down from above, 

but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also 

be disorder and wickedness of every kind. But the wisdom from above is first pure, then 

peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or 

hypocrisy. And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace.       

        James 3: 4-18 
 
You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

         Exodus 20:16 

 
Every year, in January, I dip into the writings of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as part of my 

daily reading.  This year, as I have wandered through sermons, speeches, essays, and book 

chapters, I have been struck by how often Dr. King based his hope for the future of the civil 

rights movement, and the moral future of our country, on the power of truth to overcome the 

evil of lies.  In one place he even ties it to his confidence in the gospel message, claiming that 

the lies and evil that result in crucifixion on Good Friday are ultimately defeated by the truth of 

resurrection on Easter.  He says, “There is something in this universe that justifies [Thomas] 

Carlyle saying, ‘No lie can live forever.’  There is something in this universe which justifies 

William Cullen Bryant in saying, ‘Truth crushed to earth will rise again.’”  (Testament of Hope, p. 141) 

Well, some of us are starting to wonder about that.  We are at a point in our culture 

and society when truth itself is being called into question.  We are entering into what many are 

calling a “post-truth” era.  Put most simply, a “post-truth” society is one in which the 

truthfulness of what you say is less important than whether you can convince enough people to 

accept your version of reality.   

Now, we know that humans have played fast and loose with the truth, the whole truth, 

and nothing but the truth for as long as we have had something to say or something to sell, 

whether it is deodorant or a political ideology.  We have become inured to the half-truths, 

misrepresentations, and outright lies around which a whole advertising and marketing industry 



has been built.  Some of them are innocuous.  We don’t really think that if enough people buy a 

sugary carbonated soft drink it will result in world peace.  And when the voice at the end of my 

workout app says, “You look like you could do that again.”  Really?  I don’t think so. 

But what has many observers worried is not the petty, run-of-the-mill mendacity that is 

all around us.  Moral observers like New York Times columnist David Brooks worry that the 

rising tide of misinformation and falsehoods is washing away the foundations of community and 

social cohesion.  The problem, as they see it, is not just that admen and politicians tell 

whoppers.  When has that not been true?  The problem is that a growing number of people are 

buying into false narratives and accepting big lies that have been disproven without question and 

with tragic consequences, from the dismissal of the threat of the coronavirus, to the disregard 

for the means to prevent its spread among our neighbors; from the rejection of election results 

to the denial of the reality and the effects of climate change; from penny ante misinformation 

campaigns designed to smear political opponents to the endurance of one of the biggest lies of 

all, the lingering false narrative of white supremacy. 

The ninth commandment instructs us to “not bear false witness.”  But like all the 

commandments, there is more to this than a simple prohibition against telling a lie.  As Terence 

Fretheim explains in his commentary on these verses, “This commandment calls for a 

commitment to the truth in all of one’s dealings.  Even more, it calls everyone to use speech 

constructively, to so speak of others that their well-being is furthered and enhanced.”  

And he takes this further than just a matter of personal honesty and individual character.  He 

suggests that failure to uphold this kind of trustworthy speech ultimately undermines “the 

corporate structure of justice which so depends on truthfulness.”  (Exodus, p. 243) 

And we might add that bearing false witness includes those who keep silence no less 

than those who speak.  It calls out those who, through their silence, are complicit in spreading 

false or misleading information; the by-standers who do not speak the truth when they know it.   

Tom Long helps us to see that telling the truth, bearing witness in a positive way, is not 

always just about stating factual information.  It also involves how we use language on a daily 

basis.  For people of faith, he says, not every conversation has to be an explicitly theological 

discussion or use biblical vocabulary.  But he also insists that our commitment to honor God 

and love our neighbor always shapes how we use language.   

In his book Testimony, Long refers to an essay by Walker Percy, which imagines a 

convention of scientists and philosophers sharing papers on the most recent discoveries and 

theories in their various fields of knowledge.  In the middle of this convention, a fire breaks out 

in the convention hall and a man rushes to the podium to say, “Come! I know the way out.”   

And the essay asks: What makes this language different from all the others forms of speech 

they had been hearing about chemical formulas and the properties of a hydrocarbon?  The 

difference has to do with the trustworthiness of the one making the statement.  There is no 

time to test the veracity of what he says or debate the merits of going one way or another.  It 

all depends upon not only the factual information that is being given, but even more on the 

trustworthiness of the one who is speaking. 

And that, Tom Long insists, is the essence of truth-telling.  Not only in dire situations 

that call for an immediate response, but also in everyday speech.  We are called to use our 

words and our speaking in ways that demonstrate our own trustworthiness; to use our words 



and speaking in a way that builds up trust and lays a foundation for stronger communities.  
(Testimony, pp. 99-100) 

Whether it is a family, a congregation, a town, or a nation, the kind of coherence and 

community that God desires for the well-being of all is put at risk when it is built on the shaky 

sands of a disregard for truthfulness, and in particular when the trustworthiness of those whose 

speech is heard and heeded by many is called into question.  And the wise author of the Letter 

of James singles out those who, through selfish ambition, repeat falsehoods or use misleading 

information to spread division and incite the kind of disorder that threatens to undermine the 

foundations of a just and democratic society.   

Reflecting on the assault on our nation’s capital and the attempt to prevent our elected 

leaders from carrying out their duties on January 6, the Rev. Scott Black Johnston says, “Our 

faith is clear:  violence, steeped in anger, stoked by lies, is sinful.  Its fruits are evil.” 

We are called today not only to affirm the necessity of truthfulness, but also to question 

our own complicity and participation in bearing false witness, through our silence as well as in 

our speech.  And we are called to hold our leaders accountable for the way they wield the 

power of their words and their silence. 

Our biblical and theological heritage makes clear that this is more than just a matter of 

political expediency, it is a matter of moral urgency. 

At this time when we honor the moral leadership of Dr. Martin Luther King, I would 

like to share in his hope that “no lie can live forever,” and that “truth crushed to earth will rise 

again.”  Whether or not that is so, I believe, depends upon us.  All of us. 

Please God, may it be so. 
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