Matthew 5:33-37
“The Virtue of Honesty”

Introduction:
     In this passage we come to the third antithesis in Jesus’ teaching about the righteousness that is necessary to enter into the Kingdom of God. This time Jesus does not address one of the Ten Commandments, but the instructions God had given regarding the taking of oaths.

I. The Traditional Jewish Teaching: (vs.33)
    As had been the pattern in the antitheses, Jesus opens by citing the rabbinical teaching that the Jewish people were receiving in their synagogues.  And as with the previous quotations, Jesus was not citing the Law of Moses directly, but the teaching of the scribes and Pharisees concerning a portion of the Law of Moses; “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.’”  The rabbinical instruction that Jesus cites is rooted in two different commandments in the Law:

“And you shall not swear by My name falsely, nor shall you profane 
the name of your God: I am the LORD.”
                                                                                         Leviticus 19:12

“If a man makes a vow to the LORD, or swears an oath to bind himself by 
some agreement, he shall not break his word; he shall do according to all 
that proceeds out of his mouth.”
                                                                                         Numbers 30:2

From the verse in Leviticus are taken the words “you shall not swear falsely” and from that commandment the rabbinical teaching stressed that if one employed the Name of their God Yahweh, then they were under no circumstances to fail to do what they swore to do.  The stress here is on the sacredness of God’s name and the seriousness of swearing by it.  From the commandment recorded in Numbers was taken the idea that one was obligated to do what one swore to do before God.  The stress in this commandment was upon promises that one made to God.
      The original intent of this rabbinical instruction was to help the Jewish people understand that their God wanted them to be honesty and to restrict the use of oaths in God’s name to serious matters.  This rabbinical teaching was correct as far as it went; but it was inadequate because it did not confront the actual practices of dishonesty that had become common not only among the Jewish population, but even within its religious leadership.

II. Jesus’ Critique of Taking Oaths: (vs.34-36)
     In contrast to the rabbinical teaching cited above; Jesus had very instructions for His hearers.  However, before going into what Jesus taught it is helpful to understand the idea of oath taking before examining what Jesus said about it.  The purpose of an oath was to verify that a person was either telling the truth when giving testimony, or as a guarantee that a promise the individual was making could be trusted.  When a person in the ancient world took an oath by a deity (either the true God in the case of Israel, or a false god in the case of the Gentile nations) they were invoking that deity to be a witness to the testimony or promise.  The implication was that the one taking the oath was inviting the deity to guarantee the truthfulness of what was said.  The reason that such an oath before a deity was considered more reliable than a person’s word is because the implication was that if the person was lying or failed to fulfill his word, the deity would kill the one who violated his oath.
     In Jesus’ teaching He begins by expressing what seems to be an absolute ban on taking oaths; “But I say to you, do not swear at all” (vs.34a).  Over the centuries many have interpreted Jesus’ words to mean that a follower of Jesus must never engage in taking oaths.  On the surface this seems to be what Jesus is saying.  However, there are serious problems with this conclusion.
     First, we have a record of Jesus Himself speaking under oath:

“‘And the high priest arose and said to Him, ‘Do You answer nothing?  What is it these men testify against You?’  But Jesus kept silent. And the high priest answered and said to Him, ‘I put You under oath by the living God: Tell us if You are the Christ, the Son of God!’  Jesus said to him, ‘It is as you said. Nevertheless, I say to you, hereafter you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Power, and coming on the clouds of heaven.’”
                                                                                      Matthew 26:62-64

The scene is a legal hearing before the Sanhedrin, and the high priest puts Jesus under a binding oath before God.  Jesus in response does not refuse the oath, but instead for the first time addresses the charges that have been made against Him.  If Jesus actually meant that oath taking was absolutely wrong and not to be done, then here He would have been violating His own teaching.  But of course, Jesus, being absolutely righteous, was not a hypocrite.  In addition, you can’t say He was above this instruction, because it was living a righteous life under the Law of God as a real human being that enabled Him to earn the righteousness that is shared with the believer to make him or her righteous in standing before God.
     Second, we have a record of Paul making an oath:

“Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to see Peter, and remained with him fifteen days.  But I saw none of the other apostles except James, the Lord’s brother.  (Now concerning the things which I write to you, indeed, before God, I do not lie.)”
                                                                                          Galatians 1:18-20

Paul was attempting to convey his apostolic authority to the Galatian Christians who were being led astray by false teaching.  Paul therefore, taught them that his authority to teach came from the fact that the risen Christ had revealed the Gospel directly to Paul, and that he had not received it from any of the other disciples.  In stressing this point, Paul swears before God he is not lying about the account of the source of his knowledge of the Gospel.  Since Paul is in the process of being used by the Spirit of God to give Divine revelation; clearly he cannot be guilty of sinning against the teachings of Jesus.  Therefore Paul’s understanding of Jesus’ teaching about oaths did not include the idea that oaths were absolutely forbidden.
     Third, in the New Testament, there is a citation of God Himself making an oath:

“For when God made a promise to Abraham, because He could swear by no one greater, He swore by Himself, saying, ‘Surely blessing I will bless you, and multiplying I will multiply you.’  And so, after he had patiently endured, he obtained the promise.  For men indeed swear by the greater, and an oath for confirmation is for them an end of all dispute.  Thus God, determining to show 
more abundantly to the heirs of promise the immutability of His counsel, confirmed it by an oath, that by two immutable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we might have strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold of 
the hope set before us.”
                                                                                                  Hebrews 6:13-18

It is difficult to conceive that if Jesus had declared that all oath taking was wrong, that one of His inspired followers would cite God as having done just that in making His promise to Abraham.  Beyond that, since the standard of holiness is being like God it is incomprehensible that Jesus would command that Christians not do what God Himself would do.
     Fourth, and most importantly, Jesus opened His teaching on righteousness by saying “Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill.  For assuredly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled” (5:17-18).  Jesus specifically says that He did not come to abolish the Law and that not even the smallest letter or marking of the law would pass away before the passing away of heaven and earth.  If Jesus were forbidding oaths in all situations, He would be contradicting this statement, because the law contains instructions regarding the taking of oaths.
     Then what was Jesus saying?  Jesus was saying that in light of the current culture, and how oaths were being abused, His followers were to refrain from engaging in them.  This was instruction about what to do in a specific situation; it was not a binding rule for all time.  Jesus then began to address the abuse clarifying that His instruction about not taking oaths was situationally oriented.  Jesus went on to instruct His disciples what He meant by saying they were not to swear at all.  He said they were to swear, “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” (vs.34b-36).  Why this list of all the things that Jesus’ disciples were not to swear by?  This list represents various things that the Jewish people were invoking when they made their oaths.  The reason these things were invoked rather than God Himself is because Jewish teachers had made it clear that to swear an oath in God’s name was absolutely binding.  Therefore over time, to avoid sinning and yet give themselves the freedom to fail to keep their oaths; Jews began to make those oaths upon heaven, earth, Jerusalem, or even their own head.  In fact what developed was a hierarchy of seriousness in regard to such oaths.  In other words swearing by certain things was more binding than swearing by others.  The intent behind using these other types of oaths was to justify lying or not keeping one’s promise.  Therefore, invoking an oath was not a guarantee that one could be trusted, but was an indication that one could not.
     In Jesus’ response to these various alternatives He points out that heaven, earth, and Jerusalem are all significant because of their relationship to God.  Therefore if one swears by what belongs to God; one is swearing by God Himself.  In regard to swearing by one’s head; Jesus points out the absurdity of swearing by it because one has no real power over what happens to one’s head (i.e. one could not turn a hair white or black if one failed or succeeded in keeping one’s promise).  
     Since oaths were being used in such hypocritical ways that guaranteed nothing; Jesus’ disciples were not to employ them.  This is because, simply by employing them they would associate themselves with the deceptive practices of the surrounding culture.

III. The Guiding Principle in Life: (vs.37)
       Instead, of taking oaths, Jesus instructed His disciples to “let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes’, and your ‘No’,' ‘No’.  For whatever is more than these is from the evil one.”  Jesus’ point was that His disciples are always to be true to their word.  If a disciple says he or she will do something; the other person can be absolutely certain that the disciple will fulfill that promise.  If a disciple says they won’t do something; the other person can trust that this too can be trusted.  The Christian is to be a person of integrity who always speaks truthfully.  When a believer makes a statement about what they will or will not do an oath should be unnecessary; because their honest character itself guarantees that they will do as they say.  In this way Jesus’ teaching goes beyond the Law of God.  The fact that instructions for taking oaths exists in the Law expresses that the Law is built on the assumption that people will lie.  Jesus has grander plans for His people; Jesus mandates honesty as the standard in all redeemed relationships.  
     When Jesus says that anything more is “from the evil one” He is making the point that any and all dishonesty is consistent with the character of the devil who is the father of lies (Jn.8:44).  The believer is to be like his or her father in heaven.  God is absolutely truthful and completely trustworthy.  That is what the believer should strive to be.  To give oneself over to lying and being untrustworthy is to pattern one’s life after the devil.

Conclusion:
[bookmark: _GoBack]     In this portion of the sermon then, Jesus teaches His followers that being genuinely righteous, means that one is honest, trustworthy, faithful, & dependable.  The Law of God required honesty, and our redemption in Christ makes transparent honesty an attainable goal.
