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“The Spirituality of the Law: Oaths” 
(Matthew 5:33-37) 

 
Introduction 
 

The rulers of the world are given to lies and deception.  Let me give you an example from 
Church History.  In November 1414, John Huss, a priest from the area now known as the Czech Republic, 
was urged by the Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund to come to the Council of Constance.  There Huss was 
to give an account of his doctrines.  Huss’ doctrines were Biblical.  He taught that the Bible (and not the 
Pope) was the final authority in matters of Faith.  He also opposed the selling of indulgences, the 
teaching of the Roman Catholic Church that forgiveness of sins could be bought through giving money to 
the Church.  Sigismund had promised Huss safe passage to the Council of Constance.  However, once he 
arrived it became clear that no one really wanted to hear his views.  Instead, the Church hierarchy 
commanded him to recant his teaching.  When he refused, he was arrested.   Huss had been tricked.  
The Emperor Sigismund had lied and Huss was burned at the stake.1 

We are used to the deception of politicians in our own country as well.  In our day, a politician’s 
personal integrity only seems to matter when he or she is on the opposite side of the isle.  George 
Bush Sr. promised, “Read my lips, no new taxes.”  Bill Clinton declared, “I did not have sexual relations 
with that woman.”  Barack Obama vowed during the last election that the sequestration would never 
happen.  It is a sad reality that we cannot trust politicians to be truthful.   

But in contrast to the kings of the earth, the King of Heaven is a God of Truth!   
 
Just before His death, Jesus prays to His Father: 
 
John 17:17-“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.” 
 
Paul began his letter to Titus reminding him of the truthfulness of God: 
 
Titus 1:1-2-“Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God’s elect 
and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness, 2 in hope of eternal life, which God, who 
never lies, promised before the ages began.” 
 
The author of Hebrews encouraged Jewish believers regarding the truthfulness of God when he 
wrote: 
 
Hebrews 6:16-18- “For people swear by something greater than themselves, and in all their disputes an 
oath is final for confirmation. 17 So when God desired to show more convincingly to the heirs of the 
promise the unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it with an oath, 18 so that by two 
unchangeable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled for refuge might have 
strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us.” 
 
Brothers and sisters, the truthfulness of God is of vital importance to us because our salvation depends 
in EVERY way on God’s faithfulness to His promise!  

                                                           
1
 See the Christianity Today article on John Huss at 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/131christians/martyrs/huss.html. 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/131christians/martyrs/huss.html
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Background 
 
 And the truthfulness of God is important to us because of what we see in the Sermon on the 
Mount.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is describing His followers, the citizens of the Kingdom of 
Heaven (Christians).  He is describing for us what the citizens of the Kingdom look like and how they live 
in the world.  And in this sermon, Jesus declares that Christians are “salt” and “light” (5:13-15).  
Christians are “salt” in that they go into the world to make it better than it would otherwise be.  And 
they are “light” in the sense that they reflect the truth and holiness of God before a watching world.  
And as we saw in Matthew 5:16, Jesus commands His disciples: 
 
Matthew 5:16- “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory 
to your Father who is in heaven.” 
 
Christians are to reflect the holiness of God by their lives and the truthfulness of God by their speech so 
that the world might have a clear picture of what God is like. 
 The problem, as we have seen, was that the people of Israel were being led astray from the 
truth by their religious leaders—“the scribes and Pharisees” (5:20).  The “scribes and Pharisees” were 
supposed to teach God’s Law faithfully, but following the teaching of the great rabbis and Jewish 
teachers of the past, they were misinterpreting and misapplying the Law of God.  As a result, they were 
leading the people of Israel into sin.  And so from 5:21-5:46, Jesus confronts and corrects the “scribes 
and Pharisees” as He instructs His disciples in the proper understanding of God’s Law.  
 As we have studied this section, we have seen that the “scribes and Pharisees” were 
misleading the people by making the Law of God something entirely external and superficial.  So 
according to them, murder was only the unlawful taking of another person’s life.  According to them, 
adultery was only having a sexual relationship with another man’s wife.  But Jesus demonstrates that 
they had completely missed the point of the Law.  The Law is “spiritual” (Rom. 7:14).  It deals with our 
HEARTS.  In the eyes of the Holy God, anger in the heart is the same thing as murder and lust in the 
heart is the same thing as adultery (cf. 5:21-30).  
 Last week, we also saw that the “scribes and Pharisees” were misinterpreting and misapplying 
the Law of God in another way as well.  They TWISTED the intention of the Law so that people of Israel 
actually did precisely the opposite of what God had commanded them to do.  We saw this last week as 
we studied the issue of adultery (5:31-32).  God had given regulations through Moses in order to control 
divorce and to promote marriage (cf. Deut. 24:1-4).  But the “scribes and Pharisees” completely missed 
that and instead taught that all God required of men was to give their wives a “certificate of divorce.”  In 
effect, contrary to the intentions of the Law, the “scribes and Pharisees” gave men the ability to have 
the equivalent of a modern-day “no fault” divorce.  As a result, marriages were being torn apart.  Jesus 
unmasked their false teaching and declared: 
 
Matthew 5:32- “[E]veryone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her 
commit adultery, and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” 
 
In dealing with divorce, Jesus cut to the heart of the Law and rightly instructed His disciples in the Law 
of God.  This morning, we will see Jesus do this again, as he corrects the twisted teaching of the “scribes 
and Pharisees” regarding the making of oaths. 
  
MIM: While the scribes and Pharisees allowed for manipulative lying, Jesus requires simple and strict 
honesty of those who follow Him. 
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This morning, we are going to study this passage by asking two questions: 
-What were the scribes and Pharisees teaching concerning oaths? 
-What does Jesus teach concerning oaths? 
 

I. What were the scribes and Pharisees teaching concerning oaths? (5:33) 
 

A. In 5:33, we see Jesus recount the teaching of the Scribes and Pharisees.  “Again you 
have heard it was said to those of old…” (5:33a).  This is how Jesus has introduced each 
new point of teaching in this section (5:21-48).  The Jews of old received the Law of God 
before Mount Sinai and as they travelled to the Promised Land through the wilderness.  
And through the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” the people of Israel had “heard” 
what God had commanded His people.  But the “scribes and Pharisees” were twisting 
and misrepresenting what God had said.  Here Jesus tells us what the “scribes and 
Pharisees" were teaching regarding oaths.  

 
Matthew 5:33b-“You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.” 
 

B. Again, we are forced to ask, “What’s wrong with this?”  While this is not a direct quote 
from any particular passage in the OT, it is very similar to several commands that God 
gave His people concerning the taking of oaths. 

 
Leviticus 19:12- “You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane the name of your God: I am the 
Lord.”  
 
Numbers 30:2- “If a man vows a vow to the Lord, or swears an oath to bind himself by a pledge, he shall 
not break his word. He shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth.” 
 
Deuteronomy 23:21- “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.” 
 

C. All of this seems straightforward enough.  But the problem with the teaching of the 
“scribes and Pharisees” was not their summary of the commandments regarding oaths 
in the Law of God.  The problem was their application of those commandments.  The 
“scribes and Pharisees” said this: If you swear an oath by the name of the Lord, you 
must certainly fulfill it.  However, if you swear by something other than God’s name, 
you don’t need to keep your oath.  Only an oath sworn by God’s name is binding.   

 
D. This teaching led to all kinds of problems and manipulations.  A tradition arose in 

making oaths where people avoided using the name of the Lord and substituted other 
things instead.  For instance, they would avoid using the name of God by swearing by 
the Temple, or the altar, or by heaven (cf. Matthew 23:16-22).  But they were not doing 
this out of reverence for God.  Following the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” 
they substituted things for the name of God in their oaths as a means of manipulating 
and deceiving one another.  They thought that as long as they didn’t use God’s 
covenant name (Yahweh; Jehovah), they were not bound to keep their word.  And so 
deception and lying became commonplace.  And general confusion was the result.  
Accordingly, the rabbis, scribes and Pharisees actually came up with a system to 
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determine how binding an oath was based on how closely it was related to God’s 
name.2   

 
Illustration:  Let me give you an illustration of this to show you just how absurd the situation had 
become by Jesus’ day.  According to the religious leaders, an oath sword BY Jerusalem was not binding, 
because it was only a city.  But an oath sworn TOWARD Jerusalem was binding because the oath was 
sworn towards God who, in the minds of the “scribes and Pharisees,” resided in Jerusalem.3  The 
teaching of the religious leaders of Israel was leading the people of Israel to do precisely the opposite of 
what God had commanded in the Law.  Their teaching actually encouraged manipulative lying instead 
of forbidding it.  As a result, no one’s word could be trusted.   
 
Application:  Now before we condemn the “scribes and Pharisees” too strongly, we need to take a look 
at our hearts this morning.  We are so quick to see the faults of others, but so slow to see our own.  If 
we know our hearts well, we know that we also, like the “scribes and Pharisees” have an integrity 
problem.  We manipulate and lie as well.   
 
How do we lie? 
 

1. Sometimes we lie to one another in a cold and calculated way.  While it is hard, let me give you 
an illustration from my own life.  I remember several years back sitting across from my pastor at 
the time and asking him about a difficulty I was facing.  He looked at me and asked me point 
blank if I was struggling with a particular sin.  To my shame, in order to hide my sin, I lied to him 
and said “No.”  But really, the answer was “Yes.”  I later had to go to him, confess my sin, and 
ask for his forgiveness.  
 

2. But sometimes our lying is more subtle.   
 

a. We promise that we are going to pray for someone, but we really have no intention of 
doing so. 

b. We also make promises to our children that we do not keep.  “Yes, I said we could spend 
time at the park today, but daddy is busy with work.”   

c. We cheat on our taxes and conveniently forget to list streams of money we have that 
are not reflected on the W-2.   

d. We exaggerate details of stories in order to make ourselves look better.   
e. We leave out details of stories in order to cover up our failures.  We don’t consider that, 

as J.I. Packer said: 
 
“A half-truth masquerading as the whole truth becomes a complete untruth.”4 

                                                           
2
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1984), 153. 
 
3
 Ibid. 153.   

 
4
 J.I. Packer, “Introductory Essay” in John Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ, (Edinburgh: 

Banner of Truth Trust, 1999 reprint), 2. 
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f. We use generalizations instead of answering clearly when asked about our struggles 
with sin. We say, “I am struggling with lust a little bit in my mind” or “I am doing pretty 
good, but sometimes I wrestle with anger,” when the problem is actually MUCH more 
serious than that. 

 
There is hypocrisy in us on this issue of lying.  We all nodded in approval when we discussed the lying of 
politicians at the beginning of the sermon.  But what about us?  I found these words from Martyn Lloyd-
Jones convicting:  
 

Men on political platforms have waxed eloquent on the sanctity of international contracts.  But, 
at the very time they were speaking, they were not loyal and true to their own marriage vows.  
When Hitler lied, we all held up our hands aghast; but we seem to think it is somehow different 
when we tell what we call a ‘white lie’ in order to get out of a difficulty.  It is terrible, we think, 
to lie on the international level, but not apparently, when it comes to a matter between 
husband and wife, or parents and children.5  

 
Application:  Let’s press a little further into our hearts this morning.  Why do we lie?  As I meditated on 
it this week, I came to two basic motivations for lying: fear and control.   
 

1. Sometimes we lie because we are afraid of others.  We afraid of what they are going to think 
about us or what they are going to do to us if we tell the truth.  So we hide those aspects of the 
truth that put us in a bad light or show how we are actually to blame for a failure.  We use half-
truths and generalizations to make it seem like we are not as bad as we really are.  We 
desperately want the approval of others.  Brothers and sisters, God calls this the fear of man.  It 
is a sin.  When we lie to others because we fear them we are treating them as if they are God.  
We are more concerned about what they think of us at the moment then what God thinks of us 
and so we lie.  
 

2. Sometimes we lie in an effort to control others.  We want them to serve us and so we use lies 
to manipulate them.  This is precisely what the Jews were doing in Jesus’s day.  They used oaths, 
but didn’t go so far as to use the name of God, in order control others and manipulate others 
into doing what they wanted.  In our day this looks like a salesperson who lies to a prospective 
company about what his product can actually do in order to get more orders.  It looks like a 
husband who lies to his wife about what is going on at work (“Sorry, honey, I have a meeting 
that is going to run late tonight,” when he knows the meeting will get out on time) in order to 
stop her from complaining about how much time he spends at the office.  Brother and sisters, 
when we lie to others in order to control others, we forget that God is God and instead act as 
if WE are God.  We become petty tyrants who use lies and deception to control others and 
make them do our will.   

 
Illustration:  And we think we are pretty clever.  But we need to remember that God see right through 
our lies.  Children are not sophisticated liars.  A child says he didn’t eat the forbidden cookie even while 
the crumbs and chocolate stains are on his shirt, lips, and hands.  We need to remember that our lies 
and deceptions are just as obvious to God.   
 

                                                           
5
 Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 1971 edition, 237. 
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Hebrews 4:13- “And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of 
him to whom we must give account.” 
 
Friends, we need to realize that God has both seen and has taken note of every lie and every 
deception we have ever uttered.  
Application: We need to realize that our lying is a problem.  It is not a little thing in the eyes of a Holy 
God!  Let me give you four reasons why our lying is a problem for us: 
 

1. Our lying hinders our witness to others.  Our ministry is one of proclamation.  God has called us 
to speak the TRUTH of the Gospel to others.  How can we expect lost men and women to 
believe our witness to the Gospel if they cannot trust our word about lesser matters? 

 
2. God hates lying. 

 
Proverbs 12:12- "Lying lips are an abomination to the LORD, but those who act faithfully are his delight.” 
 
Proverbs 6:16-19-“There are six things that the LORD hates, seven that are an abomination to him: 17 
haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, 18 a heart that devises wicked plans, 
feet that make haste to run to evil, 19 a false witness who breathes out lies, and one who sows discord 
among brothers.” 
 

3. God will judge every idle (and false!) word we ever utter. 
 
Matthew 12:36-37- “I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word 
they speak, 37 or by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.” 
 

4. Liars will not inherit the Kingdom of God.  
 
Revelation 22:14-15- “Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the 
tree of life and that they may enter the city by the gates. 15 Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and the 
sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices falsehood.” 
 
Friends, you and I have lied to God and we have lied to others.  We are very much like the “scribes and 
Pharisees” and we have followed the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees.”   Jesus confronts US and 
this teaching as we continue our study of this passage in 5:34-37. 
   

II. What does Jesus teach concerning oaths? (5:34-37) 
 

A. In 5:34-37, we see Jesus’ teaching concerning oaths.  “But I say to you…” (5:34).  Again, we 
see Jesus the Lawgiver, God in the flesh, giving His authoritative teaching.  And His teaching 
is a blanket prohibition of oath-taking. “Do not take an oath at all.”  An oath is a solemn 
declaration.  Oaths are often made with an appeal to God, inviting God both to see and to 
avenge if the promise if broken.  And Jesus says that His disciples should not take an oath.  
He actually uses a Greek word here (ὅλως) indicating that His command is all-inclusive.  In a 
culture where oaths had become meaningless and tools of deception, Jesus forbids the 
taking of oaths. 
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How should we think about this command?  
 

Is Jesus absolutely forbidding Christians from taking any oaths at all, ever? Some groups 
(Jehovah’s Witnesses, Quakers, and some Amish) have taken Jesus’ words in this way and so they refuse 
to take any oath, even before a court of law.  I think these groups have missed the point Jesus is making 
here. There is nothing inherently wrong with taking an oath.  We already quoted Hebrews 6:16-18, 
where the author of Hebrews records that God HIMSELF took an oath.  Paul also swears oaths at several 
points in the New Testament (2 Cor. 1:23, Gal. 1:20) and even puts others under an oath in 1 Thess. 
5:27.  And most convincing to me personally, at His trial, the Lord Jesus Himself was put under oath by 
the High Priest, and it was after He was put under oath that He declared Himself to be the Messiah 
(Matthew 26:63-64).  If Christians are to engage with broader society at all as lawyers, politicians, 
judges, etc., we will need to take a PUBLIC oath.  If we want to get married, we will need to take an oath 
as well.   

So what is Jesus saying here?  He is pointing us to the HEART of the Law, which is that God 
desires His people to be honest and truthful.  Here Jesus is primarily pointing to our PRIVATE speech 
and He is saying that His disciples are to be the kind of people who have NO NEED for oaths.  It is 
important to remember that at this point in redemptive history, taking an oath was purely voluntary (cf. 
Deut. 23:23-24) and since there was no obligation to take oaths, Jesus wanted His followers to avoid 
taking oaths.6  In a culture where private oaths were used to deceive and manipulate others, Jesus’ 
disciples were to avoid taking oaths at all.   

 
B. Then in 5:34b-36, Jesus exposes the folly of those who used oaths to manipulate others.  He 

says, “Do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 35 or by the 
earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. 36 And do not 
take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black.”  Jesus is making 
one simple point here:  Everything in life is related to God.  The heavens are the throne of 
God and the earth is His footstool (cf. Isaiah 66:1).  Jerusalem is the city of God, the great 
King (cf. Psalm 48).  We don’t even own ourselves.  We can’t make one hair white or black 
(5:36).  And because all of life is related to God and is under the sovereign control of God, 
if we swear by anything at all, we are ultimately swearing by the name of the One who is 
both related to and above all things.7  Those who were using oaths to deceive others were 
themselves deceived.  They thought they were fooling others, but they were only fooling 
themselves. They would face the judgment of God for their lies.  

 
Application: We should consider it a fearful thing to lie in the name of God.   
 
How can we stop our lying? 
 

Friends, I believe Jesus gives us here the key to breaking the back of lying and deception in our 
lives.  Do you remember the two things that we said motivate our lying—fear and control?  We said 
that sometimes we lie to others because we are afraid of what they are going to think about us or what 
they might do to us if they learn the truth.  But that is to treat others as if they are God.  There is only 

                                                           
6
 See R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew in NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 2007), 214. 
 
7
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew,” 154. 
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One God.  He reigns above all!  And if we fear God supremely, we will be careful to speak the simple 
truth no matter what others might do to us.   

At other times we lie in order to control and manipulate others, as if WE were God.  But when 
we acknowledge that God alone is God, we will stop trying to control others through deception.  
Instead, we will speak the truth to others in the presence of God.  Friends, if you want to cultivate 
honest speech, you need to cultivate a healthy fear of God.  Theology matters!  You need to study 
God’s attributes—His holiness, justice, power, and goodness.  As you grow to know God, you will be 
careful to speak the truth before Him.   
 
Proverbs 9:10- “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is 
insight.” 
 

C. In all of this what is Jesus telling us?  Christians are to be characterized by strict and simple 
honesty.  That is why Jesus says what He does in 5:37: “Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or 
‘No. Anything more than this comes from evil.”  
  

a. That’s it.  If you say “Yes,” mean “Yes,” and abide by your word.  If you say “No,” 
mean “No,” and abide by it.  Cultivate a life of such simple honesty that no one 
would ever even think to make you take an oath.  We need to realize that 
“anything more than this”—any manipulation of the truth, even the “whitest lie” 
and the slightest exaggeration—has its source in sin.  It is evil.  And it is to be like 
the evil one, Satan (John 8:44). 

 
And we need to admit that we have all committed evil.  That is why we need the Gospel. 
 
The Gospel—Jesus spoke the truth so that you and I might be forgiven for our lying 
 
 You and I have a problem, don’t we?  We have all lied.  We have all failed God’s standard of 
perfect truthfulness.  And we have seen that liars will have no portion in Heaven (Rev. 22:14-15).  What 
hope is there for us this morning?  Our only hope is the perfect life of Jesus!  This is why we love the 
Gospel so much at Christ Fellowship.  All of us have sinned against God in countless ways.  We have all 
turned from His holiness and rejected His rule in our lives.  But Jesus never rejected God.  He always 
obeyed.  He always told the truth.  And when He stood before the religious leaders of Israel who were 
about to put Him to death, Jesus told the truth.  He is God!  He is the Messiah!  And Jesus died on a cross 
for telling the truth.  Jesus died on the cross in the place of liars like you and me—so that we could be 
forgiven!  Then Jesus rose from the dead!  Now all who turn from their sin and trust in Him will be 
forgiven for their sinning and lying.  They are covered with the perfect righteousness of Christ.  Friends, 
if you are not a Christian and would like to know more about what it would mean to be reconciled to 
God, we would love to talk with you about that this morning after the sermon.  
 
Conclusion 
 
 How do the followers of Jesus live in the world?  They reflect the character of God who always 
speaks a perfect Word.  We are called to be “light.”  May God us reflect His character as we speak the 
simple truth in this coming week!  And may God give us opportunities to speak the truth of the Gospel 
to those who don’t know Jesus this week!  Let’s pray… 

 


