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YOU SHALL NOT COVET
(Deuteronomy 25:6-26:15)

SUBJECT:  



F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
INTRODUCTION:

A.  We come to our consideration of the last of the Ten Commandments where God forbids the most subtle of all sins, the sin of covetousness.  Simply stated, to covet is to desire what belongs to someone else.  At first glance, it may seem innocuous or harmless enough.  So someone gets a new car that impresses you, and you wish you had it.  What’s wrong with that? Isn’t this the backbone of the American economy?  Do not advertisers spend all their time and effort trying to make you dissatisfied with your possessions or experience, desiring something more and better, the very product they are selling?  In the movie, Wall Street, the evil financial tycoon played by Michael Douglas declares, “Greed is good.”  Certainly this is the way the economic game works.

B.  So why does God forbid this activity in such a thorough and explicit manner?  Deuteronomy 5:21, God says:  “21 ‘And you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife. And you shall not desire your neighbor’s house, his field, or his male servant, or his female servant, his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbor’s.’  God forbids us to covet or to want as our own our neighbor’s house, that is his security and status, his field or means of prosperity, his wife, that is his sexual satisfaction, his male servant or female servant or ox or donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor, that is his whole lot in life.  God’s commandment is inclusive:  we must not desire for our own anything that belongs to our neighbor.  What’s so bad about that?


God’s commentary on the tenth commandment in Deuteronomy 25:6-26:16 fills in the details and reveals many aspects of this command.  But before we delve into it, which we will do in the coming weeks, let’s consider the commandment itself, the insidious nature of the sin of covetousness.  It is 

I. A COVERT SIN.

II. A RADICAL SIN.

III. A REBELIOUS SIN. 

I. A COVERT SIN. 

Covetousness is a secret and deceptive sin, a furtive, stealthy sin.  It is easily hidden from others and even from ourselves.  


A.  Covetousness is often undetectable by others.  It is not a sin that involves observable action like stealing or murdering or committing adultery or bearing false witness.  Covetousness takes place largely in the realm of the heart and mind, and unless someone is a mind reader they often cannot detect when you are committing the sin of coveting.  It is doubtful that anyone has ever been brought before church discipline for the sin of coveting, for how could you prove the case?  For this same reason, there are no secular laws against coveting.  I dare say that no one has ever been put in jail for coveting.  


And all this may falsely suggest that it really isn’t all that serious.  It may be considered by some to be a victimless sin.  It is only when this sin prompts some action that it causes trouble.  So the man who covets his neighbor’s wife may go on for years unnoticed.  But it does take its toll as that husband with the roving eye treats his wife in an inferior manner or makes unrealistic demands on her, wishing that she were the neighbor’s wife.  


In fact, covetousness is so very sly and secretive that we may not even recognize it in ourselves.  We may covet all the day long, and be nearly unaware that we are doing it.  But with a little thought, it does become noticeable.  For example, covetousness bubbles out when you lose the big game (or promotion, or pay raise, or the girl or guy you wanted, or anything else that someone else got instead of you).  You notice that you begin to make excuses.  You deny the accomplishment of the other person:  “they were just lucky, they caught a break, they fell into it.”  Or you discount the motives of the other person:  “they are so arrogant, they cheated, they deceived me.”  Or you decry their advantages:  “they get all the breaks, they played unfairly, the referee was on their side.”  

This is covetousness speaking and prompting you to violate the ninth commandment against bearing false witness against your neighbor, or to violate the second great commandment which says, “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.”  Think of it, if you honestly love your neighbor as you love yourself, then you would be just has happy when they prosper as when you prosper, when they get the promotion or win the game as when you do.

II.  A RADICAL SIN.


A.  Covetousness is also a radical sin.  And by that, I mean in the classic sense of it being the root of sin.  Radical is from the same word for “radish” which means root.  So a radical, in the classic sense, is not some crazy guy on the fringe, but one who goes back to the source and insists on compliance with the first principles.  


Covetousness is truly the root of all other sin, and that’s what makes it so terribly dangerous.  In Colossians 3:5, Paul links the last commandment with the first commandment:  “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.”  Do you see that? Covetousness (forbidden in the tenth commandment) IS idolatry (forbidden in the first commandment).  Covetousness is the root of idolatry.  You don’t like the lot God has give you, so you look to some other god to give you what you want.  

B.  There is no sin that does not begin with covetousness.  Covetousness is the first part of every sin.  James (which we will be studying together in Summer Sunday School) explains how sin begins in us (1:13-15).  “13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one.”  Temptation does not come from God, but from another source.   “14  But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15  Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death.”

In that sense, every sin is a premeditated sin, even if the premeditation is only for a moment.  No one suddenly grabs something off a store shelf for no reason.  First, there was desire, either for the object or the thrill of stealing.  That desire for what is not lawfully ours is covetousness.  

C.  What this also means is that covetousness was the very first sin committed by our race.  You say, “No, the first sin was stealing and eating the forbidden fruit.”  But let’s read the text carefully from Genesis 3:  “6  So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate.”  When did the sin begin?  It started already long before she ever reached out her hand.  

John warns against this covetousness displayed by our first parents in 1 John 2:  “15  Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16  For all that is in the world— (and here’s where he describes what happened to Eve in the Garden)  the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world.”  Eve likewise “saw that the tree was good for food (the desires of the flesh), and that it was a delight to the eyes (the desires of the eyes), and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise (the pride in possessions).”  John was warning us not to fall into the same trap as our first parents, the trap that is baited with covetousness.  


D.   John Calvin is especially pointed on this issue.  In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, he explains God’s intent in the last commandment:  “The purpose of this commandment is:  since God wills that our whole soul be possessed with a disposition to love, we must banish from our hearts all desire contrary to love.  To sum up, then:  no thought should steal upon us to move our hearts to a harmful covetousness that tends to our neighbor’s loss.  To this corresponds the opposite precept:  whatever we conceive, deliberate, will, or attempt is to be linked to our neighbor’s good and advantage.”


He then asks an important question.  If the seventh commandment forbids not only actual adultery but lusting as well, and if the eighth commandment forbids not only stealing but greed as well, then why did God give us this tenth commandment?  Was he being redundant?  Was God wasting words, or does covetousness refer to something more that lust and greed?  


His answer is to distinguish between what he calls “intent” and covetousness.  Intent is when we have already fixed our minds on the object of our lust or greed.  Covetousness is any discontent that might open us to the temptations of lust or greed.  He writes:  “The Lord has previously commanded that the rule of love govern our wills, our endeavors, and our actions.  Now he enjoins that the thoughts of our mind be so controlled to the same end that none of them may become depraved  or twisted and thus drive the mind in the opposite direction.  As he has forbidden our minds to be inclined and led into anger, hatred, adultery, robbery, and lying, he now prohibits them from being prompted thereto.” (2.8.49)


If I might illustrate.  God calls us to love him completely and love neighbor as self.  So if looking straight ahead is God’s command, then turning completely around is committing sin of adultery or murder or theft.  Now we also know that lust, unjust anger, or greed are also sins (turning to the side at a 90 degree angle).  But covetousness is this (turn just a degree off straight ahead).  The very second we waver in love for God and neighbor, we then open ourselves to every manner of sin.  But the slightest wavering is covetousness.  


So covetousness is a covert, stealthy sin.  It is also a radical sin, the real root of all sin, and it is preeminently 

III. A REBELLIOUS SIN.    

A.  Let’s just stop for a moment to think about what we are doing when we covet.  It seems very innocuous, almost innocent, doesn’t it?  Someone else has it, and we want it.  But how did they get it? And why did we not get it? Herein lies the wickedness of coveting.  At its heart, coveting is an attack upon God himself, his wisdom, power, and/or love.  


1.  Coveting may be an attack upon God’s wisdom.  It says that God has made a mistake, that God was not smart enough to see that that possession, position, privilege, or pleasure should really have gone to us instead.  “What a foolish, short-sighted, ignorant, stupid God!”

2.  Or coveting may be an attack upon God’s power.  “God was unable to deliver the goods.  It should have been mine, but God could not make it happen.  God is weak; God is no real help; God is no god at all.”  


3.  Or coveting may be an attack upon God’s love.  “If he loved me, it should have been mine.  But God is cruel.  I wanted it.  He knew I needed it.  I asked for it, worked for it, sacrificed for it, but God gave it to another instead.  God is mean and vindictive.”  


B.  It’s hard to say those words, because they are utterly blasphemous, injurious to the glory and reputation of the Most High.  But, in fact, that is the true nature of coveting.  It is an attack upon the majesty of God.  It denies his wisdom, power, and/or love.  

CONCLUSION


The antidote to covetousness is also its opposite.  It is to cultivate the Christian grace of contentment.  Contentment is peace of heart with respect to your circumstances.  

It comes first from submission and trust.  It says to the Lord, “I know you are all wise and all powerful and that you love me with perfect love.  I don’t know how you will use my circumstances for my good, but I trust you, and I will submit to your sovereign will.”  


Contentment also flows from the honesty of humility.  Contentment acknowledges what we deserve from the Lord for our sin.  It is expressed in the first vow of membership, for example, 


“1. Do you acknowledge yourself to be a sinner in the sight of God, justly deserving His displeasure, and without hope save in His sovereign mercy?”

After that, whatever I receive from the Lord starts to sound pretty good after all.  

And contentment comes from gratitude, as a habit practicing the grace of continually thanking God for every blessing.  When you “count your blessings and name them one by one,” not only will is surprise you what the Lord has done, it will also leave you little time for coveting what the Lord has done for others.  


And the real key to contentment is found in Hebrews 13:5.  In fact, I would encourage you to open your Bible to see it for yourself.  “Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for he has said, ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’”

To be free from coveting, in this case from the love of money, we must be content with what we have.  And what precisely does this verse tell us that we have? ‘I will never leave you nor forsake you.’  We have the Lord himself!  He has given himself to us and he will never leave us nor forsake us.  We have the Lord and all good things in him.  So be content in the Lord! 
    5 ¶  “If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the dead man shall not be married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband’s brother shall go in to her and take her as his wife and perform the duty of a husband’s brother to her. 6  And the first son whom she bears shall succeed to the name of his dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out of Israel. 7  And if the man does not wish to take his brother’s wife, then his brother’s wife shall go up to the gate to the elders and say, ‘My husband’s brother refuses to perpetuate his brother’s name in Israel; he will not perform the duty of a husband’s brother to me.’ 8  Then the elders of his city shall call him and speak to him, and if he persists, saying, ‘I do not wish to take her,’ 9  then his brother’s wife shall go up to him in the presence of the elders and pull his sandal off his foot and spit in his face. And she shall answer and say, ‘So shall it be done to the man who does not build up his brother’s house.’ 10  And the name of his house shall be called in Israel, ‘The house of him who had his sandal pulled off.’ 11  “When men fight with one another and the wife of the one draws near to rescue her husband from the hand of him who is beating him and puts out her hand and seizes him by the private parts, 12  then you shall cut off her hand. Your eye shall have no pity.

    13 ¶  “You shall not have in your bag two kinds of weights, a large and a small. 14  You shall not have in your house two kinds of measures, a large and a small. 15  A full and fair weight you shall have, a full and fair measure you shall have, that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you. 16  For all who do such things, all who act dishonestly, are an abomination to the LORD your God. 17  “Remember what Amalek did to you on the way as you came out of Egypt, 18  how he attacked you on the way when you were faint and weary, and cut off your tail, those who were lagging behind you, and he did not fear God. 19  Therefore when the LORD your God has given you rest from all your enemies around you, in the land that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance to possess, you shall blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven; you shall not forget.

    1 ¶  “When you come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance and have taken possession of it and live in it, 2  you shall take some of the first of all the fruit of the ground, which you harvest from your land that the LORD your God is giving you, and you shall put it in a basket, and you shall go to the place that the LORD your God will choose, to make his name to dwell there. 3  And you shall go to the priest who is in office at that time and say to him, ‘I declare today to the LORD your God that I have come into the land that the LORD swore to our fathers to give us.’ 4  Then the priest shall take the basket from your hand and set it down before the altar of the LORD your God. 5  “And you shall make response before the LORD your God, ‘A wandering Aramean was my father. And he went down into Egypt and sojourned there, few in number, and there he became a nation, great, mighty, and populous. 6  And the Egyptians treated us harshly and humiliated us and laid on us hard labor. 7  Then we cried to the LORD, the God of our fathers, and the LORD heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. 8  And the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great deeds of terror, with signs and wonders. 9  And he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. 10  And behold, now I bring the first of the fruit of the ground, which you, O LORD, have given me.’ And you shall set it down before the LORD your God and worship before the LORD your God. 11  And you shall rejoice in all the good that the LORD your God has given to you and to your house, you, and the Levite, and the sojourner who is among you.

    12 ¶  “When you have finished paying all the tithe of your produce in the third year, which is the year of tithing, giving it to the Levite, the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, so that they may eat within your towns and be filled, 13  then you shall say before the LORD your God, ‘I have removed the sacred portion out of my house, and moreover, I have given it to the Levite, the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, according to all your commandment that you have commanded me. I have not transgressed any of your commandments, nor have I forgotten them. 14  I have not eaten of the tithe while I was mourning, or removed any of it while I was unclean, or offered any of it to the dead. I have obeyed the voice of the LORD my God. I have done according to all that you have commanded me. 15  Look down from your holy habitation, from heaven, and bless your people Israel and the ground that you have given us, as you swore to our fathers, a land flowing with milk and honey.’

Calvin

Nor covetous man, who is an idolater.  "Covetousness," as he says in another place, "is idolatry," (#Col 3:5), —not the idolatry which is so frequently condemned in Scripture, but one of a different description. All covetous men must deny God, and put wealth in his place; such is their blind greediness of wretched gain. But why does Paul attribute to covetousness alone what belongs equally to other carnal passions? In what respect is covetousness better entitled to this disgraceful name than ambition, or than a vain confidence in ourselves? I answer, that this disease is widely spread, and not a few minds have caught the infection. Nay, it is not reckoned a disease, but receives, on the contrary, very general commendation. This accounts for the harshness of Paul’s language, which arose from a desire to tear from our hearts the false view.

___________________________________________
Q. 79. Which is the tenth commandment?
A. The tenth commandment is, Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's house, thou shalt not covet thy neighbour's wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor anything that is thy neighbour's. [a] 

[a]. Ex. 20:17; Deut. 5:21 

___________________________________________
Q. 80. What is required in the tenth commandment?
A. The tenth commandment requireth full contentment with our own condition [a], with a right and charitable frame of spirit toward our neighbour, and all that is his [b]. 

[a]. Ps. 34:1; Phil. 4:11; ITim. 6:6; Heb. 13:5 

[b]. Luke 15:6, 9, 11-32; Rom. 12:15; Phil. 2:4 

___________________________________________
Q. 81. What is forbidden in the tenth commandment?
A. The tenth commandment forbiddeth all discontentment with our own estate [a], envying or grieving at the good of our neighbour, and all inordinate motions and affections to anything that is his [b]. 

[a]. I Cor. 10:10; Jas. 3:14-16 

[b]. Gal. 5:26; Col. 3:5 

___________________________________________

Q. 147. What are the duties required in the Tenth Commandment? 


A. The duties required in the Tenth Commandment are:  such a full contentment with our own condition,(1) and such a charitable frame of the whole soul towards our neighbor, as that all our inward motions and affections touching him, tend unto and further all that good which is his.(2) 

Q. 148. What are the sins forbidden in the Tenth Commandment? 


A. The sins forbidden in the Tenth Commandment are:  discontentment with our own estate;(1) envying,(2) and grieving at the good of our neighbor,(3) together with all inordinate motions and affections to anything that is his.(4)

Your neighbor gets the job you wanted, makes the team you wanted to make, marries the man or woman you wanted to marry, lives in the house you wanted to live in, receives the praise you wanted to receive.  

A.  God’s Word contains both his Law and his Gospel.  These serve very different functions, but all for our great benefit.  Generally speaking, God’s Law tells us what God demands but we cannot supply.  And his Gospel tells us that God in Christ himself supplies what he demands.  

God’s Law tells us that he demands perfect obedience from the heart, that is, that we love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, that we obey him flawlessly in our thoughts, words and deeds, and that we do all that he commands and refrain from all that he forbids.  And, of course, there is none righteous, no not one; all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; and all we like sheep have gone astray.  


But the Gospel tells us that there was One who did keep God’s Law, flawlessly, from the heart.  He did everything that God commanded and avoided everything that God forbid, in thought, word, and deed, with perfect love for God and for neighbor.  And that One was the Son of God, Jesus Christ.  He then also died to serve the sentence of death we deserve for our sins, in our place.  And so, in Christ, God has supplied all that he demands:  we are reconciled to God on the basis of Jesus’ blood and righteousness, his atoning death and perfect life.  


B.  So both of these, the Law and Gospel, are necessary for us.  We have been studying God’s own commentary on his Law for some time now in Deuteronomy 6-26.  And let me briefly remind you of how helpful and blessed God’s law is to us.  


1.  The Law shows us God’s exacting severity.  “Pretty good” is not righteousness, but sin.  “Our best” is not what God requires but is in fact riddled with sin and offensive to God.  And “being sincere” is not what God demands.  In fact, if we will gaze long enough into God’s Law, we will find that we are not even all that sincere!  And this slays the last traces of our self-righteousness and drives us even closer to Christ. 


2.  God’s Law shows us his wisdom.  We see not only his moral perfection, but the great sense of his plan, the goodness of goodness and the great harm and evil of wickedness, and we are moved to even greater worship to our Lawgiver and King.

3.  God’s Law reveals the awesome wonder of Christ’s holiness.  C.S. Lewis once said that he never knew how sinful he was until he set about with serious purpose to live a holy life.  We can all echo that notion:  try to obey God and you see you wicked you really are, how deeply entrenched is this sin principle.  But Jesus Christ was perfectly holy, from the heart.  This loveliness moves us to deep affection for Christ, to love both him and holiness itself.  


4.  God’s Law shows us the hope of glory.  As perfect as God’s standard is, and as wretched as we are in falling short, in Christ we share this hope that God is perfecting us into this perfectly holy character, that in glory we will be these beautiful creatures of holiness and perfection, fully healed from the heart.  This moves us to joyful hope that someday by God’s grace we will be complete and perfected, and to press on to that completion here in this life.


5.  And God’s Law reveals the beauty of his Church, at least in her design and ultimate perfection.  All human institutions and organizations are miserable because they are composed of wicked and self-serving sinners.  But the church is a community of grace and hope and healing, of people who are beginning to live together in this new life, according to the new and perfect standard of God’s Law.  This was to be the example of Old Covenant Israel, though they never even came close to this idea.  But this is becoming a reality, though imperfectly, in Christ’s church.  And we are moved to love the church and serve in its gathering and perfecting worth.  


So tonight in our study of God’s commentary on his Law, we examine his counsel on the ninth commandment, you shall not bear false witness against your neighbor, or, stated positively, you shall tell the truth.  And as we hold up the jewel of the ninth commandment, the facet that we focus on this evening is that aspect of honesty which is justice or fairness to others.  

I. JUSTICE IN INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITY


A.  Plainly stated, the ninth commandment requires that only the guilty, and no one else, should be punished for their wrongdoing.  “16  “Fathers shall not be put to death because of their children, nor shall children be put to death because of their fathers. Each one shall be put to death for his own sin.”  It was common, apparently, to wreak vengeance not only on a guilty person, but on their family as well.  But honesty, fairness, justice requires that only the guilty person shall suffer for what they have done.  And in our courts of law, innocent family members of criminals, even the worst of criminals, are not penalized.  This would also apply to our attitude toward these innocent family members.  They should not be stigmatized or discriminated against.  And, of course, this would forbid prejudice against groups of people, against ethnic minorities or against women, for example, as unfair bias against those who might be guilty only by association. 


B.  Bible scholar Allan Harman notes that “For specific sins there is no family or corporate responsibility.”  And this raises an interesting question.  Many conservative Christians warn that Americans are going to suffer for their sinful ways, and that God will call America as a nation to account for their sins.  Does this mean that on judgment day all who are or who have been Americans will be gathered together and charged with America’s sins? I think not.  

Take the sin of abortion on demand.  Suppose you have a family that is pro-life, that actively prays and works to make it illegal in our land, and supports efforts to help women in problem pregnancies.  And their neighbor family is solidly pro-abortion, always votes for pro-abortion candidates, and several of those family members have either had abortions or have paid for abortions.  Does that mean on judgment day, since both families are “Americans” they will be condemned together when God judges America?  Or is God judging me right now because I am an American, and American condones sin? Is God frowning on me? Does God thus not answer my prayers?  That would seem to violate God’s own law.  


The Apostle Paul was a Roman citizen.  Yet the Roman government was guilty of idolatry, of cruelty, of permitting infanticide, and of sponsoring death as entertainment in the gladiator’s arena.  Will Paul as a Roman citizen be lumped together will all other Romans of his day and charged with these sins?


What we do find, though, is that there are natural consequences to our associations.  If sin blossoms in our land, we all are exposed to its shame.  When the wicked prosper, the righteous are vexed by it.  In a pro-death culture, everybody’s life and dignity are cheapened.  This is not perhaps the active judgment of God against America, but rather the sad and natural consequences of unchecked sin.  And this should be quite sobering to us.  

II. JUSTICE TO THE DISADVANTAGED.


A.  God’s Law also provides for justice to the disadvantaged.  Three categories of people who might be easy to ignore or exploit are mentioned.  

17  “You shall not pervert the justice due to the sojourner or to the fatherless, or take a widow’s garment in pledge, 18  but you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you from there; therefore I command you to do this. 

19  “When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it. It shall be for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, that the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. 20  When you beat your olive trees, you shall not go over them again. It shall be for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. 21  When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, you shall not strip it afterward. It shall be for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. 22  You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I command you to do this.

B.  The three groups that are most easily ignored or exploited are the sojourner, the fatherless (not merely the orphan), and the widows.  The sojourner was the foreigner, a Gentile, who was living in Israel for a time as a temporary resident, without becoming a part of the community.  They were “outsiders” and therefore vulnerable to the bigotry of the insiders.  The fatherless included orphans but also those children who did not have a father-protector.  In that male-oriented society, the men were responsible for their families, their wives and children, widowed mothers, and unmarried sisters.  Women and minors had to be legally attached to some adult male relative as a part of a household.  That meant that the fatherless or the widowed would be particularly vulnerable to unscrupulous treatment.  


Their well-being was to be safeguarded in two ways as an application of the law of honesty as justice.  First, they were not to be discriminated against in a court of law or in economic situations.  And secondly, they were to be provided for by the commonwealth of Israel as we have seen already.  The “welfare system” in Israel was that farmers and vineyard owners were to be a bit careless in harvesting, to take the abundance of the crop, but to leave the corners of the field or the second picking of the fruit to the disadvantaged.  So generosity was a matter of justice.  


C.  And the reason for this is mentioned twice. “but you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you from there; therefore I command you to do this.” (vs. 18 and 22).  They were hopeless sojourners, the disadvantaged in Egypt, and God came to their aid.  So they were to do the same to the disadvantaged in their land.  


Christians are to be merciful, to repay the Lord’s love to the needy, for precisely the same reason.  We were the lost, disadvantaged, fatherless in a foreign land, and God has rescued us in Christ.  So we are to be merciful to others.  

III. JUSTICE TO THE GUILTY.


A.  Honesty in the form of justice also refers to the fair punishment of the guilty.  “1 “If there is a dispute between men and they come into court and the judges decide between them, acquitting the innocent and condemning the guilty, 2  then if the guilty man deserves to be beaten, the judge shall cause him to lie down and be beaten in his presence with a number of stripes in proportion to his offense. 3  Forty stripes may be given him, but not more, lest, if one should go on to beat him with more stripes than these, your brother be degraded in your sight.”

Notice the careful attention to due process.  This is not a matter of hot-blooded revenge, but careful, deliberate justice.  Yet even the dignity of those who have been declared guilty is to be safeguarded as a matter of fairness or justice.  If it involves corporal punishment, it must be limited to only forty lashes or strokes of the cane.  In practice, it was limited to only 39 lashes lest they lose count and transgress the letter of the law.  


B.  In our day, the opposite has more often been the case.  Punishment for crime has been lacking for the same reason:  to supposedly safeguard human dignity.  It is said to be undignified to apply corporal punishment to offenders.  And it is supposedly more dignified to attempt to rehabilitate offenders, to treat their crimes as mere mistakes or perhaps a form of mental illness that requires, not justice, but therapy.  For the most part these attempts at rehabilitation have been unsuccessful, and the rate of recidivism quite high.  What is more dignified, according to the Bible, is to treat human beings as responsible moral agents capable of doing right or doing wrong, and to allow those who do wrong to “pay their debt to society,” not through pointless, prolonged incarceration and therapy, but through working off their crimes to make restitution to their victims.  


C.  Even capital punishment for those guilty of willful murder is a matter of human dignity.  Chuck Colson, the founder of the very successful prison ministry called Prison Fellowship started out as an opponent of capital punishment.  He thought he would have to take that position if he wanted to minister effectively to prisoners, especially to death row inmates.  But through prolonged and careful consideration, he changed his thinking and now favors capital punishment for willful murder.  He noted that to treat murders as anything less than responsible moral agents capable of committing terrible crimes, by imagining that they were somehow sick or not responsible was to treat them as less than human.  It was to de-humanize them, in fact, and prevent them from taking responsibility for their crime, by rendering their life as an act of justice.  So honesty, fairness, justice, requires that the penalty fit the crime that that no more and no less than justice be served.   

IV. JUSTICE TO THE FAITHFUL WORKER.  


A.  The last line of this section refers to justice for work animals.  4 “You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain.”  Grain was harvested on the stalk in sheaves.  When it was fully dried it would be threshed for storage.  An ox would be lashed to a post and walk in a continuous circle.  The sheaves of grain would be placed under his feet and crushed, separating the grain from the stalk and chaff.  Now the grain would be mighty tempting for the ox, and it would be a dirty trick to tie a muzzle on his mouth so that he could not enjoy some of the fruits of his labors.  Honesty as justice extended even to domesticated animals so it seemed.  


B.  But the Apostle Paul gives us the fuller sense and application of this text in 1 Corinthians 9:      


“3 ¶  This is my defense to those who would examine me. 4  Do we not have the right to eat and drink? 5  Do we not have the right to take along a believing wife, as do the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas? 6  Or is it only Barnabas and I who have no right to refrain from working for a living? 7  Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard without eating any of its fruit? Or who tends a flock without getting some of the milk? 8  Do I say these things on human authority? Does not the Law say the same? 9  For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.” Is it for oxen that God is concerned? 10  Does he not speak entirely for our sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the crop. 11  If we have sown spiritual things among you, is it too much if we reap material things from you? 12  If others share this rightful claim on you, do not we even more?”

Likewise he writes in 1 Timothy 5:    “17 Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. 18  For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages.”

John Calvin insists that justice to faithful workers is the true intent of this text:  “Paul, declares, that God had no other design in delivering it than that the laborer should not be defrauded of his just hire, for, when he is speaking of the maintenance to be afforded to the ministers of the Gospel, he adduces it in proof of his case. And, lest any should object that there is a difference between oxen and men, he adds, that God does not care for oxen, but that it was said for the sake of those that labor. Meanwhile, we must bear in mind, that men are so instructed in equity, that they are bound to exercise it even towards the brute animals; for well does Solomon magnify the injustice, whereby our neighbor is injured, by the comparison; "A righteous man regardeth the life of his beast." (#Pr 12:10). The sum is, that we should freely and voluntarily pay what is right, and that every one should be strict with himself as to the performance of his duty; for, if we are bound to supply subsistence to brute animals, much less must we wait for men to be importunate with us, in order that they may obtain their due.”
CONCLUSION

So here in the Law, we see once again the glory of God’s wisdom to require justice as a matter of honesty.  And we the beauty of Christ, who in every way fulfilled this truth.  We see our higher calling to be people who are honest and fair, as well as our hope that someday we will be made complete in all these perfections.  And finally, we see the great blessing of the church as the company of the people who love the truth and live in honesty and equity.  And we are spurred on to live lives of justice as the redeemed people of God.  


16  “Fathers shall not be put to death because of their children, nor shall children be put to death because of their fathers. Each one shall be put to death for his own sin. 

17  “You shall not pervert the justice due to the sojourner or to the fatherless, or take a widow’s garment in pledge, 18  but you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt and the LORD your God redeemed you from there; therefore I command you to do this. 

19  “When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back to get it. It shall be for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow, that the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands. 20  When you beat your olive trees, you shall not go over them again. It shall be for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. 21  When you gather the grapes of your vineyard, you shall not strip it afterward. It shall be for the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow. 22  You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I command you to do this.


1 ¶  “If there is a dispute between men and they come into court and the judges decide between them, acquitting the innocent and condemning the guilty, 2  then if the guilty man deserves to be beaten, the judge shall cause him to lie down and be beaten in his presence with a number of stripes in proportion to his offense. 3  Forty stripes may be given him, but not more, lest, if one should go on to beat him with more stripes than these, your brother be degraded in your sight. 

4  “You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain.

(

A.  One of the tasks of translation is to consider the various shades of meaning of some words and deciding from context which was intended by the author.  Some words have a wide semantic range.  That is, they have several meanings.  
Take the important word “true” for example, so central to the ninth commandment:  “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor,” or basically, “tell the truth.”  We have thus far considered this from the aspect of truth vs. falsehood.  The ninth commandment, as we have seen, establishes the foundation of truthfulness in a philosophical sense.  Since we are commanded to tell the truth, there must be truth, it must be knowable, and we must be able to communicate it in a reliable manner.  


B.  But the word “true” has other meanings as well.  I can recall a carpenter friend of mine, for example, who spoke of his table saw.  “It doesn’t matter the cost or the brand name of the saw,” he said.  “What really matters is if it is true or not.”  And of course he did not mean that the saw could offer propositions which were lies, but rather, did it cut a straight line? Was its ripping fence and miter guide accurate?  That is a different meaning to the word “true.”  Others will speak of a “true” friend.  Again, this does not exactly refer to a friend who is able to make accurate statements so much as someone who is loyal or faithful.  And that is another aspect of the word “true.”   In fact, the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language lists no less than 14 different shades of meaning to the word “true.”


C.  So in God’s own commentary on the ninth commandment, he explains to us several of the practical ways we re not to bear false witness against our neighbor, or to speak truthfully to and about our neighbor, and most of these refer to being fair or just.  And tonight we will look at three aspects of dealing fairly with our neighbor.  


As we’ve said often, Deuteronomy 6-26 is God’s commentary on his own Decalogue or Ten Commandments which he repeats in chapter 5.  And this commentary runs in a consecutive, orderly fashion, 1-10.  It may be a bit difficult for us to discern the breaks between the commentary on the commandments, what with all the chapters and verses.  The chapter and verse markings, you may recall, are not original to the text but were added later by the church father Jerome in the fourth century, and sometimes he did not get them quite right.  Instead of marking off chapters and verses, the original authors used other markers, and one of them, as we saw, is called inclusio.  A section is bookended with the same idea or theme at the beginning and the end.  So the commentary on the eighth commandment begins in 23:15 with a command against restricting the freedom of a runaway slave, and it concludes in 24:7, with a similar command against the far worse enslaving of a fellow Israelite through kidnapping, both of these a form of man-stealing.  

I. FAIR CRITICISM OF LEADERS.


A.  The new section begins with a reference to leprous disease, and especially a plea to remember Miriam.  “8  “Take care, in a case of leprous disease, to be very careful to do according to all that the Levitical priests shall direct you. As I commanded them, so you shall be careful to do. 9  Remember what the LORD your God did to Miriam on the way as you came out of Egypt.   Now what does this have to do with telling the truth or with being fair to others?  Good question.  Let’s consider Miriam’s brush with leprosy back in Numbers 12.    


“1 ¶  Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman whom he had married, for he had married a Cushite woman. 2  And they said, “Has the LORD indeed spoken only through Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?” And the LORD heard it. 3  Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on the face of the earth.

    
“4 ¶  And suddenly the LORD said to Moses and to Aaron and Miriam, “Come out, you three, to the tent of meeting.” And the three of them came out. 5  And the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud and stood at the entrance of the tent and called Aaron and Miriam, and they both came forward. 6  And he said, “Hear my words: If there is a prophet among you, I the LORD make myself known to him in a vision; I speak with him in a dream. 7  Not so with my servant Moses. He is faithful in all my house. 8  With him I speak mouth to mouth, clearly, and not in riddles, and he beholds the form of the LORD. Why then were you not afraid to speak against my servant Moses?” 9  And the anger of the LORD was kindled against them, and he departed.

    
“10 ¶  When the cloud removed from over the tent, behold, Miriam was leprous, like snow. And Aaron turned toward Miriam, and behold, she was leprous. 11  And Aaron said to Moses, “Oh, my lord, do not punish us because we have done foolishly and have sinned. 12  Let her not be as one dead, whose flesh is half eaten away when he comes out of his mother’s womb.” 13  And Moses cried to the LORD, “O God, please heal her—please.” 14  But the LORD said to Moses, “If her father had but spit in her face, should she not be shamed seven days? Let her be shut outside the camp seven days, and after that she may be brought in again.” 15  So Miriam was shut outside the camp seven days, and the people did not set out on the march till Miriam was brought in again. 

Now what has that to do with not bearing false witness or being fair to others? The answer is obvious.  Miriam’s unjust criticism of Moses is an example par excellance of bearing false witness against your neighbor.  So is all unjust criticism of leaders.

B.  And that is quite relevant to our day, isn’t it?  I happen to listen to some talk shows, especially those of a more conservative political bent.  And, of course, there is very vocal and almost continual criticism of our current president.  I have some serious concerns about some of our politicians.  But the question is:  Is this criticism fair? Is it true? Or is it sometimes an example of “bearing false witness” against your neighbor?

Of course the killing of Osama Bin Laden has dominated the news, and every aspect of it has been examined under a microscope.  And one of the controversies has to do with whether or not to release into the public the photographs of Bin Laden’s body, ostensibly to demonstrate that he really is dead.  This is a true controversy.  On the one hand, if you don’t release the photos, some will suspect a cover-up and conspiracy—is he really dead? On the other hand, if you do release the photographs, will it seem like gloating?  But the point I want to make is that with some of the talk shows, it seems like no matter what the President decides to do, it will be wrong.  And that does not seem fair to him.  It is, in my opinion, an unjust criticism, bearing false witness against a leader.  


C.  And we must strive to be completely fair with respect to our leaders.  Moses was not perfect or blameless.  He could be criticized for his mis-steps, that is not the point.  Was the criticism fair? Was it honest and right?  “9  Remember what the LORD your God did to Miriam on the way as you came out of Egypt.”
II. FAIRNESS TO THE NEIGHBOR.


A.  Another aspect of the ninth commandment is fairness to one’s neighbor.  “10  “When you make your neighbor a loan of any sort, you shall not go into his house to collect his pledge. 11  You shall stand outside, and the man to whom you make the loan shall bring the pledge out to you. 12  And if he is a poor man, you shall not sleep in his pledge. 13  You shall restore to him the pledge as the sun sets, that he may sleep in his cloak and bless you. And it shall be righteousness for you before the LORD your God.”

We have already considered under the eighth commandment in Deuteronomy 23, “You shall not steal,” that an Israelite was not to charge interest on a loan to a fellow Israelite (unless, it would seem, it was a business loan in which the brother was using another’s money to make a profit).  Here there is a further explanation of being true or fair to a poor neighbor to whom you have loaned something.  First, you are to respect his private property and not enter his home to take a pledge from him.  But you are to take a pledge, collateral for the loan.  This way you do not disrespect him, but you do help him to be honest and make sure he pays the loan back to you.

B.  The other aspect of fairness is that if this pledge is his cloak, then it is to be returned overnight.  Some may have been so poor that their only real possession of any value was their overcoat.  In the semi-desert climate of Palestine, the days would be plenty warm, but the nights would get chilly.  So if you took his overcoat in pledge for a loan, you were to return it to him that he might keep warm through the night.  But he was to surrender it again in the morning, a continual reminder of the debt and a help for him to be honest and pay back his loan.


C.  Notice the intensely personal aspect of care for the poor neighbor.  By meeting morning and evening, there was the continual close contact, perhaps even a kind word and a mutual prayer for this brother in need.  Before big government stepped in and became surrogate father for the poor as it has tended to do in the last few generations, care for the poor in our land used to be personal like this to a great extent.  It was more of a hand up then a hand out.  So notice the careful attention to fairness:  not simply throwing impersonal money at a poor person, but a daily contact with accountability to ensure that the poor were cared for but also lifted up to become responsible, productive people.  That’s true fairness and economic justice:  personal care with constant contact and accountability.
III. FAIRNESS TO THE HIRED WORKER.


A.  There were bosses and workers, employers and employees in ancient Israel as well.  And the ninth commandment called for fair treatment of workers as well.  The ninth commandment is perhaps the first labor law in history.  “14  “You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your brothers or one of the sojourners who are in your land within your towns. 15  You shall give him his wages on the same day, before the sun sets (for he is poor and counts on it), lest he cry against you to the LORD, and you be guilty of sin.”

The poor laborer was often living “paycheck to paycheck.”  Every day he must make his way to the market and purchase food (since there were no refrigerators).  Everything had to be purchased fresh.  But if his wages were held for a day or a week, what was he to do for his daily bread?  So in order to ensure fairness, the laborer was to receive an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s labor.  

B.  The immediate advantage of this was that he could eat that day.  But the long range advantage was, but this daily paycheck, to teach him the great reward of diligent labor.  He was immediately rewarded for his hard work, on the same day, “before the sun sets.”  That is an important lesson to learn.


I grew up on a dairy farm with lots of chores.  Now, in retrospect, there were not really enough chores for my brothers and me, and I wasted a lot of time.  My Dad almost never paid us for doing chores, nor even for special jobs like shelling corn or bailing hay.  He would often tell of times, working for his brother-in-law on the farm, when he would receive room, board, and a dollar a day (and in the winter when there was no field work, only room and board).  We understood that doing chores and helping with farm work was just part of belonging to a farm family, and I cherish those days in retrospect.  The one exception was when we would propose to go stick thistles in the pasture, half a cent a thistle, and I would always lose count and forget where I was.  It was a big pasture, but we could never make more than a dollar or so.  On the farm I learned to love to work, and often found work to be its own reward, looking back on a finished job with a sense of accomplishment.  

But as I grew older, I did some work for other farmers at times, mostly baling hay.  I usually got stuck in the haymow, stacking small squares, filling the mow from floor to ceiling, first with the elevator and at the end with the hayfork.  And I never really minded working for others as well, filling that haymow up with sweet-smelling hay.  But without fail, that neighbor-farmer, at the end of the day, would pull out his checkbook and sit down to write a nice check:  more money than I could imagine (thousands of thistles worth).  


C.  The point is that fairness, being fair to workers is not just about giving an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work.  Fairness goes deeper.  It is concerned for the development of the worker himself, not just his day-to-day physical well-being, but his or her development as a human being, growing up, growing mature, rewarding productivity, teaching the value of working.

CONCLUSION


And, in a way, all of this rebounds in blessing back on our heads.  Aren’t we all better when we speak honestly and truthfully about our leaders, justly praising when they do right and criticizing when they do wrong? The result will be not only better leaders, but a better reputation as a person who is truthful, honest and fair.


And aren’t we all better when we watch out for our neighbor, when we don’t just throw money at their problems, but meet with them to help them, but also to hold them accountable?  


And aren’t we all better when everyone learns both the intrinsic value of and the immediate rewards of work?  Aren’t we all enriched when everyone becomes productive?  

Social scientist Charles Murray speaks of a New Lower Class in our society:  “pleasant inoffensive folks who consume more than they produce.”  He sees this trend as a serious drain on our nation’s “social capital” “the spirit of volunteerism an association that has always set America apart.” And part of the cure is caring for one another with the kind of fairness we find in the ninth commandment.
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8  “Take care, in a case of leprous disease, to be very careful to do according to all that the Levitical priests shall direct you. As I commanded them, so you shall be careful to do. 9  Remember what the LORD your God did to Miriam on the way as you came out of Egypt. 

10  “When you make your neighbor a loan of any sort, you shall not go into his house to collect his pledge. 11  You shall stand outside, and the man to whom you make the loan shall bring the pledge out to you. 12  And if he is a poor man, you shall not sleep in his pledge. 13  You shall restore to him the pledge as the sun sets, that he may sleep in his cloak and bless you. And it shall be righteousness for you before the LORD your God.


14  “You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your brothers or one of the sojourners who are in your land within your towns. 15  You shall give him his wages on the same day, before the sun sets (for he is poor and counts on it), lest he cry against you to the LORD, and you be guilty of sin.


A.  If God commands us to tell the truth, then how can some, like the relativists, say that there is no absolute truth?  Or how can some, like radical postmodernists, say that truth is only whatever meaning you give to something:  truth is what you make it?  This command of God truly settles the matter for the believer.  It may not convince an unbeliever, but we need not join in the ignorance and confusion of the lost worldlings of our day and pretend that there is no truth or that truth cannot be known.


This becomes a great advantage for the believer.  Again, we may not be able to prove that there is truth to the non-Christian, but we can live knowing that there is truth, that we can know it, and that we can (and must) tell the truth.  By God’s mercy we can wisely live in a manner that corresponds with the world he has made.  


B.  And to finish up this discussion on the importance of truth telling, I want to draw a sabbatical number of conclusions from God’s command to tell the truth.  Seven is the biblical number of completion, so let’s consider seven implications from the ninth commandment.  

I. THERE MUST BE TRUTH.  


A.  Quite obviously, if God commands us to tell the truth, then there must be truth to tell.  Just as we saw with the eighth commandment, if God forbids us to steal what belongs to others, then there must be a right to private property.  If nobody owns anything, then it would be impossible to steal anything.  So since we are commanded not to steal, that implies that it is possible to steal, which means that some property must be owned, which assumes the right of private property.  

B.  Remember when we talked about syllo-gisms?  A syllogism is a device used in reasoning where you state two premises and draw a conclusion, a “therefore” based on them.  We use this kind of reasoning informally all the time, but it is very helpful in analyzing an argument someone may offer and testing its legitimacy.  If both of the premises are true and the reasoning is correct, then the conclusion will also be true.  For example, we said, 

1. All human beings must breath.   

2. I am a human being.  


Therefore, I must breathe.  


With the eighth commandment, the syllogism would be something like this: 

1. God forbids stealing.

2. To steal is to unlawfully take what another owns.


Therefore:  Some property must be owned.

And that has enormous implications which we’ve looked at before.  


The syllogism for the ninth commandment would be this: 

1. God requires us to tell the truth.

2. To obey God, there must be truth to tell.


Therefore:  There must be truth.  

II. WE CAN GENERALLY TRUST OUR PERCEPTION.

A.  To describe the wonder of some spectacle, people will sometimes say, “You won’t believe your eyes.”  Okay, but if you cannot believe your eyes, what can you believe?  Since God commands us to tell the truth, there must be truth, and we must be able to know and understand this truth so that we can tell it.  We certainly do not know all truth, and telling the truth means we admit that.  But we must be able to use our senses to be able to gather information and make statements which are accurate.  The way we take in information is through perception, through our senses:  what we see, hear, touch, smell, or taste.  


B.  The only exception to this would be if our senses or our brains were impaired in some way so that we could not accurately receive or process information.  For example, this week the police in some city were called because someone was fighting with a tree.  When they arrived, the man was indeed fighting a tree, pulling at its branches and arguing with it.  What you want to know is if the tree was fighting back.  That would be truly noteworthy.  But the man was intoxicated.  He was not in his right mind, and so he was hallucinating or imagining things.  The story is amusing because it is so absurd.  We all know that trees do not fight or argue with us.  

Can we trust our perception? Can we pick up two sticks, place them side by side, and declare with accuracy, “This one is longer than that one”?  Yes, generally speaking, of course we can.  We all must operate on this principle, or we would cease to function.  How else could we drive a car? What if there were an invisible boulder in middle of the road? Or what if the car itself were an illusion? If God commands us to tell the truth, the we must be able to trust our ability to know the truth.  
III. THE TRUTH CAN BE KNOWN BY ALL.


A.  There must be an objective reality that not only we can know, but that others can know as well.  If we are to tell the truth to others, then that message we relate to them must be something that they also can perceive and verify and agree with.  Now we are not talking about subjective matters like opinions:  I like onions or this painting or a certain brand of cola or this chair is too soft.  But when it comes to facts, there must be an objective reality.  This chair is made of plastic, not wood; the sun is shining today; that car is running; I left some groceries in the trunk.  These are all statements which can be verified, which are either true or false, and upon which honest, unimpaired people can come to agreement.  


Now if someone said that there was a lion in the church basement, the veracity of that statement might be doubted.  And some people might write it off as a bad joke and not even consider it to be true.  But it is a statement whose truth or falseness would not be in doubt if someone simply, cautiously investigated it.  So some might for whatever reason refuse to investigate the truth or even stubbornly deny the truth.  That does not absolve us from the responsibility to tell the truth, nor does it invalidate the truth.  

B.  But generally speaking, some truth can be known by all and agreed on by all.  And one of the reasons this is important is because we all live this way, and all civilization is based upon it whether this is officially acknowledged or not.  

Suppose you go to the grocery store meat counter and ask for a pound of hamburger.  And when you get it, you say, “Wait a minute, I asked for hamburger, this is broccoli.”  And suppose the worker calls the manager, and he says, “This is not a pound of broccoli, it’s two pounds of powdered sugar.”  And every customer and worker has a different opinion:  “It’s laundry soap,” “It’s cheddar cheese,” “It’s potato chips.”  All of this is crazy, because we all know the difference between hamburger and broccoli.  We all take the vast majority of knowledge for granted because we all trust our senses and our ability to perceive these things and we trust that others can do the same with nearly complete accuracy.    


C.  Even more important, we trust that truth can be known in very significant matters like law and trials.  “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”  What does that assume? It assumes that there is truth, that truth can be perceived and that all honest, reasonable people would agree with it.  If witness after witness testified that they saw the defendant rob that convenience store, the defense attorney would not present a strong case by rebutting each witness with “Well, that’s your opinion.”  

D.  And this has two strong implications for Christians.  First, we have nothing to fear from the truth.  The truth is on our side.  Hey, if what we profess is simply not true or if it can be proved untrue, then we ought not to believe it.  To be fearful of truth is a weak position, especially when the truth is on our side as strongly as it is.  


And second, what we really should be concerned about are those people who say there is no truth or that we cannot know truth.  They are wrong, but they are also quite difficult to reach because the message of the Gospel is a message that is true and must be believed on the basis that it is true.  We’ll say more about that in a bit.  

IV.  TRUTH IS PUBLIC, NOT PRIVATE.


A.  This has been another move by relativists and postmodernists.  They strive to push truth into the realm of the private.  “If truth is a matter of your private belief, then so be it.  But that is irrelevant to me because I have my own private beliefs that are just as valid as yours.”  


But if truth is public, if truth is not just for individuals, but for all people at all times, then I cannot ignore it.  That would be as foolish as ignoring the freight train bearing down on me as I sit lounging in the middle of the tracks.  


B.  One of the most shameful cop outs and conversation killers ever devised is this:  “That’s your opinion.”  That statement is the last resort of the person who has run out of arguments.  What this assumes is that truth is private, not public.  Your truth can only be your truth, and so even though what you say may make good sense and in fact be quite convicting, I can instantly make it all disappear with a wave of my hand and an invocation of the magic words:  “That’s your opinion.”  Meanwhile the train is charging down the tracks.  

But if God calls us to tell the truth, then there must be truth, and that truth must be more than simply opinion.  That truth must be public truth, not private truth.  In fact, all truth is public truth, or it is not truth at all.  

V.  TRUTH IS UNIFIED.


A.  And this leads us to the conclusion that truth is unified.  All truth is one.  All truth is God’s truth.  There is not some special truth for some but not for others.  There is no difference between scientific truth and religious truth.  If something is true it is true always and for all people and in all circumstances.  

B.  Many philosophers will resist this notion to the grave.  They will want to create a two storey universe and place some truths on the upper storey and some truths on the lower storey.  They will place facts, what we can know by measurement, on the lower floor, and this is the true knowledge, the public truth open to all.  And then there are spiritual truths which are not open to measurement, so they cannot be proved or disproved, and these belong on the upper storey.  And then, as my biology teacher so long ago argued, the upper storey stuff has no place in academics because this is a place of reason and learning, not imagination or faith. 

But when God commands us to tell the truth, he does not distinguish between the upper storey and lower storey kinds of truth.  So perhaps this upper and lower distinction is artificial.  And if much of the truth we are required to tell (like the Gospel, for example) is not completely verifiable in the laboratory or discoverable through nature, though in no way denying or contradicting what we discover through nature, then the distinction is not only artificial and unhelpful, but deceitful as well.  If we are commanded to tell the truth about God and the soul, then there is no distinction.  All truth is unified.  There is only one truth, not a scientific truth and a religious truth.  

VI. TRUTH IS REASONABLE.  



A.  Truth assumes the basic fundamentals and principles of reason and logic.  When Martin Luther was on trial for his life at the Diet of Worms, he was accused of teaching what was false because his teachings contradicted the rulings of popes and church councils.  And Luther agreed that his teachings did contradict popes and councils.  So when he was asked to recant or retract these views, he declared that unless he was convinced by Scripture and by plain reason, he would not recant.  

Now what did he mean? Was he agreeing with the philosophers that there were two sources of truth, scientific or reasonable truth on the one hand and Scriptural or religious faith on the other? Not at all.  What he meant simply is that truth makes sense.  All truth, whether it is taught in nature or the Bible follows basic laws of logic.  


B.  For example, one rule of logic is the law of non-contradiction.  If something is A, then it cannot be non-A at the same time.  If two statements contradict each other, both may be false, but both cannot be true.  Either it is or it is not.  That’s why the statement that all religions are the same is one of the most ignorant and foolish things anyone could say.  It is possible that all religions are wrong.  But it is not possible that all religions are right.  One of Luther’s main points of doctrine which he re-discovered from the Scriptures, for example, a truth that had long been forgotten or obscured, is to the very heart of the Gospel.  It is that we are saved by grace alone through faith alone:  salvation is purely a gracious gift of God to the undeserving.  Now if salvation is by grace alone, then it cannot logically be by our works as well.  

This law of non-contradiction is not taught by the Bible, but is assumed by the Bible.  Think of the prophet Elijah up on Mt. Carmel challenging the prophets of Baal.  And he declares to the people, “How long will you sit on the fence? If Baal is the one true God, serve him.  But if the Lord is God, then serve him.”  Notice what nobody said in response.  Nobody was foolish enough to say, “Can’t they both be the one true God?” Why did nobody say that? Because everybody understood the law of non-contradiction.  Neither the Lord God nor even Baal could be the one true God and not the one true God at the same time.  

Everybody understood that.  It would take postmodern, relativistic philosophers from our own day to say something really foolish as that:  “I think both are true. One could be true for you and another true for me.  You have your truth, I have my truth—can’t we all just get along? You believe the Lord is God—that’s your opinion.”  Not even ancient Israel was deluded enough to swallow such nonsense.  


Truth is reasonable.  Truth makes sense.  And when God calls us to tell the truth, others know the truth when they hear it.  

VII. GOD TELLS THE TRUTH AND REQUIRES US TO BELIEVE IT BECAUSE IT IS TRUE.
 


A.  Telling the truth is godly.  It is God-like.  That’s because God tells the truth. God’s commandments flow from his own character.  Numbers 23:19:  “God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change his mind.  Has he said, and will he not do it? Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it?”  God tells the truth.  Which truth? The knowable, public, unified, and reasonable truth.  The truth that corresponds to what is because it is true.  

He calls us to believe because it is true.  If it were not true, then God would not ask us to believe it, for God tells the truth and requires us to believe it because it is true.  What’s more, God said that when he sent a prophet, you could tell that their message was true either because what they said came to pass, or because of the evidence of a miraculous sign they performed.  And when Jesus began his public ministry, he performed numerous, undeniable, irrefutable miraculous signs as evidence, proof that he was God’s promised Messiah, the Son of God.  So God expects us to believe the Gospel because it is true:  you would have to work very hard to convince yourself that it is not true.  

B.  That’s the main reason why all this truth decay is so dangerous today.  It teaches us to treat biblical truth as though it were not really, actually, true.  So then Christianity is not really true, not really dependable.  It’s like the little boy in Sunday School asked to define faith.  “Faith,” he said, “is believing what you know is not really true.”  No, Christianity is to be believed BECAUSE IT IS TRUE, as true as any other demonstrable fact of nature or science or history or mathematics.  


Evangelism that is not based on the truthfulness of the Gospel is dangerous because it rests on a foundation other that truth.


“Become a Christian because we are such nice people.”  (Mormons are nicer.)


“Become a Christian because it is fulfilling. (Other things like drugs or success are also fulfilling.)


“Become a Christian because it will make you successful.” (So will getting an MBA.)


There is only one reason to believe the Gospel, and that is because it is true.  If a professing Christian does not really believe the Gospel is true, do they really believe?


Once again, this may not convince anyone else to believe it, but because you know this, you can live in the wisest way possible.  You can live in the only way that corresponds to the world we live in, because you know the truth. 
CONCLUSION


Listen, if Christianity is not true then don’t believe it, don’t spend another second on it.  Find some other reason for living, or not, but don’t waste your time chasing a fantasy.  Fantasy never helped anyone.  But if it is true, then abandon everything else and pursue Jesus Christ with all your heart.  Because it is true, there is truth, and we know this because God commands us to tell the truth.  
(
____________________________________________________________________________________________


