
Lenten Midweek 3, Return from False Witness 

1. This evening we follow Jesus into the gathering of the scribes and elders, where He will 

be “tried” for His crimes.  

a. The chief priests and Council have convened a kangaroo court where they are 

“seeking false testimony against Jesus that they might put Him to death.”  

i. Finally, two men come forward with a paraphrase of Jesus’ words, “I am 

able to destroy the temple of God, and rebuild it in three days.” (Mt 

26:61) 

ii. Not much of a charge, but this was the best that they could do as none of 

the false witnesses could agree to more. 

iii. But the High Priest used the charge to ply Jesus for a definite answer to the 

demand, “…tell us if You are the Christ, the Son of God!” (Mt 26:63) 

iv. To which our Lord replied, “You have said so. But I tell you, from now on 

you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming 

on the clouds of heaven.” - and they had Him! (Mt 25:64) 

b. According to our Old Testament Reading from Leviticus the punishment for 

blasphemy, speaking falsely about God, is death.  

i. And our Lord had just confessed that He was the Son of God, which of 

course He is, but they wouldn’t believe it. 

ii. To them this was blasphemy and as the Lord says through Moses, 

“Whoever blasphemes the name of the LORD shall surely be put to 

death.” 

iii. God equates the sin of blasphemy with idolatry, and both are punishable by 

death.  

2. Last week we saw that one sin often begets others such as David’s adultery with 

Bathsheba that led to betrayal and rebellion in his family.  

a. In tonight’s case, Judas’s sinful betrayal of Jesus brings Him before Caiaphas and 

the Council, where the sin of false witness prevails.  

i. In the Eighth Commandment God says, “You shall not give false testimony 

against your neighbor.” (Exodus 20:16)  

ii. We can easily identify the sin in the trial of Jesus, but tonight we will see 

the many ways that we transgress the commandment, too.  

iii. God calls us to turn from our sin, to look to Him, and to find our rest and 

identity in Him.  

iv. When we do, Jesus takes our sins—even our false witness—and offers us 

forgiveness: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 

23:34). 

b. In 1996, the Summer Olympic Games were underway in Atlanta.  

i. People from all over the world had come to the city to watch. 



ii. Eighteen days into the games, Eric Rudolph detonated pipe bombs at 

Centennial Olympic Park.  

iii. The blast killed one person and injured 111 others. It was the first of four 

bombings committed by Rudolph in 1996 and early 1997.  

iv. Rudolph eluded capture for years but was finally arrested in North Carolina 

in 2003. Two years later, he pleaded guilty to all four bombings. 

c. But before finding Eric Robert Rudolph, the FBI identified an Atlanta security 

guard named Richard Jewell as a “person of interest,” because they thought he fit 

the profile of a “lone bomber.”  

i. The media portrayed Jewell as a failed law enforcement officer who may 

have planted the bomb so he could “find” it and be hailed as a hero.  

ii. But it was all false witness. 

iii. When it was all sorted out, it was discovered that Jewell was actually a 

hero: he spotted the suspicious backpack, alerted the appropriate 

authorities, and helped to clear the area of spectators in the thirteen or so 

minutes before the bomb exploded.  

iv. The number of casualties was probably reduced because of Jewell’s actions. 

d. Unfortunately, the damage had been done to his reputation.  

i. His name had been connected to the bombing, and even years afterward 

people would think of him, even though he had been cleared.  

ii. In 2019, a biographical movie about Richard Jewell, directed by Clint 

Eastwood, was released.  

iii. But Jewell had already died in 2007 without the benefit it did for him. 

3. Let’s return again to the topic of the Eighth Commandment which states: “You shall not 

bear false witness against your neighbor” (Exodus 20:16).  

a. Obviously, in its simplest meaning, the commandment has to do with what is said 

in a public court of law. 

i. The Ten Commandments were not only part of the religious code of Israel 

but they are also their civil code. 

ii. These were laws for the society because Israel was a theocracy, whose true 

ruler was God…not Moses, the judges, or the kings God ruled through them 

b. That’s where this commandment intersects with today’s Gospel. 

i. Our Gospel takes place after Jesus has been betrayed by Judas Iscariot.  

ii. The temple guards have seized Him and brought Him to Caiaphas the high 

priest, and all of the scribes and elders had gathered.  

iii. They have decided beforehand that they are going to put Jesus to death. 

c. And they are determined to complete this task by any means necessary, “Now 

the chief priests and the whole council were seeking false testimony against 

Jesus that they might put Him to death” (Matthew 26:59). 



i. Think about that for a second, the “judges” were actively looking for 

someone to lie under oath in order to carry out their predetermined plan. 

ii. How evil do you have to be, judge or witness, to actively seek false 

testimony or give false testimony in order to kill someone? 

iii. But, Matthew says, “They found none, though many false witnesses came 

forward” (Matthew 26:60). 

iv. Clearly these actions conflict with the Eighth Commandment, “You shall 

not bear false witness against your neighbor” (Exodus 20:16). 

4. We can readily identify the sin in our Lord’s trial.  

a. But we don’t really feel it, not in a personal way, because most of us have never 

been put in a position where we have to testify in court against someone else, 

falsely or otherwise.  

i. But this commandment is also about how we talk about other people, our 

“false witness” usually has to do with how we talk about one another.  

ii. Listen to how Luther, stretches our understanding of the commandment to 

bring the weight of the Law to bear on us saying, “The commandment 

forbids all sins of the tongue by which we may injure or offend our 

neighbor. It is a common, pernicious plague that everyone would rather 

hear evil than good about their neighbors. Even though we ourselves are 

evil, we cannot tolerate it when anyone speaks evil of us; instead, we 

want to hear the whole world say golden things of us. Yet we cannot bear 

it when someone says the best things about others.” (LC I 264) 

iii. Our false testimony often consists of the rumors, innuendos, half-truths 

and lies that we utter about other people.  

b. In the age of social media this is one of the most easily broken commandments.  

i. Just read the reactions that people post to articles on any news site…within 

three posts the conversation has usually devolved into character 

assassination not to mention what we post on our personal feeds! 

ii. We have all broken this commandment and deserve God’s judgment. 

iii. As James says, “no human being can tame the tongue…With it we bless 

our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the 

likeness of God…My brothers, these things ought not to be so.” (Jas 3:8-

10) 

c. But tonight, God calls us to a different path. He invites us to return to Him. 

i. Know, first of all, that Christ endured all of that false witness in Jerusalem 

to reconcile you to God and win forgiveness for all your false witness.  

ii. And He empowers us to speak the best about others, to help protect their 

reputations, and to always put the best construction on everything.  



iii. Return to the Lord your God. Receive His love and forgiveness. Turn aside 

from your sins and serve the Lord with all your heart. 

iv. Let us pray: Precious Savior, as You endured that mockery of a trial, with 

slander and conjecture and false accusations being thrown at You as You 

were struck and spat upon, You have shown us how to turn the other 

cheek. Help us learn to do the same when others revile us and say all kinds 

of false things about us, that our own words and actions may not be in 

vengeance toward others but may show others the love that You have for 

all of us through patience and forgiveness and mercy. In Your holy name we 

pray. Amen. 


