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Lesson #5 – Oaths – Matthew 5:33-37 

 

Review of Previous Week 

• What are interpretive additions?  The extrapolations and examples of how to best 

follow the law that God gave Moses.  These were handed down through generations of 

rabbis. 

• What is adultery? 

o Unfaithfulness to one’s spouse or accommodating another person’s 

unfaithfulness to that person’s spouse. 

o Adultery typically applied to sexual relations between a married person and a 

partner other than his or her spouse. 

• What did Jesus mean when he said, “If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and 

throw it away?”   

o We are to take drastic actions to steer clear of sin in our lives. 

o What are some examples of this? 

• What are some things we can do to protect our marriages from divorce? 

• Things to do to protect your marriage from divorce: 

o Marry the right type of person 

o Marry for the right reason  

o Don't dwell in the past  

o Fight fairly  

o Forgive each other readily and freely  

o Commit to each other  

o Be best friends with your spouse  

o Establish trust  

o Maintain intimacy  

§ How should we respond to those who have been divorced or are going 

through divorce? We need to pray for them 

§ We need to encourage them to seek counseling. 
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§ We need to support them. 

 

Opening 

• What is your first impression when you hear someone say, “I swear!”  or “I swear to 

God?” 

o They are not telling the truth. 

o There really is no reason to have to add “I swear” unless you are not being 

completely truthful. 

o Adding “I swear” to a statement is only requisite because the person saying it is 

lying. 

o A.M. Hunter puts it this way, “Oaths arise because men are so often liars.”69 

o “Swearing is really a pathetic confession of our own dishonesty.”70 

o I was speaking to one student about this, and she replied, “The thing is, when 

you hear someone use that phrase, they’re likely lying. Liars want you to believe 

that what they’re saying is true, so they emphasize that what they’re saying is 

true.” 

• Today, we are going to be looking at what Jesus had to say about oaths and vows. 

o Are they really necessary? 

o Does God approve when we make oaths and vows? 

 

Scripture  

• 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.’ 34 But I say to you, 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. 37 Let what you say be 

simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil.” 

 
69 A.M. Hunter, Design for Life:  An Exposition of the Sermon on the Mount.  (London: SCM Press, 1965) 55. 
70 Stott, 102. 
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• Before we get into our three points, we are going to look at oaths in both Jewish and 

American culture. 

• Three Points of Application 

o  Should we not make oaths? 

o  The underlying implication of Jesus’ command is to tell the truth 

o  What does this mean for us? 

 

 

Swearing, Oaths and Vows 

• When I refer to swearing, I am not referring to the use of bad language, but rather that 

of which someone affirms a statement by calling upon God to judge them if it is untrue. 

o For the sake of our study, swearing, oaths and vows loosely all mean the same 

thing. 

 

Oaths in Jewish Culture 

• Just as the Pharisees allowed for divorce for any and all reasons, they were just as lax in 

their attitudes toward oaths. 

o “If divorce is due to human hard-heartedness, swearing is due to human 

untruthfulness.”71 

• When Jesus said, “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,’” he was not quoting a 

specific scripture, but rather a condensed version of several scriptures. 

o Exodus 20:7 – “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for 

the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.” 

o Leviticus 19:12 – “You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane the 

name of your God: I am the LORD.” 

 
71 Stott, 101. 
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o 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.” 

o Deuteronomy 5:11 – “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, 

for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.” 

o Each of these verses, along with many others from the Old Testament, shows 

God’s people the importance of truthfulness. 

§ However, as we will see, the Jewish religious leaders missed that point. 

§ The Pharisees argued that the Mosaic law forbid profanity, that is, using 

God’s name in a profane manner.   

§ They argued that the Mosaic law did not forbid perjury, or lying under 

oath. 

o When an Old Testament Israelite made a vow and invoked God’s name, the vow 

became a debt owed to God. 

§ Now, what if the vow did not invoke God’s name? 

§ When they wanted a way to get out of their oaths, they would swear on 

something else.  Then if they violated the oath, they were ok. 

o Jesus calls us beyond mere obedience of the law to it’s true intent / meaning:  

truthfulness. 

• The Jewish religious leaders, by the time of Jesus, had developed a complex set of laws to 

determine how binding an oath was by what you invoked in your oath.  They also had 

several “escape clauses” that were to be considered when looking at an oath. 

o Swearing by heaven or earth was not considered to be binding, and so the 

individual making the oath did not have to honor it. 

o Swearing by Jerusalem was also not considered to be binding. 

o Additionally, swearing by one’s own head was not considered to be binding. 

o However, swearing toward Jerusalem was considered binding. 

o The general premise of Jewish law (interpretive additions) was that if the oath did 

not profane the name of God, it was not to be taken seriously. 
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o This Pharisaic system of vows, which substituted various things for the name of 

God, was completely artificial.   

§ Had they used God’s name in the oath, they would have been required by 

their laws to honor the oath. 

 

Oaths in American Culture 

• American culture is really no better than ancient Jewish culture.   

o We often take oaths that we have no intent on keeping. 

§ “Cross my heart, hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.” 

§ IMHO – “In my honest opinion” 

• People like to text this when they are telling someone how they 

really feel.  However, when I hear this, I think, “have you not been 

honest with me all along?” 

§ Boy Scout Oath – “On my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God 

and my country and to obey the Scout Law; to help other people at all 

times; to keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally 

straight.” 

o In America, even when we swear “to God,” we often have no intention of 

keeping our oath. 

o As easy as it is to be critical of Jewish culture in regard to oaths, American culture 

is just as corrupt, if not worse. 

 

Should We Not Make Oaths? 

• How are we to address Jesus’ statement to not make oaths at all? 

• When Jesus says, “Do not take an oath at all,” is he banning all oath taking? 

o No.  There are other places in the New Testament where people take oaths. 

§ Paul, in Romans 1:9-10 invokes God as his witness: “For God is my 

witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without 
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ceasing I mention you 10 always in my prayers, asking that somehow by 

God's will I may now at last succeed in coming to you.” 

§ Philippians 1:8 – “For God is my witness, how I yearn for you all with the 

affection of Christ Jesus.” 

o No.  In the Old Testament, there are places where God makes an oath. 

§ Genesis 22:15-18 – “And the angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second 

time from heaven 16 and said, “By myself I have sworn, declares the LORD, 

because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only 

son, 17 I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the 

stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring 

shall possess the gate of his enemies, 18 and in your offspring shall all the 

nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice.” 

• The purpose for God’s oath in verse 16 is not to boost his credibility 

with Abraham, but to draw out and confirm his faith. 

§ Psalm 110:4 – “The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind, “You 

are a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.” 

o No.  Jesus, in his trial before Caiaphas, took an oath. 

§ Matthew 26:63-64 – “But Jesus remained silent. And the high priest said 

to him, “I adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son 

of God.” 64 Jesus said to him, “You have said so. But I tell you, from now 

on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power 

and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

• If Jesus intended for us not to take oaths, he would not have 

answered Caiaphas’ question under oath. 

o Clearly, Jesus did not intend for this portion of the Sermon on the Mount to 

prohibit all oaths. 

o Jesus’ intent was to implore people to tell the truth in all circumstances. 

• If we don’t swear at all, we can’t swear falsely. 
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o The more we resort to unnecessary oaths and vows, the more we devalue integrity 

in ourselves and others. 

• Some groups, such as Anabaptists and Jehovah’s Witnesses take Jesus’ command 

literally and refuse to take any oaths, including those in a court of law. 

o Jesus’ point was not to promote refusal of taking an oath when required to do so 

by governing authorities, but rather that honest men do not need to use oaths to 

bolster their truthfulness. 

o The only type of oaths we are to take is that which is imposed upon us by 

governing authorities. 

 

The Underlying Implication of Jesus’ Command is to Tell the Truth 

• Jesus sought to correct the abuses of the church much like Martin Luther did 1500 years 

later. 

o Abuses that Jesus sought to correct: 

§ The abuse of women in the context of lust / objectivism. 

§ The abuse of women by allowing divorces for any reason whatsoever. 

§ The abuse of the laws of oaths and vows that allowed people to be 

dishonest with each other. 

o Jesus’ point in prohibiting false oaths was that man should both tell the truth 

and keep his promises. 

§ Jesus is condemning all irreverent, needless, and deceitful swearing. 

§ He desires for us to be simple, honest, and forthcoming in expression in 

the interest of truth and truthfulness. 

• Jesus stressed that swearing by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, or even one’s head still points 

to God, since each of these items belong to him in an important way. 

o Isaiah 66:1 – “Thus says the LORD, “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my 

footstool; what is the house that you would build for me, and what is the place 

of my rest?” 
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o Jesus makes it clear that all oaths involve God’s witness equally.72 

o Jesus was saying that we are not relieved at all from the obligations of an oath by 

simply substituting another word for God’s name. 

o Most of the oaths commonly used in the time of Christ, referred to God in some 

manner. 

§ This preoccupation with the formula for oaths and vows was really not 

the point of the laws at all. 

§ A vow is still considered binding regardless of whom or what is invoked. 

• Since God is holy, he is truthful and expects us to be the same. 

o Psalm 51:6 – “Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me 

wisdom in the secret heart.” 

o However, because we are sinful, we need Jesus’ atoning blood to save us. 

§ Romans 3:10 – “There is none righteous, no, not one.” 

 

What Does This Mean For Us? 

• As followers of Christ, our words are to be so truthful that others need no formal 

assurance that they are true in order to trust them. 

o Oaths are a poor substitute for integrity. 

o As Pythagoras said, “Let your word carry such conviction that you need not call 

deities as witnesses.”73 

o As citizens of the Kingdom of God, our words are to be trustworthy one hundred 

percent of the time.   

• We are not to make unnecessary vows. 

o Oaths that invite punishments for violating them are not necessary when you tell 

the truth. 

o We need to answer yes and no questions with yes and no. 

o There is simplicity in truth. 

 
72 Keener, 125. 
73 ibid 
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• We are not to exaggerate the truth. 

o We are to bridle our lips and exercise preciseness over our words. 

 

Review Questions 

• Is Jesus telling us to make oaths?  Why or why not? 

• What sort of injustice was Jesus correcting? 

• Do we have areas of the law that we twist in order to get around the original intent of 

the law? 

o The concept of speeding within 4-5 miles per hour over the limit because radar 

guns are calibrated differently.  We are not concerned about the safety of 

ourselves and other drivers, but rather the calibration of a radar gun… 

  


