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Telling the Truth 

Exodus 20:16 

By John Roy 

Pelham Road Church 

 

The irony occurred to me on Tuesday. The scripture, depending on the version you read, is 3 or 

5 words. I held in my hand, a message I wrote in August that was ten pages long. Ten pages 

covering these simple words---“Do not bear false witness” or “Do not lie.” 

 

So I threw it out, it was way too much. 

 

A simple scripture deserves an equally simple message. 

 

Our constitution begins, “We the people of the United States in order to form a more perfect 

union.” For the Hebrews, their constitution begins, “And God spoke all these words," which is 

the opening line of the ten commandments. Before the ten commandments were spiritualized, 

they functioned as the LAW for the nation of Israel. A similar listing older than the ten 

commandments had been used to organize the Mesopotamian society. So “Do not bear false 

witness” was the law of the land, it was an important cog in making a society function. 

 

Next to not murdering and not stealing is “don’t bear false witness.” Taking life, taking 

possessions, and deceiving people were equally destructive to the fabric that binds humans 

together. They were important building blocks to forming a society if you could not depend on 
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people, to tell the truth, how could you make a decision, or evaluate an opportunity. From 

banking to health, the implications were and are limitless.  

  

I imagine you remember the financial meltdown of 2007 and 2008. Moody's and S&P two 

companies who rate the bond industry gave triple-A ratings to mortgage deals that should have 

received a lower score. These companies, when asked to defend these decisions, did not say 

they lied to the public. Telling us a bond is AAA when it is less is not lying; to them, it is 

competing for market share. Did you hear that they changed the words, they did not admit to 

lying, but they did lie. Just because you don't say, the word does not mean you did not do it.  

  

This rating made it possible for even conservative investors to buy securities backed by 

subprime loans that later turned out to be risky. These conservative investors turned out to be 

teachers unions in Ohio and California, charities registered in New York and Mississippi. When 

the housing market collapsed, losses on those bonds spread everywhere and deepened the 

crisis, costing teachers, police officers, and receptionist billions of dollars. Let's not lose our way 

with the word "investor." These investors were school teachers of 40 years, fireman of 30 

years, and charities that support children's hospitals. These investors would not have invested 

in these bonds if the two agencies had told the truth. It’s not only important to tell the truth, 

but we should also expect the truth to be told to us. Try staying married when one party lies. 

None of us surround ourselves with liars. Employees that lie lose their jobs. We expect that our 

banks and doctors are telling us the truth, but in this case, Moody was bearing false witness. 

  

Exodus 20:16, "Thou shall not lie 

In meetings reported by the Wall Street Journal, Justice Department officials, citing internal 

company emails, have pressed former Moody's executives on whether the firm compromised 

standards to win business. 

  

Moody's had "inadequate models and methodology" to gauge the risk of subprime mortgages 

and exhibited a "relentless drive" to win market share, said Phil Angelides, the former state 
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treasurer who led the bipartisan Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission. The 10-member bipartisan 

commission concluded that credit-rating firms were "essential cogs in the wheel of financial 

destruction." I remind you this happened because they lied. That’s why it is listed with stealing. 

This lie stole money from retired police officers, construction workers, and teachers, causing 

some to return to the workforce. 

  

On top of the Justice Department's probe, the attorneys general from Connecticut and 

Mississippi also have lawsuits pending against Moody's. The truth should be a bi-partisan issue, 

and for us, it is a Christian issue. 

  

Market share is another way of ignoring objective facts. Moody's believed market share was 

more valuable than the truth. Financial destruction is what happens when the truth is 

secondary in importance. We need the truth; without it, we become fragile. Christianity, 

capitalism, democracy, and families are broken without the truth. Keep in mind ---teachers, 

firefighters, not Wall Street Billionaires, lost significant portions of their savings. 

 I hope this story helped us understand why the truth matters. It is not abstract; there are real-

world consequences when we lie or when we are lied to. Bad things happen when Bond rating 

companies lie, bad things happen when preachers lie, bad things happen when we allow lies to 

go unchecked, bad things happen when we lie to our spouse, and bad things happen when we 

lie to ourselves. 

We need a revival. A revival of the traditional value of truth-telling. Spoken in love, but refusing 

to participate in the culture of deception. 

I’ve told this story once before, so I am sorry if you don’t like repeats. 

Walking around and seeing these trees for two weeks has had a profound spiritual effect on 

me. I found a picture of my mom and dad and put them on the tree in the gathering space. I 

have thought intensely and obsessively about the spiritual legacy they have left me. I was 

reminded of one of these stories as I examined the trees this week. 
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My dad was a service manager at a Ford dealership. These days a service manage wears a 

sweater vest and punches numbers into a computer. My dad was not that kind of service 

manager. He wore a mechanics jumper to work. He made the assignments, and he got the cars 

out on time, but make no mistake; my dad was a grease monkey. He was more service than 

manager. 

In the 70’s you may remember that a car odometer could be turned back to reduce the 

mileage, to sale the car, and deceive the buyer. Today not so much. But it was common practice 

in those days to turn odometers back on used cars to “gain market share.” 

 

The owner of the dealership came to my dad and said, “F.A. {that was his name} you’ll need to 

turn the used cars' odometers back.” Dad said (the story was passed on to us by our Uncle, and 

later confirmed at dad’s funeral by a man who worked with dad) “I can’t do that. That man is 

laying his money down for a car; if I deceive him, I’ve lied to him. And you have stolen from him 

if we turn the odometers.”  

 

“F.A. quit your preaching; it’s not against the law.” 

 

Dad said, “Don’t confuse legal with ethical. I am going to treat people the way I would want to 

be treated. I would not appreciate being lied to, so I will not lie to make a sale.” 

 

“F.A., turn them back.” 

 

As an adult, I can appreciate what’s going on here. Mr. Lewis, the owner, knows he’s got my 

dad over a barrel. He knew under normal circumstances dad would never do this, but Mr. Lewis 

believed my dad was in a tough spot and would comply. Mr. Lewis had all the leverage. 

 

I’ll explain. My dad was 52. My brother was a freshman at the University of Alabama. My sister 

was 14. And I was 2. A newborn and a college kid. I’m sure Mr. Lewis was thinking, “F.A. is no 

fool, he doesn’t want to be unemployed with all that he’s got going on.” 
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On Friday, Mr. Lewis paid dad another visit. “F.A., get those odometers turned back today or 

don’t bother coming to work Monday.” I can hear the wisdom of dad’s co-workers. “Just do it, if 

he fires you, the next man will do it, and you’ll be unemployed.” 

 

Dad went to his office Friday afternoon and took down all his framed certifications, removed his 

family pictures, and cleared out his belongings from the desk. He left that day and never 

returned. 

 

I’m sure they got somebody to turn back the odometers, but his name was not Roy. 

  

There will always be the excuse, “But everybody is lying.” “Everybody bears false witness. The 

question for us ---is, will we add our name to the list?  

It’s not merely a matter of us not lying; it’s also us not accepting it as the standard operating 

procedure. Can you imagine the type of society we would have if lying were rewarded? 

 

I don’t often hold up a bible—like this. Although I hear a lot of preachers do it. I come from a 

line of people who don’t hold it up and say things like God said it, I believe it, that settles it. I 

come from a tradition that says I believe it enough to practice it. 

 

It’s about time don’t you think. We need to either shut up about believing it or actually believe 

it enough to practice it. 

 


