Yes or No (Matthew 5:33-37)

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

The human race has a credibility problem. Does anyone tell the truth anymore? Politicians seemly talk out of both sides of their mouths. Television evangelists tell us they spend so much time praying over the requests received that the ink in the letters poisoned them. It is getting so that words have no meaning, except for the meaning the speaker wants to give to them. “Truth is so scarce that nearly everyone is suspect. Business people, advertisers, commentators, clerks, salesmen, lawyers, doctors, tradesmen, teachers, writers, politicians, and even many, if not most, preachers are suspect. Our whole society is largely built on a network of fabrication, of manufactured ‘truth.’ We shade the truth, we cheat, we exaggerate, we misrepresent income tax deductions, we make promises we have no intention of keeping, we make up excuses, and betray confidences—all as a matter of normal, everyday living” (MacArthur).

The Bible declares that we are all liars! “The wicked are estranged from the womb; they go astray from birth, speaking lies” (Psa 58:3). “They only plan to thrust him down from his high position. They take pleasure in falsehood. They bless with their mouths, but inwardly they curse” (Psa 62:4). “They bend their tongue like a bow; falsehood and not truth has grown strong in the land; for they proceed from evil to evil, and they do not know me, declares the LORD. Let everyone beware of his neighbor, and put no trust in any brother, for every brother is a deceiver, and every neighbor goes about as a slanderer. Everyone deceives his neighbor, and no one speaks the truth; they have taught their tongue to speak lies; they weary themselves committing iniquity” (Jer 9:3-5). In summary the Bible teaches, “All mankind are liars” (Psa 116:11).
Most of us realize that everyone lies. For that very reason societies understand the importance of an oath; in matters of justice we “swear” to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth. There are criminal punishments for lying “under oath.” Even gangs understand that the truth is essential in their internal dealings.

“The Jews of Jesus’ day revered the idea of truth in principle, but in practice it was buried under their system of tradition, which over the centuries had continually cut God’s law down to fit their own sinful perspectives and purposes. In Matthew 5:33-37 the Lord proceeds to expose their convenient distortion and contradiction of the divine revelation they claimed to love and teach. In these five verses Jesus sets forth the original Mosaic teaching, the traditional perversion of that teaching, and His own reemphasis of what God’s standard for truth has always been” (MacArthur).

I.
Principle (Mat 5:33; Lev 19:12; Numb 30:2; Deut 23:21)

“Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, 'You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn” (Mat 5:33). Jesus is using a collection of commands found in the Old Testament; commands that the tradition was based upon. “You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane the name of your God: I am the LORD” (Lev 19:12). “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” (Num 30:2). “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” (Deu 23:21).


A.
Meaning (Heb 6:16)

“Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord what you have sworn.” The word “swear falsely” and “sworn” in this verse are two different Greek words. The first phrase to “swear falsely” means to commit perjury. The second means to enclose or bind. To swear is to be bound by the power of the one invoked in an oath. A definition of the second meaning is found in Hebrews 6:16, “For people swear by something greater than themselves, and in all their disputes an oath is final for confirmation.” To swear an oath by God is to invite God to judge the veracity of the statement.


B.
Making

It is not wrong to make an oath if the circumstance demands. God provided for the making of a vow (Lev 19:12). If we take the witness stand we will be required to take an oath. It is perfectly proper to make vows during the wedding ceremony. We ask God to see to it that we keep the promises made during that holy service. The Bible gives examples of men, God, and Jesus swearing oaths.



1.
Abraham (Gen 14:22-24; 21:23-24; 24:1-4)



2.
Isaac (Gen 26:31)



3.
Jacob (Gen 31:44-53)



4.
David (1 Sam 20:16; Ps 132:2)

One of the best known oaths of the Bible was made by Ruth, “Do not urge me to leave you or to return from following you. For where you go I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there will I be buried. May the LORD do so to me and more also if anything but death parts me from you” (Rth 1:16-17).



5.
God (Gen 22:16-17; Heb 6:13-14, 17)



6.
Jesus (Matt 26:63-64)

It is not wrong to make a vow. If God the Father and God the Son took oaths it is perfectly acceptable for us to do so at the proper time with due consideration of the importance of the truth.

II.
Perversion

Although the rabbinic tradition seems biblical, if we dig under the surface we will find it was lacking in two areas. There was a missing ingredient and a misplaced emphasis.


1.
Missing

The missing ingredient was the proper circumstance for making an oath. They would swear on anything about anything. This led to a lack of seriousness in making a vow. They, much like today, would find an escape clause to keep them from having to fulfill the promise.


2.
Misplaced (Lev 19:12; Num 30:2)

The misplace emphasis was on limiting the truth only when a vow was made to the Lord. They would swear by the temple, Jerusalem, the hairs of their head, or their mother’s grave. This routine oath taking was little more than lying. 

The commands regulating oath taking was restricted only to oaths taken in the name of the Lord. It was fine to lie as long as it wasn’t in the name of the Lord.

III.
Perspective (Mat 5:34-37; 26:16-22; James 5:12)

Jesus gave His audience the divine perspective on taking an oath. An oath is not to be taken in the name of anything but God, “But I say to you, do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black” (Mat 5:34-36). In other words an oath was a sacred promise that God Himself would judge. The Jewish leaders taught some oaths were binding, others . . . not so much. 
Later in Matthew Jesus critizes them, “Woe to you, blind guides, who say, ‘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.’ You blind fools! For which is greater, the gold or the temple that has made the gold sacred? And you say, ‘If anyone swears by the altar, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gift that is on the altar, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind men! For which is greater, the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred? So whoever swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. And whoever swears by the temple swears by it and by him who dwells in it. And whoever swears by heaven swears by the throne of God and by him who sits upon it” (Mat 23:16-22).
“Here is a great eternal truth. Life cannot be divided into compartments in some of which God is involved and in others of which he is not involved; there cannot be one kind of language in the Church and another kind of language in the shipyard or the factory or the office; there cannot be one kind of conduct in the Church and another kind of conduct in the business world. The fact is that God does not need to be invited into certain departments of life, and kept out of others. He is everywhere, all through life and in every activity of life. He hears not only the words which are spoken in his name; he hears all words; and there cannot be any such thing as a form of words which evades bringing God into any transaction. We will regard all promises as sacred if we remember that all promises are made in the presence of God” (William Barclay).
Every promise we make is to be considered binding. “Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil.” James commands us, “But above all, my brothers, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or by any other oath, but let your ‘yes’ be yes and your ‘no’ be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation” (James 5:12). We should be so characterized by honesty that a yes or no is sufficient. God hates lying (Ps 51:6; Prov 6:16-17; 12:22; Rev 21:8).
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