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The Heart of Honesty 
Ephesians 4:25-5:2 

 
 I will begin with an old Greek folktale included in The Book of 
Virtues, compiled by William Bennett who, you may recall, served in both 

the Reagan and Bush administrations. 
Once upon a time Truth and Falsehood met each other on the road.  “Good 

afternoon,” said Truth.   
“Good afternoon,” returned Falsehood.  “And how are you doing these 

days?” 
“Not very well at all, I’m afraid,” sighed Truth.  “The times are tough for a 

fellow like me, you know.” 
“Yes, I can see that,” said Falsehood, glancing up and down at Truth’s 

ragged clothes.  “You look like you haven’t had a bite to eat in quite some time.” 
“To be honest, I haven’t,” admitted Truth.  “No one seems to want to 

employ me nowadays.  Wherever I go, most people ignore or mock me.  It’s 
getting discouraging, I can tell you.  I’m beginning to ask myself why I put up 
with it.” 

“And why the devil do you?  Come with me, and I’ll show you how to get 
along.  There’s no reason in the world why you can’t stuff yourself with as much 
as you want to eat, like me, and dress in the finest clothes, like me.  But you must 
promise not to say a word against me while we’re together.” 

So Truth promised and agreed to go along with Falsehood for a while, not 
because he liked his company so much, but because he was so hungry he thought 
he’d faint soon if he didn’t get something into his stomach.  They walked down 
the road until they came to a city, and Falsehood at once led the way to the very 
best table at the very best restaurant. 

“Waiter, bring us your choicest meats, your sweetest sweets, your finest 
wine!” he called, and they ate and drank all afternoon.  At last, when they could 
hold no more, Falsehood began banging his fist on the table and calling for the 
manager, who came running at once. 

“What the devil kind of place is this?” Falsehood snapped.  “I gave that 
waiter a gold piece nearly an hour ago, and he still hasn’t brought our change.” 

The manager summoned the waiter, who said he’d never even seen a 
penny out of the gentleman. 

“What?” Falsehood shouted, so that everyone in the place turned and 
looked.  “I can’t believe this place!  Innocent, law-abiding citizens come in to eat, 
and you rob them of their hard-earned money!  You’re a pack of thieves and liars!  
You may have fooled me once, but you’ll never see me again!  Here!”  He threw a 
gold piece at the manager.  “Now this time bring me my change!” 

But the manager, fearing his restaurant’s reputation would suffer, refused 
to take the gold piece, and instead brought Falsehood change for the first gold 
piece he claimed to have spent.  Then he took the waiter aside and called him a 
scoundrel, and said he had a mind to fire him.  And as much as the waiter 
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protested that he’d never collected a cent from the man, the manager refused to 
believe him. 

“Oh, Truth, where have you hidden yourself?” the waiter sighed.  “Have 
you now deserted even us hard-working souls?” 

“No, I’m here,” Truth groaned to himself, “but my judgment gave way to 
my hunger, and now I can’t speak up without breaking my promise to 
Falsehood.” 

As soon as they were on the street, Falsehood gave a hearty laugh and 
slapped Truth on the back.  “You see how the world works?” he cried.  “I managed 
it all quite well, don’t you think?” 

But Truth slipped from his side. 
“I’d rather starve than live as you do,” he said. 
And so Truth and Falsehood went their separate ways, and never traveled 

together again. 1 
 

Bennett offered his own moral take on the story: 
As this folktale from Greece points out, the virtuous soul not only loves truth for 
its own sake, it loathes the actions of falsehood.  Deceit is far more painful for 
that soul than bearing the hardships that sometimes accompany honesty. 2 
 

 There is a prescient feel to this folktale, insofar as it reflects and 
characterizes what is happening to us in this culture.  In light of all the 

craziness associated with who and what constitutes “fake news,” this past 
week, over three hundred newspaper editors felt compelled to speak out to 

protect their freedom—to challenge the Trump administration’s complaint 
that they are “the enemy of the people.” Presidents, mind you, have always 
had their mixed and uneasy relations with the press, whose freedom is 

protected to ensure those with power do not abuse it by controlling what is 
made public.  Transparency and honesty in government are only possible 

when fair-minded critics can investigate and challenge what is said by 
public officials.  That’s a fundamental requirement in a democracy.  Life 
would become Orwellian without it. 

To put this back into the language of the folktale, we must recognize 
when Truth is malnourished, but also when truthbearers are forced to sell 

																																																													
1	William	Bennett,	The	Book	of	Virtues,	Simon	&	Schuster,	1993,	pp.	636-637.	
2	Bennett,	636.	
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their souls to Falsehood in order to feast and flourish.  When that occurs, 
Truth will be rendered impotent against attacks, continually bullied by 

Falsehood, while deceit and misdirection feed people’s yearnings in the 
moment like candy.  To undermine the role and freedom of truth-tellers 

works to the detriment of the common good.   
 I get all the explanations for why our public discourse is in the ragged 

condition it is.  Some have even come to calling it, “truth decay.”  It’s not 
the first time.  I also understand that pointing fingers at others 
conveniently overlooks the fingers pointing right back at us!  At this 

moment, in all fairness, we can’t avoid that a lack of honesty in society is 
largely something we all must own—we all play a role in it, perhaps, some 

more than others.  Individually, we contribute by outright lying or passing 
on half-truths, or misrepresenting opinions as facts, or basing our 
information on a source known to be questionable or slanted toward one 

side or another, or by failing to challenge or correct misleading and false 
statements.   

Collectively, the most common way we aid and abet falsehood is by 
simply tolerating it as if it is another valid point of view, even when it is 

clearly wrong.  Because so many of us are afraid to argue with others, or 
due to our own uncertainty, we overlook the run of lies as part of living in a 
free society, while assuming those better informed than we are in the 

position to object or rebut.  That may be true, but it doesn’t absolve us from 
responsibility for remaining ignorant when falsehoods are commonly 

trafficked.  
 That said, we have seen a shift in the media in recent decades where 

the marketing of ideas and ideology to influence people is a higher ambition 
than to simply inform them.  In the cacophony of sounds and sources, 
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much of the media is taking a page out of advertising and marketing and 
applying it to their public presentation, where minds are manipulated with 

half-truths (sometimes complete fabrications) under the guise of informing 
them.  Yet, attempting to influence an audience is not the same as providing 

them information.  The intent to influence is focused on the resulting 
outcome and effect, as marketing does—they’ll sell what you as a consumer 

are willing to buy.  On the other hand, solely providing information is 
focused on accuracy and authenticity of facts to enlighten and educate 
citizens.  Objectively informing people allows the listener or reader to 

interpret and decide what to do with the facts as presented; influence-
pandering usually abuses facts and information to present a specific spin on 

it.  Opinion journalism is not the same as educating and informing the 
public.   
 Since we are ultimately responsible for our own opinions and views, it 

only makes sense then to investigate the facts, as best we can.  Check your 
sources.  If that’s too much effort, then consider other points of view that 

may challenge what you’re reading or hearing on a regular basis.  Truth can 
often be discerned in a process of examining a wider assortment of views.  

This prevents the “echo chamber” or “tribal truth,” which is usually 
distorted by ideological interests. 
 John Meacham in his recent book, The Soul of America, raises this 

concern by drawing upon the wisdom Eleanor Roosevelt and Harry Truman 
to offer some perspective.  Meacham writes: 

Ever practical, Eleanor Roosevelt offered a prescription to guard against tribal 
self-certitude.  “It is not only important but mentally invigorating to discuss 
political matters with people whose opinions differ radically from one’s own,” she 
wrote.  “For the same reason, I believe it is a sound idea to attend not only the 
meeting of one’s own party but of the opposition.  Find out what people are 
saying, what they are thinking, what they believe.  This is an invaluable check on 
one’s own ideas. …If we are to cope intelligently with a changing world, we must 
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be flexible and willing to relinquish opinions that no longer have any bearing on 
existing conditions.” If Mrs. Roosevelt were writing today, she might put it this 
way: Don’t let any single cable network or Twitter feed tell you what to think. 3 
 

Meacham continues: 
There is such a thing as discernible reality.  Facts, as John Adams once said, are 
stubborn things, and yet too many Americans are locked into their particular 
vision of the world, choosing this view or that perspective based not on its 
grounding in fact but on whether it’s a view or perspective endorsed by the 
leaders one follows.  “The dictators of the world say that if you tell a lie often 
enough, why, people will believe it,” Truman wrote.  “Well, if you tell the truth 
often enough, they’ll believe it [too] and go along with you.” 4 
 

Meacham raises a serious concern: how well are we prepared in these times 

to discern facts and reality?    
The interests for truth and honesty are greater than we sometimes 

think.  Once again, Mr. Bennett, who writes: 
To be honest is to be real, genuine, authentic, and bona fide.  To be dishonest is 
to be partly feigned, forged, fake, or fictitious.  Honesty expresses both self-
respect and respect for others…[It] imbues lives with openness, reliability, and 
candor; it expresses a disposition to live in the light. …Like most virtues, it is best 
developed and exercised in harmony with others.  The more it is exercised, the 
more it becomes a settled disposition.  …Take recognition of the fact that honesty 
is a fundamental condition for human intercourse and exchange, for friendship, 
for all genuine community. …Moral development is not a game of “Catch me if 
you can.”  It is better to focus clearly on what really matters: the kind of person 
one is. 5 
 

To broaden that, the state of our world is often a reflection of the type of 
people we choose to be. 

 Honesty between people was also a concern of the writer of 
Ephesians, whom tradition attributes to be the Apostle Paul (though 
disputed by scholars).  Whomever it was, this correspondence was directed 

to communities that were struggling not only with theological truth, but 
also dishonesty and deceit among their members.  Though some will 

																																																													
3	John	Meacham,	The	Soul	of	America,	Random	House,	2018,	pp.	267-268.	
4	Meacham,	pg.	268.	
5	Bennett,	pp.	599-600.	
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assume the concern is primarily about doctrinal uniformity, where 
“falsehood” refers to Christian beliefs outside of the mainstream apostolic 

teachings, that’s unlikely, since early church beliefs were still quite diverse 
at this point and likely less cohesive and uniform than they are today.   

The concern seems more about community life and how dishonesty 
and falsehoods spread between people undermined the trust in their 

relationships.   
So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for 
we are members of one another.   
 

Clearly, dishonesty harms human relationships—it impacts trust and 

undermines community life.  We experience this routinely in our own lives 
in various settings.  Exaggerating or misrepresenting what’s true, or 

deceitfully manipulating people with lies and misdirection, gets ugly very 
quickly, sowing seeds of distrust.  No matter where it happens, deliberate 
misrepresentation and dishonesty shames the offender, as time and 

conscience are great revealers.   
 The admonition here, though, extends also to being honest with one’s 

emotions and reactions—something we might miss, especially when it 
comes to demanding honesty. 

Be angry, but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not 
make room for the devil. 
 

What this means is, be honest with your feelings as well.  It is perfectly 
normal to be outraged by wrongdoing, especially if there’s deliberate 

deception at work.  Anger and outrage are natural and warranted.  But 
when holding people accountable, don’t allow it to turn into bitterness or 

resentment which usually extends and amplifies the breach.  If possible, 
allow it to end each day.   
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This is hard to do in a polarized political environment.  Yet, for our 
long-term hope for community, we must recognize that winning every 

battle doesn’t usually result in mutual trust and respect.  Accountability for 
deceit and falsehood is called for, but then allow the situation to move 

forward toward repairing the breach in trust.  Mistakes happen, deceptions 
occur, but they can be overcome.  Be angry, but then don’t become so 

resentful that you end up being as guilty for sowing distrust in turn.  
Honesty will only be rewarded and fostered when a battle isn’t waged 
between offenders and critics—one where the anger turns into mutual 

resentment.  Accountability best occurs when offenders recognize remorse 
offers them a chance to come clean and fix the damage done to the common 

trust, assuming their sins are not beyond repair.   
Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, 
together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 
another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. 
 

Again, the ultimate goal for any community is to prevent dishonesty from 

ruining relationships, but if it occurs, to then heal what’s broken with truth 
and love.   

 This is doable on the interpersonal level, but more difficult on the 
macroscale of society, since as citizens we are also subject to law and its 
prescribed penalties for fraud and perjury.  Still, a commitment to truth 

and a demand for honesty should play a significant part at whatever level 
we engage others.  In the end, the heart of honesty is not in being right over 

and against another, or in declaring one’s point of view as more truthful or 
correct, but in having the courage and wisdom to be transparent, straight-
forward for the sake of accountability, while being considerate and caring in 

human relationships.  Common trust should be a cherished possession for 
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us all.  In this manner, honesty is an art form as one uses judgment in how 
to speak truth without weaponizing it to simply harm another.   

 Frankly, I think we face two battles at present: one between Truth and 
Falsehood and a more common one for honesty.  If the term “truth decay” 

is reflective of these times, then we know what to do.  We know that 
preventative measures and an early and timely response to signs of decay 

are what’s called for, more than anything else.  Avoidance or denial of a 
potential problem only exacerbates the decay, which results in permanent 
damage and ends up being much more complicated and costly to everyone.  

We can’t afford to suffer the losses of “truth decay.” 
So, what we take to heart is this: be honest and ask for honesty.  Hold 

others, especially those with great responsibilities and authority, to 
standards of honesty and transparency that we should expect from them as 
leaders.  Affirm discernible facts and truth-telling and don’t pander in 

falsehoods. 
 As the ancient Greeks told us by folktale, Truth may be starving and 

looking a bit ragged, but it should not make merry and feast with 
Falsehood, even to secure a place at the table.  We’re better than that, in our 

common life here in this church and community, and in our public lives as 
citizens of this nation.  We can do better—we must do better.  Now is the 
time to make this quest for honesty an undeniable fact, not only for the sake 

of truth-telling, but for the common good and trust that benefits us all. 
       The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
       Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
       19 August 2018 
     


