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JESUS SPEAKS ON THE TAKING OF OATHS
SERMON ON THE MOUNT 10

Please turn in your Bibles to Mathew 5:33.


Today we are back in our study of Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount. We are entering a second triad; a small group of teachings that in one way move the subject matter to things that may be less obvious to us, but which go on to speak of a greater righteousness. Remember that righteousness is defined as “doing right by God and by others.” It is interesting that Jesus is so emphatic about how we treat others. We might think that He would speak more of our relationship with Him than with people, but at this point He doesn’t do that. He is hammering on our relationships with others. Why does He do this? What I hope you are seeing is that how we treat others has a great deal to say about How we are relating to Him. At the end of the day, everything we do in relating to others comes back to God. 

In this section of three teachings, Jesus has moved from quoting from the 10 commandments to a lesser known area of Torah. He won’t quote from the 10 commandments but will string together three passages from various places in Torah in order to make His point. Today He deals with the subject of taking oaths. We may think that is an outdated practice, but is it really? Integrity, our integrity is something we need to consider. Since it matters to Jesus, it should mater to us. Let’s look at what Jesus has to say on the matter. 


Matt. 5:33   “Again hyou have heard that it was said to those of old, q‘You shall not swear falsely, but rshall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ 34 But I say to you, sDo not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for tit is the throne of God, 35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is uthe city of the great King. 36 And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; vanything more than this comes from evil.7

Jesus begins this part of the message by referring to an area of Torah with which His hearers were familiar, but He doesn’t just quote from one passage. He is stringing together three different passages in something of a summary. Let’s look at those passages before we go any further. 

Leviticus 19:12
12 gYou shall not swear by my name falsely, and so hprofane the name of your God: I am the LORD.

The first principle we see is that by invoking God’s name falsely, we profane His name, which is holy. What does this mean. This, of course, goes back to the ancient practice of taking oaths. Let’s look at the other passages He is citing in order to get more background on the issue. 

Numbers 30:1,2
Num. 30:1   Moses spoke to fthe heads of the tribes of the people of Israel, saying, “This is what the LORD has commanded. 2 gIf a man vows a vow to the LORD, or hswears an oath to bind himself by a pledge, he shall not break his word. iHe shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth.

We see two different words here. One is vow and the other is oath. Vow, in Hebrew, is neder, which is a concrete promise and normally refers to a vow or promise made to God. The word for oath is shevuah, which is like a vow, but in most cases refers to a promise or even a covenant made between people. And it is mostly this to which Jesus is referring, but the message does cover both aspects of promises made between people and God as well as promises made between people. No matter how you slice it, when a vow, oath or promise is made, we are bound to keep it. This goes to integrity. 



Deut. 23:21   c“If you make a vow to the LORD your God, you shall not delay fulfilling it, for the LORD your God will surely require it of you, and you will be guilty of sin. 22 But if you refrain from vowing, you will not be guilty of sin. 23 You shall be careful to do what has passed your lips, for you have voluntarily vowed to the LORD your God what you have promised with your mouth.

In these verses, God says that if one makes a vow, we shouldn’t delay in fulfilling it. We should quickly do what we have pledged to do. We are to be careful, not flippant about these things. 

Let’s look at an example of a vow, (neder) made to God. 

20 Then Jacob fmade a vow, saying, “If God will be with me and will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, 21 gso that I come again to my father’s house in peace, hthen the LORD shall be my God, 22 and this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, ishall be God’s house. And jof all that you give me I will give a full tenth to you.”

Oaths and/ or vows were common in those days. There weren’t many lawyers around. Therefore, in order to pledge surety for something, as a way to ensure that the oath or vow would be carried out, people would invoke the name of God in order to give their word credence. The basic formula was something to the effect of, “May YHWH do such and such to me, and more if I don’t honor my pledge to you.” This could come about in any number of ways. It could be a business transaction of some kind, (example). But the point is that God’s name and/ or the threat of some kind of punishment was invoked to ensure that the pledge was fulfilled. 


This comes from the story we commonly know as Jacob’s ladder. (Explain). 

Rash vows.

Judges 11, Jepthath vows that if God gives him the victory in battle that he will give as a burnt offering whatever comes out of his door when he returns home. His daughter came out to meet him upon his return. 
In 1 Samuel 14 Saul made an oath that none of his men should eat upon penalty of death. But Saul’s son, Jonathan wasn’t in the camp and didn’t hear the oath. He ate some honey while in the woods. 

In these cases, as well as others, what we see is people making rash vows in order to gain something from God. In their rashness – their flippancy in the matter, they placed people dear to them in jeopardy. This goes to show that people had become flippant in the invocation of God’s name. This isn’t how oaths were to be done. They were meant to ensure life and truth, not bring about death due to the flippancy of how they were being used. This de-valued the name and reputation of God. By their rash actions, people were de-valuing the name; the holy name of God. 

Now let’s look at how things were going, as far as oath taking in Jesus’ day. 


Matt. 23:16   “Woe to tyou, ublind guides, who say, v‘If anyone swears by the temple, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ 17 You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or wthe temple that has made the gold sacred? 18 And you say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by xthe gift that is on the altar, he is bound by his oath.’ 19 You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or ythe altar that makes the gift sacred? 20 So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 21 And whoever swears by the temple swears by it and by zhim who dwells in it. 22 And whoever swears by aheaven swears by bthe throne of God and by chim who sits upon it.

In the OT, we saw people swearing, making vows to God or with others and often times invoking the name of YHWH. But by Jesus’ day things had changed. Out of respect and many times fear, people had stopped saying the name of God. They would refer to Him as Lord, Adonai, in order to avoid speaking His holy name and thus run the risk of profaning it. This is why we see in these verses that people were swearing, making vows and oaths by things other than the name of God. They are swearing by things that they considered ‘God – adjacent’. Things such as the temple or the gold of the temple – the altar or the gift on an altar were related to God and thus invoked some sort of legitimacy in the vow but didn’t go so far as to invoke the name of God. Can we see what was going on here? If we go back to Matthew 5, we can see that people would even swear on body parts such as their heads. This is akin to people swearing on their mother’s grave or on their children. We have all seen that in movies. 
This was something of a loophole. People were afraid to swear an oath by the name of God so they would swear on something related to God, or even something less in order to give credence to their oaths without having to worry about profaning the name of God. They were trying to split the difference. But there was even more than that going on by Jesus’ day. 

Matt. 23:16   “Woe to tyou, ublind guides, who say, v‘If anyone swears by the temple, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ 17 You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or wthe temple that has made the gold sacred? 18 And you say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by xthe gift that is on the altar, he is bound by his oath.’ 19 You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or ythe altar that makes the gift sacred?

If we are paying attention, we can see in these verses that the Pharisees, as well as everyone else were differentiating between some of these things upon which people were swearing. If people swore by the temple it meant nothing. But if they swore by the gold of the temple, the vow was to stand. If people swore by the altar, it meant nothing, but if they swore by the gift (sacrifice0 on the altar, then they were bound to perform their oath. 

What was going on there? Once again, we see the evil of the human heart manifesting. In essence, people had commitment issues. If someone swore on the temple of the altar, they gave themselves an out regarding whatever the oath was (Example). This is why Jesus addresses this matter. This was/ is manipulation. It is what we today might call, ‘spin’. This is why lawyers have to get involved in business deals. They are essentially paid to word contracts, (vows or oaths) in such a way as to remove all the loopholes. Why? Because many times people want a way out of whatever they have sworn or agreed to do. This is just evidence of the condition of the human heart. And that was what was going in in Jesus’ day. People lacked integrity. And when we link this with what Jesus said regarding marriage, adultery and divorce, we can see that the lack of loyalty and integrity are linked. This is why Jesus addresses this. More on this later. 

If we go back to Matthew 5, we see that Jesus makes another big hyperlink showing the source of all this. 

37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; vanything more than this comes from evil.7

Some translations read, “For whatever is more than these is from the evil one.” (NKJV)

This hyperlink goes back to the garden in Genesis three. We have already discussed how this issue has to do with integrity. It involves truth. It involves the name and character of God. What did the serpent do in the garden? He attacked all of these things. He twisted the name, word and truth of God in order to do what? He did it in order to manipulate Adam and Eve. He did it in order to attain something he wanted. He leveraged the word of God in an unethical, sinful way. He made a loophole where there was none. And this is what was happening in Jesus’ day. People were actively looking for ways to get out of commitments. They were swearing oaths in order to obtain something with a loophole on the back side of the agreement. This is manipulation. It is dishonest. It was a way of hiding something in the ‘fine print’ of the agreement in order to crawfish on the deal. And that just cannot be! The purpose of the sermon on the mount is to teach people how to live in the kingdom of God. Manipulation and dishonesty should be found there. God’s people, His imagers are to be of the utmost integrity. Trying to swear on something that is less than the name of God, especially with the intention of avoiding fulfilling the oath is dishonest. Just look at the thinking that goes along with it and how Jesus combats this thinking. 

Matt. 23:16   “Woe to tyou, ublind guides, who say, v‘If anyone swears by the temple, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ 17 You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or wthe temple that has made the gold sacred? 18 And you say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by xthe gift that is on the altar, he is bound by his oath.’ 19 You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or ythe altar that makes the gift sacred? 20 So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 21 And whoever swears by the temple swears by it and by zhim who dwells in it. 22 And whoever swears by aheaven swears by bthe throne of God and by chim who sits upon it.

Jesus asks the question: “Which is greater, the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred? Whoever swears by it also swears by it and everything on it.” 

In verse 20: 20 So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 21 And whoever swears by the temple swears by it and by zhim who dwells in it. 22 And whoever swears by aheaven swears by bthe throne of God and by chim who sits upon it.


Look then at how He says the same thing in Matthew 5:36.

Matt. 5:33   “Again hyou have heard that it was said to those of old, q‘You shall not swear falsely, but rshall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ 34 But I say to you, sDo not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for tit is the throne of God, 35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is uthe city of the great King. 36 And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. 37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; vanything more than this comes from evil.7


. 36 And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black.

The point Jesus is making is that no matter how you try to loophole this thing, you can’t get away from God. If you swear on the altar, you are also swearing on the gift. If you swear on the temple, you are also swearing on the gold of the temple. There is no lesser degree of severity and integrity here. There is no thing that is lesser because everything comes from God. Why swear by the hairs of your head? You can’t even control the color of the hair. God controls that. God made mankind. If we want to be scientific about it, we get our hair color from our DNA, which comes from our parents. That was put in place by God. No matter how we may try to invoke God or even something we consider to be less than God, we are still invoking God. God is the source of everything. That theme runs throughout the Bible. There are no loopholes to integrity – especially the integrity of people who claim to be imagers of God and who claim to be a part of His kingdom. In the kingdom of God, we shouldn’t even have to swear oaths. 

My Daddy once told me that at the end of the day, all we have is our name. What he meant by that was that when we say we will do something people should be able to take us at our word. They should be able to “take what we say to the bank.’ This is what Jesus is saying. 

37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; vanything more than this comes from evil.7

The Greek actually says, ‘yes, yes, or no, no.’  (Also, KJV). 

If we say yes, then we should mean and fulfill the yes. If we say no, then we should mean and fulfill the no. Once we go past that, we are treading dangerously close to what was done in the garden. 

We should not need to invoke the name of God in order to bolster our own credibility. There should not be any ‘crossing our fingers behind our backs’. We shouldn’t want to loophole anyone. 

If God is a God of integrity, then His people, who claim to carry His name should be also. 
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