
BE HONEST AND FAIR 
Deuteronomy 16:18-20, 19:14-20, 25:13-16 

 
 Everyone is a winner!  Trophies for everybody!  For some people these statements are 
part of the definition of being fair.  We hear claims that it is not fair that some people have 
incomes of millions of dollars and others are struggling to feed their families.  A proper 
assessment of the fairness of this is almost entirely dependent on the honesty or integrity of how 
the differences in outcomes were achieved.  We cannot assess whether any situation is fair unless 
we know if the outcome was achieved by everyone abiding by the rules or if some were cheating. 
 Many people have some interest in sports and they may have a favorite team either at the 
high school, college or professional levels.  We may be disappointed if our team loses.  That 
emotion would turn into anger if we found that the referees had been paid to make sure that the 
other team would win.  That is easy to see that such a situation is not fair because it was based on 
dishonesty.  Other examples are in the news about elected officials who make decisions that 
favor someone or a business that has provided financial support to their campaign to be elected.  
It doesn’t take much observation of what happens in this area to conclude that it appears what 
Paul quoted from the Psalms in Romans 3:10 applies here.  That quote is “there is none 
righteous, no, not one.”  We know that such practices are unfair and are, in many cases, 
unlawful. 
 It is an interesting phenomenon that the same people who would do something dishonest 
to gain an unfair advantage for themselves are the same people who think that it is unfair that 
people who worked hard, saved their money, lived a frugal lifestyle and have achieved a 
comfortable living have more resources than those who did none of these things.  Their solution 
is to redistribute the wealth of the diligent to those who are disengaged and idle.  If you want to 
talk about what is fair and base the assessment on honesty and integrity of the process, then we 
might find ourselves agreeing with Paul when he told the church at Thessalonica that those who 
would not work, would not eat.   
 For the sake of completeness in the discussion, we should note that the approach we 
would or should take in the case of a person who can not work is different from the approach we 
take for a person who will not work.  Those who can not work are approached with grace and 
mercy.  Those who will not work should be approached with fairness and honesty.  Is it too much 
of a stretch to say that being fair and honest is what justice is all about?   
 
Expect Justice for All from All – 16:18-20 
18 “You shall appoint for yourself judges and officers in all your towns which the LORD your God is giving you, 
according to your tribes, and they shall judge the people with righteous judgment. 19 “You shall not distort justice; 
you shall not be partial, and you shall not take a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and perverts the words 
of the righteous. 20 “Justice, and only justice, you shall pursue, that you may live and possess the land which the 
LORD your God is giving you.  Deuteronomy 16:18-20 (NASB95) 
 If we think back on something like a basketball or football game that was thought to be 
unfair, the reason we might state for that assessment was that “they did not follow the rules.”  Or 
sometimes you will hear that “they were not impartial” with the way they applied the rules.  For 
the Israelites, the rules were the commandments, statutes, and laws that had been given to them 
by God starting with the Ten Commandments and all the subsequent regulations that were 
developed to deal with specific situations that might typically arise in the normal course of 
people interacting with each other.   
 It is nearly impossible to write the rules and regulations so that they will cover every 
possible nuance of behaviors and motives that could ever happen.  Consequently, someone 



needed to be responsible for making sure that the principles of the laws were being followed and 
applied in a just way.  This is why judges were needed.  They were given the responsibility for 
putting the commandments of God into practice.  Judges were available in the various towns 
throughout Israel so that people could be assisted in settling disputes that might come about.   
 Along with the judges, officers or officials were also appointed.  These were likely 
people who were to assist the judges in gathering information or recording the proceeding and 
even to making sure that the decisions were properly carried out.   
 A logical question is “why couldn’t people just work out their own differences of 
opinions in such matters?”  The bottom line is that is very difficult for any of us to be impartial 
about things in which we have something to lose or something to gain.  In other words, pride, 
selfishness and greed are hindrances to people settling their disagreements.   
 This issue of impartiality is a key requirement in the role and responsibility of the judges 
and the officers or officials who were assisting the judges.  The idea of impartiality is implied in 
the requirement of the judges to use “righteous judgments.”  We see “partiality” mentioned in 
verse 19 in some of the newer translations.  The idea expressed by the Hebrew text is “do not 
recognize faces” or as the KJV renders it to not be a “respecter of persons.”  This same idea is 
capture in the depictions of the goddess of justice being blindfolded.  Even pagan religions saw 
the need for impartiality for those in positions of power with regard to treating people fairly and 
honestly.  The point is that since this requirement for fairness is so universally recognized no one 
can argue that they did not know that showing partiality is wrong.   
 Many times we tend to think that someone would show partiality for personal gain.  But 
that may have nothing to do with it.  For us to even think that one person appears to be more 
honest or deserving than another person and to let that thought influence the verdict of a situation 
that is being judged is more difficult to avoid than it would be to avoid taking a bribe.  After all, 
we would know if we are taking a bribe or not, but we may not realize that the preconceived 
ideas we have formed have subtle influences that are impacting the decisions that we make.   
 There was a specific warning against taking a bribe since that causes two problems.  The 
first is that it causes the judge to be blind to what the wise alternatives are in a matter.  (This is a 
case where justice cannot be blind.)  Just think about an elected lawmaker who is supposed to be 
voting on some legislation.  If he is doing his job, then he needs to check out the merits of the 
legislation and then make a wise choice.  On the other hand, if someone has made large 
contribution to his or her campaign, then the choice of the way he or she will vote does not 
require any wisdom.  In effect, the money has blinded the person.  The second concern is that a 
bribe perverts the words of the righteous.  (Aside: if the person was really righteous, then there 
would be no bribe accepted and there would be no perversion of what he said.)  We might 
rephrase this to say that a bribe causes the person to tell lies rather than to tell the truth about an 
issue.  If you have ever wondered why there are so many people who are in positions of great 
responsibility who are constantly being caught in lies, then it is likely that the lies are needed to 
cover up the fact that their judgments have been twisted because of improper financial influence.   
 If we read on beyond the focal passage, we will find that the requirements to be fair and 
honest applied to all who were involved in anyway with putting the laws into practice.  This 
would include kings, priests and prophets as well as judges and the officers.   
 If we take verse 20 seriously, then we do not have to wonder why we see our country 
struggling is so many areas.  The promise to Israel was that they would prosper if they pursued 
justice (fairness and honesty) in all their relationships.  We know that failure to follow God’s 
ways will result in negative consequences.  (Read chapter 28 to see the stark contrast of blessings 
versus curses that follows obedience versus disobedience).       
  



Respect Your Neighbor’s Stuff – 19:14 
14 “You shall not move your neighbor’s boundary mark, which the ancestors have set, in your inheritance which you 
will inherit in the land that the LORD your God gives you to possess.  Deuteronomy 19:14 (NASB95) 
 It never ceases to amaze me how creative people can be when it comes to being dishonest 
and their attempts to do things that will be advantageous to themselves at someone else’s 
expense.  In an economy where most people made their living from the land, anything that 
reduced a person’s acreage would impact his ability to make a living.  Moving a neighbor’s 
boundary stone was equivalent to stealing his property.  This practice was apparently a 
widespread problem in the ancient Near East.  There is a mention of this practice in one of the 
oldest books of the scriptures in Job 24:2.  In speaking about those who do not know God, it was 
said that “they remove the landmarks and seize and devour flocks.”   
 Most of the land that was farmed was very open and one person’s field was right next to 
his neighbor’s field with no fences to define the boundaries.  This was not like small gardens and 
vineyards that had hedges and fences needed to protect the crops from wild animals.  The fields 
where the grains were grown were usually marked by a single erect stone or a small trench so 
that someone who was dishonest could move the markers without much risk of being detected. 
 This is not much of an issue today with all the deed and property plats that are on file in 
the registrar of deeds office.  In addition to the records there is a lot of sophisticated surveying 
equipment that is available to settle disputes that may arise.  Consequently, thieves have 
discovered other ways to take what you have and use it to their advantage.  While there is a lot of 
burglary that happens where people will come into your home and carry off anything of value 
that might be sold in a flea market, the really big problems are on a much larger scale.  I saw an 
ad just recently that pointed out that bank robbery is a major crime concern and that bank robbers 
steal a billion dollars a year.  The ad went on to point out that people who are into identity theft 
steal over 40 billion dollars a year.  Lack of respect for someone else’s property is a major 
criminal problem that has caused hardships for people who have been honest and fair in their 
conduct of life.  The root cause for such lack of respect is spiritual poverty and a lack of integrity 
and sense of fairness on the part of those who do such things.   
 One of the added tragedies of identity theft is that it not only robs you of your money, it 
can also harm your credit rating which is to rob you of your reputation.  Normally we think of 
our reputation being harmed by someone who lies about us.      
 
Tell the Whole Truth and Nothing But  – 19:15-20 
15 “A single witness shall not rise up against a man on account of any iniquity or any sin which he has committed; on 
the evidence of two or three witnesses a matter shall be confirmed. 16 “If a malicious witness rises up against a man 
to accuse him of wrongdoing, 17 then both the men who have the dispute shall stand before the LORD, before the 
priests and the judges who will be in office in those days. 18 “The judges shall investigate thoroughly, and if the 
witness is a false witness and he has accused his brother falsely, 19 then you shall do to him just as he had intended 
to do to his brother. Thus you shall purge the evil from among you. 20 “The rest will hear and be afraid, and will 
never again do such an evil thing among you. 21 “Thus you shall not show pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.  Deuteronomy 19:15-21 (NASB95) 
 This passage is likely directly related to the passage at the very beginning of chapter 14 
regarding sanctuary cities.  One of the steps in determining “justice” was to have a hearing 
before a panel of judges and witnesses were to be heard.  The law on witnesses follows naturally 
from such a judicial process.  It shows what is at stake in the ninth commandment to not bear 
false witness.  False witness against one accused of a crime would result in unjust punishment, 
which in the case of a capital offence would be death. A basic safeguard against an unjust verdict 
was the requirement for at least two witnesses to agree. 
  The law provided a deterrent against being a deliberate false witness.  Whatever penalty 



attached to the crime for which the accused was tried was to be incurred by the witness who was 
found to be lying. The witness who perjured himself in a capital case made himself liable to the 
death penalty.  This “eye for an eye” provision (the law of retribution) was not a licence for 
revenge, but a legal principle limiting punishment by making it fit the crime.  (D. A. Carson in 
New Bible Commentary)  
 Modern day ideas argue that punishment, particularly capital punishment, does not deter 
crime; however, this contradicts the biblical understanding of human nature as stated in verse 20.  
 
Do Business with Integrity – 25:13-16 
13 “You shall not have in your bag differing weights, a large and a small. 14 “You shall not have in your house 
differing measures, a large and a small. 15 “You shall have a full and just weight; you shall have a full and just 
measure, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you. 16 “For everyone who 
does these things, everyone who acts unjustly is an abomination to the LORD your God.  Deuteronomy 25:13-16 
(NASB95) 
 The practice of having a small weight and a large weight was a clever way to cheat 
people when a person was buying and selling.  The broker would use the heavy weight on the 
balances when buying and the light weight when selling.  I would guess that the argument was 
that this was just the sales commission for his services.  Nowadays, a person buys at wholesale 
prices and sells at retail prices.  Most people realize that is how business is done and since there 
is not deception, the practice is deemed to be fair.   
 There are many situations in the business arena that the fairness and honesty principles 
could be applied.  In the case of an employee, fairness would call for a full day’s work for a 
day’s pay.  With the advent of the computer and the internet that is needed in many businesses, 
the possibility of wasting time surfing the web has become a problem for many businesses.   
 It is interesting to consider that cheating is a problem that is basically a “lack of faith in 
God.”  A person who cheats (steals) to gain an advantage for himself is not relying on God to 
provide for his needs.  He thinks that he has to do it on his own by any means available.  This is 
not to say that we do not need to work hard and be creative in our business affairs; however, we 
do need to realize that there is a definite line between working hard and being creative within the 
boundaries of “the rules” and being creative by operating outside of the law and common 
morality.  God will bless the first and will oppose the second.   
 We hear a lot today about the effects of uncertainty in what the government has done 
with changes in regulations, temporary fixes, and unpredictable reactions to crises.  Think about 
such uncertainty if it pervades all areas of life.  How likely would it be for anyone to do anything 
if you could not count on the courts being fair and honest, if the police were not operating by the 
rules, if you could not count on people being willing to live up to their agreements and contracts, 
and if everyone lied about everything as a general rule?  This is a fairly accurate description of 
what happens in third world countries and it explains why they continue to be “third world” in 
their characteristics.  Did you ever notice that there is a high correlation between success and the 
predominate religion of a country?  Those who embrace Judeo-Christian principles tend to be 
more successful.  Even among these groups those who are closer to the Protestant-Puritan ideas 
are more successful than those with Roman Catholic leanings.  Some may have noticed that 
Islamic countries are fairly rich; however, the wealth is concentrated with kings and dictators and 
not with the people.  These observations support the need for any society or culture to be honest 
and fair in all their relationship if they want to be successful (blessed) in life. 


