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“1. A false statement deliberately presented as being true; falsehood. 2. Something meant to 

deceive or give a wrong impression.” This, according to the American Heritage Dictionary 

Second College Edition of 1982, is part of the definition of the word “lie” when it is used as a 

noun. It serves as a starting point in our examination of the sin of lying, or as the ninth 

commandment has it, bearing false witness. 

 

It is clear from all of God’s Word that the sin of bearing false witness is a great evil. As 

we read in Proverbs 12:22a, “Lying lips are abomination to the Lord.” In Proverbs 6:16-19 we 

read of six things which the Lord hates and seven which are an abomination unto Him. The 

central hated sin is “a proud look.” And next are several evils which proceed from that root sin of 

pride, including “a lying tongue” and “a false witness that speaketh lies.” The inspired David 

writes in Psalm 101:7, “He that worketh deceit shall not dwell within my house: he that telleth 

lies shall not tarry in my sight.” 

Lying is a terrible sin for a number of reasons. First of all, it is a violation of the ninth 

commandment. We must understand that the ninth commandment (as well as the other nine) 

requires of us more than mere outward obedience. We do not obey this commandment by simply 

refraining from only speaking lies. When we examine our thoughts, we find that we are 

constantly breaking this commandment in our thoughts. Hardly a moment goes by when we are 

not rashly judging, slandering, or backbiting our neighbors within our thoughts. We are 

constantly sinning in our inward violation of the ninth commandment. 

Secondly, lying is a terrible sin because of who God, our Father, is. He is a God of truth. 

“He is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all his ways are judgment: a God of truth and without 

iniquity, just and right is he” (Deut. 32:4). From Psalm 33:4 we know that “the word of the Lord 

is right; and all his works are done in truth.” God hates the lie because it is contrary to His very 

being. When we lie, we do so against the God of truth, to whose image we are becoming more 

and more conformable (Heidelberg Catechism, Q & A 115). 

Thirdly, lying is a terrible sin because, in principal, all sin is the lie. When, for example, 

we take God’s name in vain in violation of the third commandment, we have created in our own 

minds a false reality concerning who God is. We have lied to ourselves about God and how we 

are to love Him. We sinfully say within ourselves, “God will not mind if we take His name in 

vain. It is no big deal. He does not really command that this sin is to be punished with death.” 

And so we are guilty of the sin of lying no matter what commandment we break, because in 

breaking these commandments we have constructed in our minds a false reality about the truth 

concerning God and what He requires of us. Within ourselves we pervert the truth about God 

into a lie which appeals to our sinful natures. 

We have our sinful natures because of the fall of our first father, Adam. Our first parents 

fell into sin through the instigation of the devil. The devil, according to John 8:44, is “the father” 

of the lie. In part that verse reads, “He was a murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the 

truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own: for he is a 

liar, and the father of it.” We must not underestimate the appeal of the lie within us. According to 

our old man we delight in the lie because we are the spiritual children of the devil. As long as we 

are alive, we are involved in a fierce struggle with the enemy of the lie within us. If we are 



honest with ourselves, we can see how easily and how often we fall into the sin of bearing false 

witness against our neighbor. When we fall into this sin, we demonstrate our hatred for the 

brother to whom or about whom we are lying. Once we have fanned the flames of hatred for the 

brother within our thoughts, our bearing false witness may take many external forms. 

As young people, it is a great temptation to lie to and deceive those in positions of 

authority. We may lie to our parents about where we have been or what we have been doing. We 

may deceive our teachers by cheating on a test or homework assignment. Let us remember that 

we can lie without even speaking a word. We do this when we deliberately conceal the truth 

about a matter or misrepresent the truth in order that we may deceive. We lie when we silently 

take credit for something which we did not do. We lie when we refuse to confess a sin which we 

have committed. 

And if we do not lie directly to those in positions of authority, often we are found lying 

about them so that we might ruin their good reputation. In the Catechism’s explanation of what is 

required in the ninth commandment, the sins of backbiting and slander are mentioned. A 

slanderer is one who spreads a lie about his neighbor with the intent that he may ruin his good 

reputation. We may think that if we damage the reputation of one in authority over us, we no 

longer have to submit to his authority and we are free to do as we please. A backbiter is one who 

spreads an evil report about his neighbor which is true or partly true. A backbiter may very well 

be speaking the truth about his neighbor, but once again, he is doing so with the intent of 

smearing the name of his neighbor. He does not speak that truth in love for the neighbor. Quite 

often we are motivated to backbite against a neighbor in the hopes that by lowering his name, we 

may have a higher standing. Both the slanderer and the backbiter are guilty of violating the ninth 

commandment, even though the backbiter may be speaking the truth. This is true because the 

positive requirement of this commandment is that “I defend and promote, as much as I am able, 

the honor and good character of my neighbor” (Q & A 112, Heidelberg Catechism). Sometimes 

promoting the good character of a neighbor means concealing an unflattering incident in that 

neighbor’s life. 

As we have mentioned before, we find that we delight to live in the lie when we are 

living according to our old man. In our new man, we cannot lie. Colossians 3:9,10 explains this 

truth: “Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds; And have 

put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created him.” 

Ephesians 4:22-25 explains this more and emphasizes the activity of the new man. When we are 

putting on the new man, “which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness,” we 

“speak every man truth with his neighbor.” When we live out of the new man we love the truth 

about God and we speak it. Likewise, we love our neighbor and speak the truth to him and about 

him. 

It is a fierce battle which we experience within ourselves between the old man and the 

new man. It is true that, in principle, that old man is defeated. However, as long as we are alive 

on this earth we must put down that old man. A section of the Canons of Dordrecht explains how 

sometimes we can fall deeply into sin when we are not putting down the old man, but living 

according to its lusts. God can sometimes allow us to fall deeply into the sin of lying also. Article 

4 of the Fifth Head of Doctrine reads: 

Although the weakness of the flesh cannot prevail against the power of God, who 

confirms and preserves true believers in a state of grace, yet converts are not always so 

influenced and actuated by the Spirit of God, as not in some particular instances sinfully to 

deviate from the guidance of divine grace, so as to be seduced by, and comply with the lusts of 



the flesh; they must, therefore, be constant in watching and prayer, that they be not led into 

temptation. When these are neglected, they are not only liable to be drawn into great and heinous 

sins, by Satan, the world and the flesh, but sometimes by the righteous permission of God 

actually fall into these evils. This, the lamentable fall of David, Peter, and other saints described 

in Holy Scripture, demonstrates. 

It is a frightening thing to witness one who has been given over to the sin of lying. What 

started out as one lie to hide another sin, soon becomes a stack of lies and an elaborate web of 

deceit. So perverted can the reality of a liar become, that he is able to speak the lie and seem to 

be fully convinced in himself that it was the truth. The sin of lying is not something to be toyed 

with. 

“Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds” (Col. 

3:9). Do not indulge that old man by speaking a few “white lies.” Don’t think that you can begin 

to walk down the slope of deceit and not fall into the pit. Put on the new man which loves God 

and the neighbor and delights to speak the truth. By faith we do speak the truth in love. When 

living out of the new man we grow in our love for God and in our love for our fellow members 

of the body of Christ. And when we love God and the neighbor, we love the truth and speak of it 

and confess it. 

 

Psalter 24, verses 1 & 2 

 

Who, O Lord, with Thee abiding, in Thy house shall be Thy guest? 

Who, his feet to Zion turning, in Thy holy hill shall rest? 

He that ever walks uprightly, does the right without a fear, 

When he speaks, he speaks not lightly, but with truth and love sincere. 

 

He that slanders not his brother, does no evil to a friend; 

To reproaches of another he refuses to attend. 

Wicked men win not his favor, but the good who fear the Lord; 

From his vows he will not waver, tho’ it bring him sad reward. 
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