White lies are born of compassion and empathy. Pastor Cynthia Huling Hummel, living with Alzheimer’s, said to her congregation: “please lie to me — especially if the truth upsets me... you have my permission to lie. If it makes you feel better, call it ‘therapeutic fibbing.’ Trust me, God will understand.…Validate my feelings versus correcting me with facts. If I say that I had salmon for breakfast, don’t try and set me straight with the truth…Does my eating salmon or oatmeal for breakfast really matter in the grand scheme of things? Is it really worth arguing about and upsetting me?...You are never going to win and will only succeed in making [me] feel worse — and for what? So that you can be right?… Instead of a confrontation about what I did or did not have for breakfast, we could have a conversation.…I don’t need to be right, just loved… Treat me with kindness, dignity, and respect, and we should get along just fine. For my happiness, peace, and comfort, and especially in times of great distress, please lie to me.” 

Writing about the benefit of white lies versus real lies, Barabara Field says: “Scientists call these well-intention falsehoods prosocial lies. These differ from antisocial lies, which are told for personal gain. According to research, prosocial lies can actually build trust and a sense of benevolence between people.” 

The ninth commandment, however, deals with the more serious, damaging, hardcore lies; the antisocial lies that break relationships and disrupt community life. We all know the difference between a well-meaning falsehood and a vicious lie. We all know the difference between a compassionate untruth meant to protect feelings and a bald-faced lie which is deliberately deceptive and damaging to someone. So, if we know the difference, why bother discussing what everyone already knows? Because a review of the ninth commandment is a wellness checkup for our soul. It is like the annual teeth cleaning; unpleasant, but vitally important. 

German philosopher Immanuel Kant said, “By a lie, a man... annihilates his dignity as a man.” Kant  held inflexible views on the morality of lying. For instance, Kant proposed that it would be morally wrong for a man to lie to a murderer about the whereabouts of his wife, daughter, or mother. Many consider Kant’s views outrageous, full of “repellent fanaticism” and bad temper. But Kant does make at least one interesting point we should consider. Kant argued that we have a moral duty to tell the truth because lying undermines the principle of universality, which is the principle that some things are always true, everywhere, and regardless of cultural conditions. For example, if lying became an acceptable norm, trust and communication would become impossible and society would break down. 

We have laws against perjury and bribery because we want a judicial system where the truth is always heard. Honesty is critical to justice and a thriving economy. Honesty is also the prerequisite of social and cultural cohesion. A community that functions smoothly relies on trust and honesty. Lying erodes trust and leads to a breakdown in social norms. Continual deception harms relationships, institutions, and social bonds. And there is the problem of the slippery slope: If it is okay to lie in some situations, it will become difficult to draw clear lines between what are morally justifiable lies and unjustifiable lies. This can lead to moral confusion and ethical inconsistency.

What Does the Bible Say? Moving away from Kant and back to Scripture, the Bible says of lying, “Just don’t do it.” Colossians 3:9 - “Do not lie to one another.” Proverbs 14:25 - “One who utters lies is a betrayer.” Psalm 120:2 - “Deliver me, O LORD, from lying lips, from a deceitful tongue.” Proverbs 19:9 - “A false witness will not go unpunished, and the liar will perish” Proverbs 12:22 - “Lying lips are an abomination to the LORD.” Exodus 20:9, the ninth commandment: “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.” We are commanded not to lie.

Yet, the Bible is rife with liars. The Patriarch, Jacob, was a sneaky scoundrel: he stole his twin brother’s birthright, and with his mother’s help, lied to his dying father to receive a blessing.  When the Israelites invaded Canaan, one of the Hebrew soldiers, Achan, stole some of the “devoted things” recovered from a recent raid, a violation of the eighth commandment (not to steal). To cover up his crimes, Achan broke the ninth commandment as well. Achan forgot the verse that says: “Be sure your sin will find you out” (Numbers 32:23). God revealed Achan’s deceit, then Achan and his family were stoned to death (see Joshua 7).

One of my favorite examples is found in Acts 5. Ananias and Sapphira, a devout married couple, sold a piece of property and made a sizeable donation to the church. But they lied about the true value of the land. The apostle Peter got wind of it and confronted them: “Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit?…You did not lie to us but to God” (Acts 5: 3-4). Confronted with their lie, Ananias and Sapphira both had cardiac events and died on the spot. So, we might say that lying is hazardous to our health!

A study published in the journal Nature Neuroscience (2016) showed that our brains adapt to dishonesty. The more we engage in self-serving dishonesty, the more likely that behavior will increase with repetition. Small acts escalate into bigger transgressions. That is as good a reason as ever to stop lying. Even seemingly innocuous lies can become a habit, like second nature. In fact, it may become easier than being honest. Sparing people’s feelings and pretending you are less flawed than you are, can be very enticing.

Telling too many lies may also result in not getting the help you need. For example, saying "I'm fine," seems like an innocuous fib, but it masks the fact that you may be struggling on many fronts. This may preclude others from suggesting you get mental health counseling or you yourself from realizing that you could benefit from therapy. [By the way: around our house “FINE” stands for freaked out, insecure, neurotic, and emotional!]

Evidence shows that Americans average about 11 lies per week. Anita E. Kelly, PhD, professor of psychology at the University of Notre Dame discovered during her research that participants who reduced lies and tried to live more honestly reported improved relationships and better mental and physical health. Honesty and total transparency are the best policies after all. As the embodiment of truth, Christ bled and died to take away our false testimony, gossip, slander, and our failure generally to speak the truth. 

Thus, as his disciples, we are to keep watch over what we say. James reminds us that the tongue is a fire, a world of unrighteousness (James 3:6), that will corrupt the whole body if left unchecked. Second, because God is both sovereign and the source of all truth, we are to trust God and God’s Word. God is reliable and God’s promises cannot fail. Jesus prayed for us, saying: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). Lastly, we are to study and know the truth “which will set you free” (John 8:32). This truth is embodied in Jesus, so we should cultivate a deeper knowledge of Jesus and His truth, letting “the word of Christ dwell in [us] richly” (Colossians 3:16). 

Jesus came into the world “to bear witness to the truth” (John 18:37), and the world rejected Him and scoffed at Him. But His sheep know the voice of their Good Shepherd, and they follow Him. He gives them eternal life, and no one will snatch them from His hand. We, too, bear witness to the truth in a world that desperately needs the Savior, a world that needs the voice of the Shepherd who leads them to the green pastures of His transformative grace. May we love, speak, and walk in God’s truth, that we may glorify God and enjoy God forever.

Prayer: Almighty God, we come before You today to ask for the gift of honesty. Help us to always speak the truth, act with integrity, and be transparent in all our dealings. May our words and actions reflect Your goodness and righteousness, and may we be shining examples of your truth to those around us. We ask this as disciples of our faithful Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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Mason Locke Weems was a pastor who made his living, in part, by lying. Born in Maryland in 1759, Weems was an Episcopal priest and a traveling bookseller. Weems talked to people, finding out what they wanted to hear, and he gave it to them. Weems was a literary genius, writing historical vignettes that presented fictitious stories as fact. It was Weems who invented the famous story about George Washington cutting down his father’s cherry tree with a hatchet. Even though he admitted it was made-up, Weems included the story in his largely fictional biography The Life and Memorable Actions of George Washington (1800). The public didn’t care; they loved Weems’ works. For decades, The Life of Washington outsold every book in the United States except the Bible.

Weems habitually broke, the ninth commandment: “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor” (v. 9). Weems made a good living by choosing to lie, fib, prevaricate, deceive, manipulate, dissemble, fudge the truth, play fast and loose with the facts, and equivocate. But people loved Weems’ stories! So then, it was okay for Weems to fib a little, right? After all, he was just making a living, and no one got hurt.

Lying isn’t always bad. It would be a lie to say that lying is always morally and ethically wrong. For example, everyone knows that a well-placed lie is vital to the longevity of a marriage. When your significant other asks whether a dress makes them look fat or if the blue jeans make their butt look big (their words, not yours), you know that this is not a question of fashion sense, color, cut, or design. No, that question is aimed at gauging how long you wish to stay together! You have two choices. You can tell the honest-to-God truth and risk a breakup, or you can lie because you know the lie will preserve the relationship. To speak frankly in such a situation would be hurtful, tactless, boorish, cruel, and stupid. [The correct answer to that question is always, “I love how you look in that outfit!”] 

We call these “little white lies”: “little” to diminish their power, and “white” to convey a pure motive. White lies are not meant to harm, but rather to save face and feelings. White lies are told to protect others or to avoid awkward social situations. A white lie can smooth things over. By contrast, real lies are self-serving and told to cause pain or discomfort for others. The ninth commandment refers to lies which are devious, hurtful statements made “against our neighbor.” On the contrary, white lies are not against anything; they are pro-cooperation, pro-sensitivity, pro-tactfulness. As Mary Wilson Little puts it, “politeness is half good manners and half good lying.” 
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