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Numbers 30:1-4                   “An Absence of Deceit”                        R.P.C. 
Matthew 5:33-37                                                                      March 9, 2014 
                                             Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    When did it all begin … all this deceit? When did it become acceptable to “put a 
spin” on something that is unequivocally false to make it palatable and seemingly 
true? Maybe lying and deceit are just a part of fallen human nature, but it seems 
to me to be much more prevalent in our age and culture. Could it be that through 
the media we have just become that much more aware of it, so that now we need 
‘truth meters’ to check the facts? 
    Maybe it all started with Enron and books that were “cooked” while investors 
lost millions in retirement saving. Soon after we heard of the insider trading of 
Martha Stewart, and of a pyramid scheme of Bernie Madoff. Meanwhile, major 
league hitters were suspected of using steroids to enhance strength to set home-
run records, and lied about it - even before Congress! 
     It seems like the recent recession began as the result of lies that finally caught 
up to us, proving that Mama was right – “a lie will eventually catch you.” 
Mortgage lenders knew customers would never be able to afford those monthly 
payments, and customers lied on applications as to actual income - all parties 
were complicit in the deceit and the whole “house of cards” came tumbling down, 
impacting everyone. 
    Even our Presidents are guilty of lying: “I’m not a liar…”stated one as he was 
forced to leave office. “I never had sex with THAT woman,” declared another on 
national TV. “The Iraqi’s have ‘weapons of mass destruction.’” 
     Should we be shocked by these statements by our national leaders? After all, 
we live in a culture of lies, half-truths and intentional deception. Maybe we have 
come to expect a level of dishonesty. We don’t take a person at his or her word 
anymore – “better get it in writing, we say”– draw up a pre-nuptial agreement 
because … well, because I can’t quite trust you even though I’m marrying you? 
    But then people have always been reluctant to ‘tell the truth and nothing but 
the truth’: “No dear, I really don’t like that dress – it makes you look dumpy!” – 
Ouch! ”Yes, you did make a fool of yourself at the party last night.” “Actually, you 
did hurt my feelings; and no, it’s not all right! 
    The games of deception permeate every facet of our society. Businesses and 
corporations play loose with the truth. Drug companies are always slow to admit 
their products can cause harm. Tobacco companies fought bitterly against 
evidence that nicotine is habit forming and smoking causes cancer and 
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emphysema. Auto makers and tire manufacturers resist admitting to faults with 
parts and products that have caused disastrous accidents. 
    Advertisements are often little more than misleading statements disguised as 
‘the smiling truth.’ Of course, now the government requires drug companies to 
give full disclosure of the potential side effects of their products. The disclaimer is 
often longer than the ad, but the actors are always smiling. 
     A vice president of a major corporation was once asked if he felt responsible 
for promoting misinformation about the products his company touted. He 
replied, “That isn’t our business. We are not obligated to look out for the morality 
of our consumers. It is our business to make our products as attractive and 
desirable as possible.” “After that it comes down to that old saying - ‘let the buyer 
beware!’” 
    Even resumes are written with misleading or false information. Like the 
minister who listed all his degrees from important-sounding institutions, all the 
large churches he had serves, the offices he held. But he never reveled that he 
had been asked to leave the last three churches he served because members 
found him to be inept, untrustworthy, a womanizer, and prone to creating 
disasters. 
    Did you know the government lies to us?  Yep – it’s true…. In wartime it creates 
a kind of “propaganda” to stir up antagonism against our enemies – in peacetime, 
it deceives us about programs and expenditures. It promotes and supports rulers 
in other countries who are ruthless, and then when they stray from our national 
interests, they are eliminated – off the record of course. We cover up crimes by 
sending arms to our enemies; we expose soldiers to harmful chemicals. Our 
government has been guilty of dumping toxic wastes, and spends large sums of 
money on unnecessary projects, like a ‘bridge to nowhere’ – the “fleecing of 
America” as one network calls it. 
    Of course the church is not innocent of deceptiveness. In Williamsburg, Virginia 
there is a prominent church where a young man working with young people was 
also molesting them. To make matters worse, the priest of the church conspired 
with church leaders to cover-up the discovery. 
    Noted columnists plagiarize the work of other writers. Hollywood script writers 
“borrow” the ideas of other film writers. Music is pirated as a commonplace 
occurrence; copyrights are ignored. Manufacturers steal the engineering designs 
of their competitors. Frankly, it is tiring to live in a culture where honesty and 
truth are scarce….. 
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    Such acts of deception are not new, of course. Our texts remind us that there 
was a great deal of posturing and hypocrisy concerning truth-telling in ancient 
days. Moses was quick to correct the apparent deceptions of his day by reminding 
the leaders of the tribes of Israel that when they make an oath to God or to one 
another, they are to NEVER break their word. 
    And by Jesus’ day people were so deceitful that they had to develop an entire 
‘litany of oaths.’ Folks made elaborate speeches about what they would do, or 
how faithful they were, what they believed about certain things – but the oaths 
were insincere and laughable. Some Pharisees of Jesus’ day would stand on street 
corners and utter long vows to God about giving large offerings if God would bless 
them with children, or make their businesses and lives prosper. Everyone knew 
that it was unlikely that they would actually fulfill these pretentious vows. 
    Jesus often spoke against such deceitfulness in his culture. He told his disciples 
that they should refrain from the excessive oaths so typical of the Pharisees. They 
were encouraged to keep their speech simple and clear: “Let your word be ‘Yes, 
yes’ or ‘No, no,’- anything more comes from the evil one,” he said.  In other 
words, make a simple pledge, and stand behind your promise and your word – be 
truthful!   
    Of course, Jesus also had to contend with lies being told about him. Like any 
leader, he was the victim of distortions. No, he didn’t have to contend with the 
National Inquirer, but his enemies still managed to twist the truth. The Pharisees 
openly called him an impostor because his teachings were a threat to their way 
and their security. 
    The conflict came to a head when the religious leaders acquired an arrest 
warrant for Jesus and brought him before Pilate. Pilate’s ears had already been 
filled with lies from the Pharisees. So he asked Jesus if he setting himself up to be 
‘king of the Jews’ – which would have been an act of treason against Rome, 
punishable by death. Jesus truthfully responded that his kingdom is not of this 
world. But Jesus, who came as ‘the way, the TRUTH and the life,’ was executed 
anyway. 
    Early Christians, following Jesus’ example, made truth-telling an essential mark 
of the Christian life. Both to the Corinthians and the Galatians, the Apostle Paul 
stressed that he would not lie. He then wrote to the Colossians and told them: 
“Do not lie to one another.” 
    Of course, one of the most dramatic accounts in the Book of Acts concerning 
deception, is that of Ananias and Sapphira, members of the early church. They 
sold some property and vowed to give ALL the proceeds to the church.  But then 
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they conspired to keep a part for themselves. Peter confronted Ananias with the 
words, “Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit, and keep part of 
the proceeds of the land?” Faced with the accusation, Ananias fell down and died 
on the spot, and when Sapphira saw him, she fell down and died too. The lie 
wasn’t just to the members of the congregation, mind you – it was to the Holy 
Spirit, and it cost them their lives. That incident should still stand as a warning. 
    What we have in the New Testament is the contrast between two worlds.  One, 
the ordinary world, the world of politics and business – the one of power and 
position – is too often the world of deception and lies. It is a world where people 
will say anything in order to protect their own interests, and have things go their 
way. 
    The other world is the world God wants to give us – a world that Jesus labeled 
the “kingdom of God.” It is a world of truth and honesty; a world where people 
willingly sacrifice self-interests in the pursuit of justice, honesty and truth. These 
two world are constantly in conflict and it would appear that the world of 
deception is winning. The operative word in that statement is “appear.” 
    For if we believe that the ordinary world is the only world, and that God’s 
kingdom is only a dream, then we probably do believe that deception is the only 
means of operation. But if we dare to believe in that other world – the world of 
Christ and goodness and truth – then the seeming victory of the ordinary world is 
empty, and the victory of God’s kingdom is sure to come. 
    Maybe you remember the famous story of what happened following the Battle 
of Waterloo in 1815, when English and German forces were locked in battle with 
the forces of Napoleon. Anxious to relay the news of the battle to London, 
couriers rode full gallop to the coast at Calais, the shortest distance across the 
English Channel. There they delivered the news of the outcome of the battle to 
the signal corps, whose job it was to relay the message across the channel by 
smoke signals. The message was sent and the anxious decoders in England took 
down the depressing message forwarded to London: “Wellington defeated….” 
    It took more than an hour before the truth was clarified. It seems a cloud bank 
descended upon the initial smoke signal blocking the full message. The message 
actually read, “Wellington defeated Napoleon.” 
    We need to receive the full message before declaring the true victor. If we 
believe the message that Jesus Christ is indeed the Son of God… if we believe that 
he died and was raised from the dead… if we that the promises of God are real 
and are to be fulfilled… If we believe, as we pray, that God’s kingdom will be on 
earth as it already is in heaven… then we can also believe that God’s truth will 
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prevail over this world’s deceptions. Or as one poet put it, “Truth, crushed to 
earth, will rise again!” 
    Writer Clyde Edgerton has given us a glimpse of this other world in his book, 
Walking Across Egypt.  It is the story of a caring, little lady named Mattie Rigsbee 
who lives alone, goes to Sunday School and church weekly, and adores everybody 
she meets. When she meets a young man from a reformatory school named 
Wesley, she takes him into her home, feeds him, cleans him up and takes him to 
Sunday School and church. She is convinced that nothing Wesley has done is so 
bad that she and God can’t forgive him. So she figures that, with God’s help, she 
can straighten Wesley out. 
    Everything goes along pretty well at first, but eventually Wesley can’t stand all 
the goodness at Mattie’s house.  Her care and goodness just overwhelm him. So 
he steals her car and tries to make a getaway. But he doesn’t get very far and is 
brought back. Mattie forgives him for his actions and welcomes him back in her 
home. 
    In a sequel to the book we get to meet Wesley again. He has not only become a 
Christian – he is now an ordained minister. Apparently there is so much love in 
Mattie’s heart that nothing can resist it. Wesley is drawn to the sincerity of 
Mattie’s love and care, and the truth of her love reforms him.   
    That story is a parable as to what the kingdom of God is all about.  It is about 
the existence of so much truth and honesty that nothing else can coexist with it. 
For the closer we get to the kingdom, the more the lies, the dishonesty and the 
deceit are driven away.  
    A number of years ago, there was a banner that was stretched over the main 
entrance of Sarasota Memorial Hospital. The sign said, “Rekindle the Passion for 
Ethics!” Now there is a worthy cause for our age. 
   As we enter this season of Lent it might be an appropriate time to do exactly as 
that banner suggests. So for these remaining days of Lent why don’t we “give up” 
lying, dishonesty and deceit … give it up for Lent. And why don’t we “take on” 
truth-telling. For then we might actually enjoy … a taste of the kingdom, through 
an absence of deceit…..                                                 Amen. 
  
 
 
 
 
 


