Sermon on the Mount #17

“I Swear…Not!”

Matthew 5:33-37

Imagine the scene: Washington, D.C., January 20, the inauguration of the President of the United States.  The Chief Justice of the Supreme Court takes his place beside a Bible, raises his right hand, and begins the oath of office, which the new Chief Executive is to repeat.  But rather than placing his left hand on the Bible, raising his right hand, and repeating the words, “I…do solemnly swear,” he simply states, “I cannot do that.”

Or this scene:  The courtroom is hushed as the key witness of the next “Trial of the Century” is called to the stand.  (Nowadays there seems to be a “Trial of the Century” every few years!)  The bailiff asks the witness, “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?” and the witness replies, “No, I can’t do that.”

Or picture this:  A bride and groom stand before the minister and a church filled with friends and family on their wedding day.  But when they get to the vows, one of them shakes their head and says, “No, I cannot on good conscience say that.”

Absurd?  Maybe not as absurd as you think!  Though he did not refuse to take the oath at all, Franklin Pierce was the only president to “affirm” rather than “swear” the presidential oath of office in 1853.
  And there are some groups in our society today—the Quakers, for example—who will not take an oath on the witness stand.  I must admit, though, that I have never witnessed a wedding in which one of the participants refused to participate in the pledging of vows.  But the principle is the same.

Where does that come from?  The first two illustrations are practices based on our text for this morning’s message.  As we continue our study of the Sermon on the Mount, we have come to Matthew 5:33-40.  Listen to the words of our Lord:

Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, “Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths”; but I say unto you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God’s throne: nor by the earth; for it is his footstool: neither by Jerusalem; for it is the city of the great King. Neither shalt thou swear by thy head, because thou canst not make one hair white or black. But let your communication be, “Yea, yea; Nay, nay”: for whatsoever is more than these cometh of evil.

Jesus turns His attention to the subject of swearing.  This is not the sin of “cursing,” as we commonly use the term, but the sin of using oaths to affirm that what is said is true.
  This has led some folks to avoid any kind of oath or vow whatsoever.

The Noteworthy Issue of Oath Swearing

First let us consider the noteworthy issue of oath swearing.  Given the context of this passage, we might wonder why Jesus even addresses this subject.  In previous paragraphs He has spoken of the sins of murder and adultery, certainly two of the “big ones” on anybody’s list.  But swearing an oath?  How does that rate so high on the morality scale?

Obviously it does, or Jesus would not have addressed it.  In fact, the real heart of this matter is very important in the eyes of God throughout Scripture.

The legislation against it

Jesus opens this teaching in verse 33, “Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, ‘Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths.’”  

Don’t try to find that quotation in the Old Testament—it isn’t there.  As in other places in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is bringing up a teaching His audience would have heard from the religious leaders of their day, not the Word of God.  Yet, as John Stott writes, 

This is not an accurate quotation of any one law of Moses. At the same time, it is a not inaccurate summary of several Old Testament precepts which require people who make vows to keep them. And the vows in question are, strictly speaking, ‘oaths’ in which the speaker calls upon God to witness his vow and to punish him if he breaks it. Moses often seems to have emphasised the evil of false swearing and the duty of performing to the Lord one’s oaths. Here are a few examples: 

· ‘You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain’ (Exo 20:7). 

· ‘You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane the name of your God’ (Lev 19:12). 

· ‘When a man vows a vow to the Lord,…he shall not break his word’ (Num 30:2). 

· ‘When you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not be slack to pay it, for the Lord your God will surely require it of you, and it would be sin in you﻿’ (Deu 23:21-22) 

Even a superficial reading of these commandments indicates plainly their intention. They prohibit false swearing or perjury, that is, making a vow and then breaking it.

The issue of oath swearing has as its basis the third of the ten commandments.  Therefore it does rank right up there with murder, adultery, theft, and idolatry.  This is why it was noteworthy enough to be included in this teaching of Christ.

But what is an oath?  Dietrich Bonhoeffer defined it as “an appeal made to God in public, calling upon him to witness a statement made in connection with an event or fact, past, present or future. By means of the oath, men invoke the omniscient deity to avenge the truth.”
  Swearing an oath is when a person says, “I swear to God,” or “I swear on the Bible” that something is true.  Swearing falsely was forbidden in the Old Testament Law.

Consider this wise counsel from Ecclesiastes 5:2-7,

Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to utter anything before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let your words be few.  As a dream comes when there are many cares, so the speech of a fool when there are many words.  When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow. It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it. Do not let your mouth lead you into sin. And do not protest to the [temple] messenger, “My vow was a mistake.” Why should God be angry at what you say and destroy the work of your hands? Much dreaming and many words are meaningless. Therefore stand in awe of God [niv].


This issue of swearing an oath before God was terrible important to the ancient Israelites.  Given its prominence in the Scriptures, it should be important to us, as well.

The loopholes around it

Of course, whenever a rule or law is made, man tries to find ways to get around it.  The religious leaders were “experts in the law”—they would be called “lawyers” in our day—and one of their specialties was loopholes.  The Pharisees used all kinds of tricks to sidestep the truth, and oaths were among them. They would avoid using the holy name of God in their oaths, but they would come close by swearing by the city of Jerusalem, heaven, earth, or some part of the body.
  
Jesus addressed two errant practices of oaths that were common in His day.  The first was what might be called frivolous swearing, taking an oath where none was necessary. It had become far too common a custom to introduce a statement by saying, “﻿By my life,﻿” or, “﻿By my head,﻿” or, “﻿May I never see the comfort of Israel if…”  People would use an oath to say the grass is green or the sky is blue.  Hence oaths became commonplace and meaningless.  Even the rabbis discouraged this overuse of oaths.

The basis for the legislation against oaths was, as previously mentioned, the third commandment forbidding the taking of God’s name in vain.  We tend to think of that only as cursing or profanity, but it also means to so overuse the name of God that it loses its special meaning.  We need to be careful how and when we use God’s name, so that it does not become a flippant, overused word that means nothing.

The second Jewish custom might be called evasive swearing. The Jews divided oaths into two classes, those which were absolutely binding and those which were not. Any oath which contained the name of God was absolutely binding; any oath which succeeded in evading the name of God was held not to be binding. The result was that if a man swore by the name of God in any form, he would rigidly keep that oath; but if he swore by heaven, earth, or Jerusalem, or by his head, he felt quite free to break that oath.

An illustration of what William Barclay calls the “science of evasion” is seen in Matthew 23:16-22, 

"Woe to you, blind guides! You say, 'If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold sacred? You also say, 'If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his oath.’ You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells in it. And he who swears by heaven swears by God's throne and by the one who sits on it [niv]

Here we see another example of the Pharisees’ “devious treatment of Old Testament Scripture.”
  They knew the Law so well that they concocted ways to circumvent it.  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones points out the fallacy of their thinking:

…the trouble with the Pharisees and scribes was that their attitude was legalistic. They were more concerned about the letter of the law than the spirit. As long as they could persuade themselves that they were keeping the let​ter of the law they were perfectly happy. …They had so construed the meaning and so turned and phrased it in a legal form that they allowed themselves ample scope to do many things that were utterly contradictory to the spirit of the law, yet they felt they were free because they had not actually broken the letter.
 

We need to be careful that we do not adopt a similar attitude toward God and His Word.  Rather than asking, “How far away from God can I go and still be saved?” we need to ask, “How close to God can I get and still be human?”

The lesson about it


What was Jesus’ response to the Jewish practice of swearing oaths?  He directs that oaths are unnecessary, and can be avoided altogether.  In so doing, He strikes down the false distinction the Pharisees’ made between binding and non-binding oaths.

However hard you try, Jesus said, you cannot avoid some reference to God, for the whole world is God’s world and you cannot eliminate him from any of it. If you vow by ‘heaven’, it is God’s throne; if by ‘earth’ it is his footstool; if by ‘Jerusalem’ it is his city, the city of the great king. If you swear by your head, it is indeed yours in the sense that it is nobody else’s, and yet it is God’s creation and under God’s control. You cannot even change the natural colour of a single hair, black in youth and white in old age.
 

In essence, Jesus is claiming that all vows invoke God in some way, which makes all vows binding.  Since all vows are binding anyway, there is no need to add an oath of any kind to it.  That is precisely His point!   “The real implication of the law is that we must keep our promises and be people of our word. Then vows become unnecessary. Do not swear at all (34), but rather let what you say be simply ‘yes’ or ‘no’ (37).”
  That takes all of the guesswork and legal niceties out of the equation.  As one commentary puts it, “It is difficult to find any loopholes in this directive.”
 

Before we move on, though, a point of clarification is needed.  The lesson about oath swearing in this text does not preclude taking the presidential oath of office, swearing to tell the truth in court, or binding oneself to marriage vows.  God swore on His own character (not for His benefit, but for ours); and both Jesus and Paul responded when put under oath in a legal setting (Mat 26:63ff; 2Co 1:23; Gal 1:20).  Oath swearing is, at times, unavoidable.  Oath swearing is like divorce: both were permitted by the law, but neither was commanded, and neither should be necessary. 

The Negative Implications of Oath Swearing

Why is oath swearing in normal conversation forbidden?  There are several negative implications of oath swearing that we should avoid.  

The first is that oath swearing implies reasonable doubt of what we are saying.  Why do we have to add the words “I swear” to what we are saying?  Are we afraid that our listeners might not believe us otherwise?

Dietrich Bonhoeffer points out, “The very existence of oaths is a proof that there are such things as lies. If lying were unknown, there would be no need for oaths.”
  To call God in as a witness to back up what you say is nearly always a sign that what you are saying is not true.
  J. Vernon McGee states, “When a man says to me, ‘I’d swear on a stack of Bibles a mile high,’ that is the fellow I do not believe because I think the lie he’s telling is a mile high.”
  For some people, the more they swear, the more they’re lying!

We may not use the words, “I swear,” or words like it, but we may also fall under this sin in other ways.  The same principle is true of all forms of exaggeration, hyperbole and the use of superlatives.
  It is easy to spice up our stories by exaggerating or adding on unnecessary descriptive words.  Preachers are so notorious about this that in some circles to exaggerate a story is to be “evangelistic”!  I know of one preacher who used the word “literally” in every illustration he gave, and at times it was clear that he was exaggerating for effect, but he still used the word “literally”—hence, he was lying!  As Chuck Swindoll puts it so well, “Verbosity is no guarantee of veracity.”

Jesus taught that our conversation should be so honest, and our character so true, that we would not need “crutches” to get people to believe us. Words depend on character, and oaths cannot compensate for a poor character. “When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise” (Pro 10:19, niv). The more words a man uses to convince us, the more suspicious we should be.

The second negative implication of oath swearing is that we guarantee with something we don’t own or control.  By backing our promise with an oath like “I swear by the sun” or something like that, we are offering something we cannot deliver.  It would be like my applying at a bank for a loan of $100,000.  They will ask me for some kind of collateral, something to guarantee that I will repay the loan.  My house isn’t worth that much money—nothing I own is worth that much!  So I find a house that is worth that much and use that as collateral.  Would the bank accept that?  Of course not!  Because that other house is not mine to deliver if I fail to repay the loan!

That is a ridiculous example, but it demonstrates the fallacy of swearing by something we do not control.  We cannot swear by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, or even the hairs on our head.  As Bonhoeffer writes,

Since the profession of Christianity does not confer an infallible knowledge of the past, the invocation of almighty God will serve only to establish the integrity of his mind and conscience but not to confirm a statement which after all may be open to error. Moreover, since he is never lord of his own future, he will always be extremely cautious about giving a pledge (e.g. an oath of allegiance), for he is aware how dangerous it is to do so. And if his own future is outside his own control, how much more is the future of the authority which demands the oath of allegiance! For the sake of the truth, therefore, and for the sake of his following of Christ, he cannot swear such an oath without the proviso, “God willing.”
 


Oath swearing does not add additional weight to our words; if anything, it casts more doubt on what we say.  God is concerned that we are people of honesty, and that begins with our words.

The Necessary Integrity of Our Speech

Positively, this teaching of Jesus emphasizes the necessary integrity of our speech.  Integrity has been defined as “unimpaired purity of heart.”
  In other words, if a person could look right through you, they would find nothing contradictory between your words and your life.  Integrity means we have nothing to hide.

Another word closely related to this is sincerity.  Sincerity has been defined as, “the appearance and the reality are exactly the same.”
  Wow—what a concept!  Appearance and reality the same?  That’s unheard of these days!

That’s what Christ calls us to.  Say what you mean and mean what you say. It is just that simple. No mumbo jumbo, no long, drawn-out, religious-sounding stuff is necessary. Just talk truth.

Why is that so important?  Because honesty is the key to trust.  And trust is the key to relationships.  If we want to reach others for Christ, we must have credibility.  In order to have credibility, there must be trust.  But when dishonesty appears, trust leaves.  This happens between a husband and wife, between parents and children, between friends, co-workers, neighbors….  When that trust is broken, it is very difficult to rebuild it, for the one lied to always wonders, “Is this person telling the truth this time?”

This is why God takes honesty so seriously. Consider Proverbs 6:16-19,

There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are detestable to him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers [niv]. 

In this list of particular sins that God hates, two of the seven deal with dishonesty!  God wants us to be people of integrity, honesty, and sincerity.  We all know people whose word is their bond; there is no need for anyone to back up their word, their character and life are quite sufficient.
  Does that describe us?

When we are known for honesty, when our word is our bond, there is no need to supplement our speech with the swearing of oaths.  We say it, we mean it, and others can believe it.

That’s what Christ wants from His disciples.
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