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Matthew 5:33-37

As Jesus continues teaching His disciples, and remember, that’s us, He comes to the idea of making vows or oaths.  These two words might be different technically, but they are used interchangeably for the most part.  Once again, Jesus is dealing with the teaching of the religious leaders who are trying to make the law of Moses easier for them to keep.  In the matter of oaths, they were also figuring out ways to lie without being accountable for what they vowed to do.

Jesus began this section by saying, “Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, ‘YOU SHALL NOT MAKE FALSE VOWS, BUT SHALL FULFILL YOUR VOWS TO THE LORD.’”  This is not an exact quotation of any particular verse in the Old Testament; but it is a good summery of several verses in the law that refer to vows and oaths.  For example Leviticus 19:12, “You shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the LORD.”  Also, Numbers 30 and verse 2, “If a man makes a vow to the LORD, or takes an oath to bind himself with a binding obligation, he shall not violate his word; he shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth.”  

Considering verses like these and the third commandment to not take the name of Yahweh in vain, the Pharisees and rabbis set about figuring out which particular vows were binding and which were not.  They taught that the closer to Yahweh’s name the vow was, the more they had to keep it.  So they could swear by lots of different things and the oath would not be binding; as long as they avoided using Yahweh’s name or something very close to Him.  

This, of course, brought about all manner of convoluted ideas.  For example, To swear by heaven or earth was not binding.  To swear by Jerusalem was not binding; but to swear toward Jerusalem was.  All this was ridiculous and missed the whole point of the law.  Jesus made it quite clear what the law meant: Don’t lie.

Jesus later called out the Pharisees directly in Matthew 23.  This is where Jesus is chewing them out for all their hypocrisy.  In verses 16-22 He says, “Woe to you, blind guides, who say, ‘Whoever swears by the temple, that is nothing; but whoever swears by the gold of the temple is obligated.’ You fools and blind men! Which is more important, the gold or the temple that sanctified the gold?  And, ‘Whoever swears by the altar, that is nothing, but whoever swears by the offering on it, he is obligated.’  You blind men, which is more important, the offering, or the altar that sanctifies the offering?  Therefore, whoever swears by the altar, swears both by the altar and by everything on it.  And whoever swears by the temple, swears both by the temple and by Him who dwells within it.  And whoever swears by heaven, swears both by the throne of God and by Him who sits upon it.”  

An oath was somehow supposed to verify the honesty of someone who might be questionable.  I once worked with a fellow who would sometimes say something questionable; and would then raise his right hand and say “Indeed, honest I swear.”  Any time he said that you knew he was lying.  An oath made in the name of a deity would supposedly bring about the wrath of the deity if it were not fulfilled.  God made it clear that this was the case with Him.  To use His name in an oath and not keep it was to use His name in vain.

The Pharisees were doing with oaths exactly what they did with adultery and divorce.  So Jesus really made it easy.  He said to not make any oath at all.  Jesus fulfilled the law and Christians are supposed to be honest.  Therefore, there is no need for us to make oaths.
Jesus took up some of the things that the religious leaders said were not binding oaths and they go back to the Old Testament.  He said do not swear by heaven because it is God’s throne or by the earth because it is His footstool.  Going to Isaiah 66:1 we read: Thus says the LORD, “Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool.”  Also, He said to not swear by Jerusalem for it is the city of the great King; in Psalm 48:2 it says:  Beautiful in elevation, the joy of the whole earth, Is Mount Zion in the far north, The city of the great King.  

What Jesus is pointing out is that heaven and earth and Jerusalem are all closely related to Yahweh.  These are not things to swear by that are not associated with God.  Furthermore, swearing by one’s head is to be avoided.  The head indeed belongs to the person who is swearing by it; but it is still God’s creation.  The point being that no matter what one swears by, Yahweh is intimately involved.  So any oath not kept is taking the Lord’s name in vain.  

When we were considering divorce, we saw that while it was permitted in the Old Testament, it was not commanded.  And the making of vows is very similar.  In Deuteronomy 23:21-22 we read: “When you make a vow to the LORD your God, you shall not delay to pay it, for it would be sin in you, and the LORD your God will surely require it of you.  However, if you refrain from vowing, it would not be sin in you.”  The LORD is letting the people know that He takes the making of vows very seriously.  If one is made, it better be kept.  In fact, you’re better off not making one.

The one case I know of where an oath is required is in Numbers chapter 5.  This is the case of a husband accusing his wife of adultery.  The woman is brought before the priest and must engage in a ritual that God established.  The priest then pronounces that she will have unpleasant effects if she has committed adultery or there will be no effects if she is innocent.  The woman must swear to accept the priest’s pronouncement.  While this may sound harsh to the woman, it is actually protecting her.  It provides proof of her innocence so that her husband will not cast her out.

So, with few exceptions, the Old Testament makes it clear that if no vows are made, there is no sin.  Jesus makes a concise declaration for the church age: Don’t swear at all.  Say yes when you mean yes; say no when you mean no.  The Christian is to be honest; that is one of the hallmarks of being a Christian.  We carry the name of God in Christ; so if we lie we are breaking the third commandment.  

Jesus then goes so far as to say that anything beyond yes or no is of evil.  Some translations say “of the evil one”.  Either way, satan is in view.  Jesus comments in John 8:44, “He [satan] was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”  Jesus is making a very strong statement here.  If you have to add an oath to what you are saying it is hiding a lie.  And lies come directly from satan.  Back in John 8, Jesus was telling the Pharisees that they were of their father, the devil, who is a murderer and a liar.  We don’t want to be in that category.

Now Jesus’ half-brother, James, later echoed Jesus’ statement: But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath; but your yes is to be yes, and your no, no, so that you may not fall under judgment.  Say yes or no and stick to it.  If you swear an oath you have brought God’s name into it.  Failure to follow through will then subject you to judgement for taking the Lord’s name in vain.



So the natural question that comes to mind is what to do about the oaths we are required to take, in say, a court of law.  Are Christians allowed to do this or is that a direct violation of Jesus’ command.  There are some groups that take it that way; for example Anabaptists, Quakers, Jehovah’s Witness.  They refuse to take any oaths at all.  

I think the proper way to look at this is to look at the context and also to consider all the Bible.  The context that Jesus is dealing with is religious leaders who were trying to figure out ways to lie and not be held accountable.  Jesus is once more getting to the spirit of the law given in the Old Testament: truthfulness.  Honesty is pleasing to God; lies are not.  He is the God of truth and Jesus Himself is truth.  

Looking at the rest of the Bible, one thing we notice is that God Himself swears oaths.  One of the most dramatic was when Abraham was willing to sacrifice his son, Issac.  God, of course, stopped him before he carried it out, but then God made an oath to go along with promises He has already made.  This is Genesis 22:16-18.  “By Myself I have sworn, declares the LORD, because you have done this thing and have not withheld your son, your only son, indeed I will greatly bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens and as the sand which is on the seashore; and your seed shall possess the gate of their enemies.  In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed My voice.”  

It is interesting that God swore by Himself.  Hebrews 6:13 explains: For when God made the promise to Abraham, since He could swear by no one greater, He swore by Himself.  God swore an oath regarding a promise He had already made.  As Hebrews goes on to explain, you have two things here form God: a promise and an oath.  Since it is impossible for God to lie, either one would be enough to believe.  So, if an oath is given in order to ensure truthfulness, why would God swear an oath?  It is for our lack of faith.  An oath from God will help us to believe that He will keep His promise.  

For us, we are spiritual children of Abraham, thus we are part of the fulfillment of the great multiplying of Abraham’s descendants.  

The Bible also lets us know that the apostle Paul was willing to make an oath.  In 2 Corinthians 1:23 he says: But I call God as witness to my soul, that to spare you I did not come again to Corinth.”  And in 1 Thessalonians 2:5 Paul says: “For we never came with flattering speech, as you know, nor with a pretext for greed—God is witness—"  Here we have an apostle of Christ who was willing to make a vow.  Again it was probably to help the people he was writing to so that they would believe.  

Finally, there is our Lord Jesus.  In Matthew 26, the Sanhedrin were trying to get Jesus to say something that would incriminate Himself, but Jesus would not answer.  Finally the chief priest insisted under an oath that Jesus answer.  His declaration is in verse 63: “I adjure You by the living God, that You tell us whether You are the Christ, the Son of God.”  And after being put under oath Jesus answered that He was.

From these things, I think it is safe to say that taking an oath under certain conditions is acceptable.  Being sworn in at a court of law.  In this case you are swearing to tell the truth which you would do anyway.  Often when we fill out government forms such as tax forms or applying for benefits such as insurance, we are required to agree to the statement that we are not making false claims.  Again, not something we would do anyway.


Here’s a big one: wedding vows.  Any of us who has ever been married has made vows at least to our intended spouse; and if a Christian marriage then to God also.  We vow to have and to hold: we become one flesh.  We vow to forsake all others: we will not commit adultery.  We vow until death do us part: we will not divorce.  While none of these marriage vows themselves are in the Bible, they all represent ideals we find in the Bible.  

Some vows and oaths are part and parcel to living in society.  We don’t sin by participating in them.  We do, however, sin, if we break them.  Say yes when you mean yes, say no when you mean no; and if a societal norm has you make an oath, keep it.








Prayer

Lord Jesus, the Bible makes it very clear that our tongue, what we say, can very easily be a problem.  James tells us that the tongue is set on fire by hell.  Among so many other problems with the tongue, lying is certainly one of them.  

It is trap so easy to fall into; perhaps a little exaggeration, leaving something out that will change what is true, guessing instead of admitting we don’t know.  Fearing repercussions for something we have done or failed to do.  It is easy and natural to our human nature to lie; and of course, satan encourages it constantly.

Please forgive us when we are less than truthful.  May the indwelling Holy Spirit shake our conscience when we stray from the truth.  May He give us courage to admit the truth, even when it is to our detriment.  To speak the truth is pleasing to You who is the God of truth; help us to be pleasing to You.

We pray these things in Jesus’ name,
Amen
