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“Catechism Review:  The Eighth Commandment:  
Respect Good Reputations—Be Truthful”


The Ninth Sunday after Pentecost						           August 2, 2009
Reverend Roger Klemz						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								      II Samuel 15:1-12
Epistle Lesson									      Ephesians 4:17-27
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 6:27-38


The commandment is:  “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.”  Luther’s Small Catechism gives this meaning:  “We should fear and love God so that we do not tell lies about our neighbor, betray him, slander him, or hurt his reputation, but defend him, speak well of him and explain everything in the kindest way.”  Think of the gift of speech and language and words.  The gift includes amazing powers and abilities.  I can say a word, it can be written down, and later read and people will know what was said.  The language of music can be written in signs and symbols, dots and lines.  Kerry can look at it and translate it all into the sounds we hear from the organ.  Communication is a powerful gift.  It is a powerful gift through which we can support and encourage, give and receive information.  The direction of the word from God is that we use the amazing gift to build and defend our good name, and our neighbor’s good name.  In the Large Catechism Luther wrote:  “Over and above our own body, spouse and temporal possessions, we still have another treasure—honor and good reputation.  We cannot do without these.  For it is intolerable to live among people in open shame and general contempt.”

The word, then, is “Be truthful!”  In speaking to or about each other, be truthful.  Use the powerful and amazing gift of language to build and support each other.  The negative side is this:  the use of the tongue, language, can be astoundingly destructive.

The Word from God has strong words about words:  James 1:26:  “If anyone considers himself to be religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.”  More from James (3:5-6):  “The tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts.  Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.  The tongue is also a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.  All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles, and creatures of the sea are tamed and have been tamed by man, but no man can tame the tongue.  It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.”  Jesus adds a sober warning:  “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in him, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in him.  But I tell you, that men will have to give account on the Day of Judgment for every careless word they have spoken.  For by your words you will be acquitted and by your words you will be condemned.”  (Matthew 12:35-37)

In Othello, Shakespeare, who knew a little bit about the use of language, said that a good name in man or woman is “the immediate jewel of their souls.”  As you heard from the Large Catechism, Luther considered honor and good reputation a treasure intolerable to lose.  This is a quote from Othello:  “Who steals my purse steals trash.  But he that filches from me my good name robs me of that which not enriches him, and makes me poor indeed.”  Words, the tongue, spreading rumors, speaking lies, can ruin reputations.  That can be, as Luther said, intolerable.  

My brother and I thought our father’s reputation was being robbed.  Uncle Herman and Pop could easily pass for each other.  People who didn’t know them well could confuse the two.  Uncle Herman spent more than a few nights each month in a bar along Lincoln Way.  He would sit at a table by a large window, where he could look out on the sidewalk, and was easily seen.  At school, kids would say, “Hey!  Saw your dad at Rex and Margaret’s last night!”  We would say, shout, “Did not!  Did not!”  One evening, walking home, we passed the bar.  Uncle Herman was there when we looked in the window—and he really did look like Pop.  When we walked the streets with him people would pass us, and say, “Hi, Herman.”  Our father would acknowledge them.  We would say, “Tell them.  Tell them you are not Herman.”  Pop smiled and told us not to worry about it.  He knew that it was really none of his business, or ours, what other people thought.  He taught us that our business was to establish our own reputation and name, and defend others when they needed defending.  Like choose your battles carefully.

I have told you before that about ten years later, when I had to borrow money to buy my first car, the local banker gave me a loan on the basis of my father’s reputation.  There was no other collateral.  His good name was not only a jewel for him, but for the whole family.  Our calling as the people of God is to be very strong in protecting that jewel for ourselves and for others.  We know that words have the power to hurt and destroy.

Children understand.  I ask confirmation classes what happens when they lie to parents, or friends, to a teacher—what is killed?  They quickly tell me:  “Trust.  We destroy trust.  It is really hard to get it back.  Don’t destroy your own reputation.  Don’t make people wonder, “Why should I believe you now?”

Another danger of telling lies is the truth that if we tell the same lie often enough, we will begin to believe it, and deceive ourselves.  There are times when even telling the truth can be damaging.  Luther, in speaking about other’s sins, said, “When you hear about sin, simply make your ears a tomb and bury it until you are appointed judge.”  You know what Jesus said to people ready to judge:  “If anyone of you is without sin, let him thrown the first stone.”  (John 8:7)  I see and hear more than a bit of stone casting in relationships . . . in families . . . maybe that are not huge rocks, or killing stones . . . but little pebbles, little remarks that begin to chip away.  I remember some couples who would make these snide little remarks to or about each other in public . . . sometimes they seemed like cute little digs, small inside jokes . . . both would laugh, and throw back response.  People around would join the snickers.  Little by little the remarks would become bigger stones, hurtful barbs.  Suddenly the damage seemed irrevocable—the marriage broken.

I remember a preacher in New Orleans who spoke of the man who came to work on Monday complaining about what was happening at his church—how “they” were doing all dumb things.  He talked about “them” in harsh terms on Tuesday, Wednesday . . . then on Friday he asked his co-worker to come to Church with him on Sunday.  The answer was, “Why should I want to meet `them’?”  

God’s answer is that in all relationships we should build one another up--lift each other--support the jewel of good name, good reputation.  Encourage each other, watch for chances to complement one another publicly.  Say good things about your family, you children, your grandchildren.  Say good things about your church, your congregation.  Say good things to your neighbor.  Say good things about your God.  Remind people that God’s reputation is for loving and giving, because we belong to Him.  That is our goal.

In Ephesians Paul speaks about building.  “Each of your must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor.”  (Also about his neighbor).  The reason is this:  FOR WE ARE MEMBERS OF ONE BODY.  We are together in this.  We belong to each other, and what is said about you does touch me.  God gave gifts to prepare people for service.  “So that the body of Christ may be built up, until we reach unity in faith and knowledge, and become mature, attaining the full measure of fullness of Christ . . . not tossed about by deceitful scheming . . . INSTEAD:  speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the head, that is Christ.  From him the whole body, joined together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love as each part does its work.”

We never stop growing, learning, developing.  Every day we are a work in progress.  God is not done with us . . . and we are not done building each other.  In Christ we have a God who declares himself for us.  Growing in our faith, we declare ourselves for him, by building each other up, by supporting each other in faith and life, and in the expression of new life in Christ.

One of my favorite poets is Ann Weems.  One of her books is on resources in worship—titled “Reaching for Rainbows.”  I read that astronauts in space, when they see on of God’s rainbows, they don’t see just the arc that we can see—they see the whole perfect rainbow circle.  From beginning to end, to endless end, God keeps his promise:  that is the symbol of the rainbow—a never ending circle.  This is from Paul’s opening statement in Titus, writing about the faith given in Jesus and “the knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness—a faith and knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time.”  Did you hear that?  We are given faith in God who does not lie.  That is the reputation of our God.  This is one of the Ann Weems verses on building each other, remembering the promises, defending each other, and growing in God’s grace.

		“If I could I’d write for you a rainbow
		And splash it with all the colors of God
		And hang it in the window of your being
		So that each new God’s morning
		Your eyes would open first to
			Hope and Promise.
		If I could, I’d wipe away your tears
		And hold you close forever in shalom.
		But God never promised
		I could write a rainbow,
		Never promised I could suffer for you,
		Only promised, I could love you.
		That I do.”





In Jesus and his love,
     his forgiving power,
          we can respect each other
               for who we are, for whose we are,
                    for what we have become in Him,
                         and what we can still be.
                              I like the reputation Jesus
                                    builds for us.

It makes a difference.  We have the Christian Symbol taped to our front door.  We also have a statement and a prayer that dedicates the home and family to God.  It makes a difference.  The other day a man ran the door bell.  He was from another persuasion.  He said to me, “It is good to see a home that acknowledges faith in God.”  He never tried to sell me anything, or convince me that I should listen to him.  He just said he was glad to see our faith expressed.

I, too, am glad.  I like the reputation Jesus builds for us; and that we can build and protect our reputation together.  Amen
