COME UP HIGHER:  Honesty – The Best Policy
Psalm 48/ Matthew 5:33-37

+++

Introduction
It was Miguel de Cervantes who in his classic work Don Quixote de la Mancha said:  “Honesty’s the best policy.”    But the truth of that statement is ancient, more ancient than Cervantes.  It goes back to Christ’s truth in our message today and the law of God expressed in the Old Testament.  What’s more it is practical advice.  We get in trouble when we are not honest people.  I read recently of a lady, preparing to entertain some guests who went to a small grocery store to buy some food, specifically the meat entrée for the meal. She stopped at the meat counter and asked the attendant for a large chicken.  He reached down into the cold storage compartment, grabbed the very last chicken he had, and placed it on the scale.  “This one, he said, “weighs four pounds, Madame.”  “I’m not sure that will be enough,” the woman replied.  “Do you have a bigger one?”  The attendant put the chicken back into the cold storage compartment, pretended to search through the ice for another one, then brought out the same bird, discreetly applying some finger pressure to the scale and said with a wry smile, “Ah,  this one weighs six pounds.”  The woman thought for a moment and then said, “I’m just not sure.”  She frowned and then said, “I’ll tell you what – wrap them both up for me!”
This sermon in our series from the Sermon on the Mount is about honesty, it is about integrity, it is about a life that is so lived that it speaks for itself.  It is based on the words of our Lord in these verses that encourage us to live a life where our yes is yes and our no is no.  I remember reading about King Edward III of England who wanted a governess for his children.  A Scottish lady was recommended to him.  He offered her the position.  She modestly declined his offer.  “Royal children need a much more educated person than I am,” she said.  The King, however, demanded she take the job saying to her, “Madam, I wish you to accept the position because you are an honest, good woman.  I can employ others who are possibly more educated than you, but I cannot buy honesty and integrity.”

Integrity – Abraham Lincoln once said the he desired to conduct the affairs of state in such a way that when he came to the end of his administration he would still be friends with the person facing him in the mirror each morning.  Integrity -Where does it come from?  How can we be people of integrity and honesty?  Jesus talks about this in our text today.  It comes down to how we use our words.  So our Master conveys these thoughts about the type of words we should use: 
1. True Words.
Jesus’ first point is this:  When you speak, just tell the truth.  Hear the words of our Lord once more:


" Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform your oaths to the Lord.'  But I say to you, do not swear at all: neither by heaven, for it is God's throne; nor by the earth, for it is His footstool; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King.    Nor shall you swear by your head, because you cannot make one hair white or black.”
The idea behind the words of Christ here is that if God’s name is used, God becomes a partner in the transaction; whereas if God’s name was not used, God had nothing to do with the transaction. Some thought if God was not named He would not be responsible for what was said, hence one could even lie as long as God was not in it.  But Jesus says that God is already there.  So, just tell the truth in the presence of God.  

Why do we lie?  For a variety of reasons:

a. Most of the time we lie to avoid trouble -  And we come up with some doozies of reasoning to try to stay out of trouble, only to dig our pit deeper and deeper.  A young man was arrested for stealing a car in a cemetery.  He had the year’s most novel excuse.  He’d found the auto and thought the owner was dead.  Lying only puts us in deeper and deeper.  The truth frees us.
b. At other times we lie because we don’t want to be bothered - A New Hampshire farmer took his horse to see the Vet.  He complained about the horse by saying, “One day he limps, the next day he doesn’t.  What should I do?  The Vet’s advice is not good advice:  “On the day he doesn’t limp, sell him!”  Sometimes doing the easy thing is easier than doing the right thing.  Taking the longer, harder way may be more of a bother, but it is the right thing to do.

c. And maybe we lie because of what we can get – We’ve all heard of fake insurance claims and those who get caught because of them.  But there is no integrity with false insurance claims.
Just tell the truth.

2. Few Words.

Jesus next suggestion is about few words.  "But let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No.'
  The fewer the words you use, the greater your integrity level.  The more words we use, the greater the trouble we can get into.  

A school principal received a phone call.  The voice on the other end of the line said, “Thomas Bradley won’t be in school today.”  The principal was a bit suspicious of the voice.  He asked, “Who is speaking?”  The voice came back hesitantly, “My father.”

Stop while you are ahead.  Our words need to be few, simple, plain and sound.  Beyond this gets us into trouble.  We talk about fasting as a spiritual discipline.  We give up food, TV, Music, etc.  Maybe we need to have a fast on words.

John Adams second president of the United States, walked with a friend into a great hall where they found two busts, one of George Washington and the other of Adams himself.  Tapping his cane on the closed lips of Washington he said, “That fellow knew how to keep his moth shut.”  Then, using the came to tap on the lips of his own bust, Adams said, “And this fool didn’t.”  

Let your yes be yes and your no be no.  Enough said.

3. No Words.

For whatever is more than these is from the evil one.
Add no words to true and few words.  When you add more words you end up with that arch enemy:  Gossip.  Ann Landers ran an article some time back about the destructive power of gossip.  It was entitled REMEMBER ME?  Listen to it:
My name is Gossip.  I have no respect for Justice.  I maim without killing.  I break hearts and ruin lives.  I am cunning and malicious and gather strength with age.  The more I am quoted, the more I am believed.  I flourish at every level of society.  My victims are helpless.  They cannot protect themselves against me because I have no name and no face.  To track me down is impossible.  The harder you try, the more elusive I become.  I am nobody’s friend.  Once I tarnish a reputation, it is never quite the same.  My name is Gossip.
What is the answer to gossip?  True words followed by few words followed by no words.  Or, we could be like George.  George had just moved to town and joined a new church.  Sarah, the church gossip and self-appointed arbiter of other people’s business, met the man and began to watch him.  Several church members were unappreciative of her activities, but feared her tongue enough to maintain their silence.  One day, Sarah saw George’s pickup truck parked in front of the town’s only bar one afternoon.  Sarah went about her business of sharing with several people what she had seen and adding to that that “poor, old George must have a drinking problem.”  Word eventually got back to George, a man of few words.  George said nothing.  He didn’t explain, defend or deny, he just said nothing.  Later that evening, George quietly parked his pickup truck in front of Sarah’s house…and left it there all night.
There are times when "we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard" (Acts 4:20). There are other times when "Jesus ... gave him no answer" (Luke 23:9). Meister Eckhart once wrote:  “In silence man can most readily preserve his integrity.”   Extra words can become cruel words.  Let’s learn to curb our words.  Sometimes the best thing to say…is nothing.

Conclusion

John Smith was a loyal carpenter, working for a very successful building contractor who called him into his office one day and said, “John, I’m putting you in chare of the next house we build.  I want you to order all the materials and oversee the whole job from the ground up.  And I want it to be a quality house with quality materials and workmanship” John accepted the assignment with great enthusiasm and excitement.  For 10 days before ground was broken at the building site, John studied the blueprints.  He checked every measurement, every specification.  Suddenly he had a thought.  “If I’m really in charge,” he said to himself, “why couldn’t I just cut a few corners, use less expensive materials, and put the extra money in my pocket?  Who would know the difference?  Once the house is painted, it will look just great.”  So John set about his scheme.  He ordered second-grade lumber, but his reports indicated that it was top-grade.  He ordered inexpensive concrete for the foundation, put in chap wiring, and cut every corner he could; yet, he reported the purchase of much better materials.  When the house was completed and fully painted, he asked the contractor to come and see the final product.  He looked it all over, seemingly pleased.  Finally he stopped along side John and said, “John, what a magnificent job you have done!  You have been such a good and faithful carpenter to me all these years in our company that we have decided to show our gratitude to you by giving you a house – this house!  This house you have built is yours as a gift from the company!  Congratulations!”

True words, few words and even no words build our personal integrity.  Be a good carpenter with your words and go build your own personal integrity.
