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Q.112. What is required in the ninth commandment? 
A. That I bear false witness against no man, nor falsify any man's words; that I be no backbiter, nor 

slanderer; that I do not judge, nor join in condemning any man rashly, or unheard; but that I avoid 
all sorts of lies and deceit, as the proper works of the devil, unless I would bring down upon me the 
heavy wrath of God; likewise, that in judgment and all other dealings I love the truth, speak it 
uprightly and confess it; also that I defend and promote, as much as I am able, the honor and good 
character of my neighbor. 

 

Strictly speaking, the simple meaning, the surface meaning, of the ninth commandment is that we 
shall not bear false testimony in judgment of others whether it be before the official magistrate, or in 
private life and personal conversation. The surface meaning of the ninth commandment is that we shall 
not give false testimony when the neighbor is judged.  

But in a general way, the catechism, in treating the ninth commandment, treats all sorts of lies, 
deceit, backbiting, and slander. And by way of implication, it goes on to condemn everything in the heart 
from which lying arises, the dark fountain from which lying pours forth. It is that which the catechism 
calls the proper work of the devil; and it underlies all sin, but especially with respect to the sin of the 
ninth commandment.  

This is true for various reasons. In the first place, in John 8:44, it is said: that the devil is a liar, and 
he abode not in the truth, because there is no truth in him; when he speaks a lie, he speaks of his own: 
for he is a liar and the father of it. In the second place, it is true because that is the meaning of his name, 
since the lie is the sin that most directly connects us to our spiritual father, the devil. In the third place, it 
is because sin had its beginning in the lie. Without the lie, the beginning of sin would have been 
impossible, and inconceivable. In the fourth place, it is because all sin is really a lie. To have another god 
is a lie. An image of God is a lie. To curse with respect to the name of God is a lie. And so we can go on 
through the whole Decalogue. The lie is simply the proper work of the devil. And so finally, the 
catechism calls our attention to the positive side of the ninth commandment by pointing out that briefly 
in this, that we are to speak the truth in love. 

Theme: The Ninth Commandment:  Honoring the Neighbor’s Name 

1. Its General Meaning 

2. Its Specific Application 

3. Its Positive Demand 

1. General Meaning  

As we have seen, there is a certain truth of God that lies at the basis of all the commandments. 
Doctrine and precept, confession and walk, the truth of God and the law of God are closely related and 
are interdependent, because God’s truth and His justice are one in Him. So that each one of the 
commandments contains a certain truth upon which it is based. To briefly sum up, we found that God is 
one and that therefore we may have no other gods before Him. God is infinitely glorious, and therefore 
we may not attempt to compress Him within the limits of any creaturely image. He is holy, and His name 



 250 

must create within us reverence and fear. He is a God of perfect rest, and our Sabbath must be a 
reflection of that rest. God is the sole keeper of all authority, and we must respect His authority as it 
comes to us in the powers and magistrate. God is love, and we must reflect that love of God, and 
therefore we shall not kill. He is the perfect covenant God, and His covenant life is reflected in marriage, 
therefore we shall not commit adultery. He is the sole Lord and owner of all things, and we must walk 
before Him as stewards, and with all things seek the things that are above. And so also, there is a truth 
underlying this ninth commandment. And then we can easily understand that the truth on which this 
commandment is based is that God is truth.  

God does not only speak the truth, but He is truth. When we say that God is truth, we mean in the 
first place, that He is solely reality. All in God is real. He never deceives. There is nothing deceiving in 
God. God is always all that He is. That is why scripture says that they that put their trust in Him shall 
never be put to shame. That God is truth means, in the second place, that He knows Himself as He is. 
God has a conception of Himself, and God’s conception concerning Himself is always in harmony with 
His reality. God always knows Himself as He really is. In other words, there is no error in God. In the third 
place, God loves Himself, and therefore He always speaks the truth.  

Furthermore, we must understand that God is the truth in the antithetical sense. That is, He 
conceives of Himself as the truth in distinction from the lie. God can conceive of the lie. He can conceive 
of the lie and hates it. He can think of sin and hate it. And He conceives of the lie and hates it. God is the 
truth antithetically. And further, God created us in Him image, also in this respect. That means that man 
is not the truth, but is a reflection of it. That is, we have a conception of God and of reality. We are so 
created that we can conceive of the truth antithetically. Man was so created, that he could also conceive 
of the lie. He could know the truth and love it, and he could conceive of the lie and hate it.  

That man, who was so created that he loved the truth in distinction from the lie, sinned and 
became a liar. And to that man the ninth commandment comes and says: thou shalt not bear false 
witness against thy neighbor. And the general meaning is that God forbids us here to lie. The distinction 
has been made between the deliberate lie, and the untruth. And the distinction must be made at least, 
between the logical untruth, and the lie. If for example, when working a problem I make a mistake and 
the result of my mistake I have a wrong answer to the problem, and I put down that wrong answer, that 
answer is an untruth. Or when I have been wrongly informed about something, and I do not know it, and 
I am called upon to testify, and I present that wrong information, I speak a lie. But in the sense of the 
ninth commandment, and of the 43rd Lord’s Day, I do not speak a lie in such cases.  

The catechism and the ninth commandment, speak of the moral, ethical lie. But that does not apply 
to religious untruths. False doctrine, heresy, is not an untruth, but the lie. But in the ethical sense, the lie 
is this. I know the truth. But I hate that truth for some reason. Whether that be for personal reasons, or 
for something else, makes no difference. And hating the truth, I make another construction of that 
concerning which I know to be the truth. That is the lie in mind. And when I present that construction 
that I have made as the truth, then I am a liar. That is the ethical lie.  

The lie is a question of love. It is a question of love of the truth. Now then, in that sense of the 
word, in the sense that we know the truth and hate it, and therefore make another construction of it, 
and present that as the truth, in that sense, we are all liars. In that sense, there is not an honest man 
anywhere. We are all by nature liars. We are by nature so depraved that we hate the truth and love the 
lie. That is why it is so easy to lie. It is easy to lie. And the reason is that we carry the instrument for lying 
around with us. We carry around with us a lying tongue and a deceitful heart. By nature, all men are 
liars. That does not mean that man always lies. It does not mean that man always lies in the sense that 
he never presents the truth. Neither does it mean that he is under the influence of a certain grace, 
causing him to speak the truth. But it means that he does not speak the truth for God’s sake. When he 
does not lie, it is because of other considerations concerning himself or society. But, he is a liar. And he 
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lies every time he thinks it best. When it suits him better, for some reason or another, to speak the 
truth, he will speak it. When there is no occasion to lie, man will speak the truth. Why shouldn’t he? 
Why shouldn’t he speak the truth if there is no occasion to lie.  

Man, however, will not speak the truth for God’s sake. Man is a liar. He is a child of the devil. And 
that applies to everyone. I am not speaking of particular liars. Then we could go to work and say that 
was a good sermon for brother so and so. I am not speaking of particular liars. There are occasional liars 
and habitual liars. I am not speaking of these habitual liars. But we must understand that we all carry 
that lying nature about with us, and by nature, we are all liars, every one of us. That is due to the fact 
that sin has its beginning in the lie. And it has its origin in the lie. Sin has its origin in the lie of the devil. 
God said, “Thou shalt not eat of that tree, and the day that thou eatest thereof, thou shalt surely die.” 
That was the truth. That was the truth of God. But the devil said: thou shalt not die, but when thou 
eatest of it, thou shalt be as God. And the devil said that, not because he did not know the truth, but 
because he hated it. And knowing the truth and hating it, he constructed the lie. In other words, he 
constructed the situation as he wanted it to be. And as he wanted it, God must have nothing to say. That 
is the lie of the devil.  

To that lie man turned. What happened to man when he forsook the truth and accepted the lie? 
For that is what man did. Man knew the world of reality, he knew God, and he knew himself as the 
servant of God. But the devil came and pictured to him an imaginary world, the world of the lie. And 
what happened? Did man make a mistake? When the devil pictured to man the world of the lie, and 
turned the world of reality upside down, what happened? Does it mean that he can no more logically 
distinguish between the truth and the lie? That is not the case. It is true that a man can lie to himself 
long enough that he comes to believe his own lie. And in certain generations, the lie can so develop, that 
the result is that they can no more distinguish between the truth and the lie. But although that is true, 
what happened in paradise is not that Adam and Eve could not distinguish between the truth and the 
lie. Sin is no error. Sin is no ignorance. Knowledge is no virtue. What happened is this. Man knows that 
God is good, that He is truth, and that He is reality. But, with all his heart, man turned away from the 
truth to the lie. The lie is not a matter of error, but of hating the truth. That is what scripture means 
when it says that man is a liar. Man turned to the lie. Not by mistake. Adam and Eve did not make a 
mistake. They did not honestly err. No, they knew the truth. It was not a logical error, but an ethical 
turning. Sin did not have its beginning in confusion, but in the lie. And man turned to that lie. And man is 
a liar. He never speaks the truth concerning God. And when he develops his lie, he comes to such things 
as Atheism. He always construes things in such a way that he is somebody. And he lies about himself. He 
does so everywhere. He does so in his preaching, in his books, in his schools, in all that he does. And 
because man is such a liar, he is a liar concerning his neighbor. Because he is a liar concerning God, and 
concerning himself, he is a liar concerning his neighbor. That is where the ninth commandment takes 
hold of him and says: thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor. 

2. Its Specific Application 

The lie manifests itself in different forms. The principle is, love of the lie concerning the neighbor. 
But it becomes manifest in different forms.  

The worst is the pernicious lie. That is the lie with the intent to destroy. And under that form, there 
is first of all, the false testimony in judgment, whether before the world, or before the Church. When 
you bring a case before the Church, and you know that the case cannot stand the test of the light of the 
truth, and you nevertheless present the case, because you hate the truth concerning that case, and 
present it in a false light, then you are guilty of this form of the lie. In the world you have this pernicious 
lie in presenting false accusations, or false testimony, or in defending that false testimony. In that form 
of testimony, wherein in accusing, or in witnessing, or in defending such testimony, you seek to destroy 
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the neighbor, you have the pernicious lie. We have a glaring example of this in Christ’s accusers. The 
world construes the lie concerning Christ, and then they crucify Him.  

Under that pernicious lie is to be classed all flattery. That seems to be the opposite. But with 
flattery, we mean to destroy the neighbor. In flattery, your purpose is self. Under that form of the lie, 
you have all slander and backbiting, which are the proper works of the devil. Backbiting and slander 
have this in common, that both have the very nature of the serpent. Like a serpent, they sneak up 
behind someone and bite his heal. Both the backbiter and the slanderer attack their victim from behind. 
They dare not speak to his face. A man that does not want to face you is seeking your evil. It makes no 
difference whether he speaks the truth about you or not, if he spreads an evil report concerning you, 
and will not face you, he hates you. And the difference between the two is this. The backbiter 
sometimes reports what is true, while the slanderer is always a liar. And who in the Church; who of us 
can put his hand in his bosom and pull it out clean?  

Backbiting and slander are so the works of the devil, that they are directly instilled by him. To that 
form belongs all deceit. The world is full of that. And the world knows it. That is why they do not trust 
each other. The world knows so well that men are liars, that it does not trust anyone. You need 
witnesses, and signatures, and the oath, because the world knows that men are liars. So it is also in the 
Church. And sometimes it is worse in the Church. Because of the antithesis, it seems sometimes as if the 
very antithesis in the Church stirs up the old lying nature. Under that pernicious lie, belongs all gossip. 
You know how it usually goes. We come together and we do not know what to say, and we do not want 
to keep still, and so we begin to gossip. We are too sick to talk about spiritual things, and so we talk like 
the world. We have nothing worthwhile to talk about, and we cannot sit around like dummies and say 
nothing, and so we pick out someone and talk about him. And these things take on so many forms. 
Sometimes it is only a shake of the head, or a smile. When someone speaks well of another, we kind of 
smile at it. All are the works of the devil and have their root in the fact that we have turned away from 
the truth and have accepted the lie.  

But there are other forms of the lie. There is the sportive lie. That is the lie in order to be 
interesting, to be amusing. That form of the lie is often defended. Someone tells all kinds of things about 
himself, or others, that are not so, just to be interesting, or amusing. Jesting and sporting, he lies. 
Everybody knows he lies, but he lies just to entertain and to be interesting.  

Another form of the lie is the so-called beneficent lie. Someone lies, not with the intent to destroy, 
but with the intent to save. It is the lie used to reach a good purpose, a lie, which is a means to an end. 
So, for example, Rahab lies in order to save the spies, a 0form of the lie us usually defended on the basis 
that the end justifies the means. So the lie of David, when he scratched on the walls and feigned 
insanity, is defended. But the lie is never to be defended. Scripture does not defend it. God is a God of 
truth. All lying is because we do not trust the truth. And scripture admonishes us to speak the truth and 
to trust in God for the rest.  

And then there are our conventional lies, which also are often defended by Christians. We say to 
someone, I am pleased to meet you, when in our heart we say, I wish I had never seen you. There are 
Christian people that say this is alright. But that is not so. It is perfectly alright to tell anyone to his face 
that you hate him, rather than cover it up with a mask of convention. Or if we dare not tell him to his 
face, let us bend the knee before God and confess our sin, and ask Him to remove our hatred and 
malice. But let us put off the mask of convention.  

And so we are all liars by nature. We carry our lying nature with us. We lie with our whole makeup. 
We lie with our tongue, with the eye, with the attitude we assume. We lie almost all the time. We do 
not show ourselves as we are. Some people laugh when they ought to be crying, and they cry when they 
ought to be laughing. Some people will shed tears, when at heart they are laughing. The ninth 
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commandment is one of the most violated of the commandments. 

3. Its Positive Demand 

Therefore, the positive truth of this ninth commandment is, speak the truth one with another in 
love. Speak the truth in love, just as you speak the lit in hatred. So that the conclusion is, always speak 
the truth.  

But does the ninth commandment, in its positive form, demands of us that we always speak all the 
truth, at all times, and everywhere? God forbid. That is not so. When you speak, you must speak the 
truth. But you do not have to speak all the truth, all the time, and everywhere. It is not even Christian to 
do so in the sinful world. When we shall be in heaven, we can speak all the truth, all the time, and 
everywhere; but not in the sinful world. When a brother sins, I do not have to speak the truth 
concerning that brother’s, sin always and everywhere.  

And therefore this ninth commandment comes to us with this positive demand, that we shall speak 
the truth in love. And love keeps still fully as often as it opens its mouth. Love frequently keeps still 
when hatred speaks. And to speak the truth in love certainly means that when we are called upon to 
testify, that we do so loving the truth. In the second place, it means that, being all liars, we have nothing 
to boast of over against the brother. In the third place, that we apply this general principle, that we 
defend the name of the brother and promote his honor and good character. That we never do by 
nature. That we only do when our sins have been blotted out and the lie has been rooted from the 
heart.  

Therefore, this is in principle true in the Church. To speak the truth in love cannot be learned. There 
is only one thing. The Church is the body of Him that is the truth. Jesus Christ, the Son of God became 
flesh and revealed unto us the Father. And not only did He reveal the Father unto us, but He also atoned 
for our sins, so that if we have sinned, we have an intercessor with the Father. And there is no sin so 
great, but the Church has been washed of it by the blood of Christ. But that is not all. Jesus, who paid for 
all our lies, sent the Spirit of truth, and that Spirit of truth dwells in the Church. The love of God has been 
shed abroad in the heats of His people and they love Him, and all that is of Him.  

But although we know that we have been delivered from the lie, we know also that there is still a 
principle of that old nature in us, and we heed the admonition of the Apostle: put off the old man, and 
put on the new man, and speak every man the truth with his neighbor. Knowing we have only a small 
beginning of this obedience, it is necessary to hold before us this ninth commandment. Don’t send the 
law away, but listen to her warning note. And taking this ninth commandment in the light of the New 
Testament, it becomes this: Beloved, speak the truth in love. 

 


