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Text 
"Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths 

you have made to the Lord.' 34 But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; 

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 

swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. 37 Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' 

and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one. 

 
Introduction 
 Our four year old, Lucy, has recently found out about the concept of an April 
Fool’s joke.  She doesn’t quite understand the concept of the calendar yet, so for her 
April Fool’s jokes can happen any time.  Mostly it’s fun.  Mom has helped her tape 
faucets and do pranks like that.  But lately we’ve noticed her trying to be dishonest and 
lying and then when caught trying to cover it up by saying, “April Fool’s!”  It has lead to 
some good discussions about honesty and truth telling. 
 I think every parent tries to teach their kids honesty.  It’s inculcated through PBS 
kids’ programs.  There is Aesop’s fable about the boy who cried wolf.  Mohammed and 
Confucius lauded honesty.  It’s a universally recognized virtue.  And here today we see 
Jesus teaching his followers essentially that their words should be true, accurate, and 
trustworthy. 

So we’ll look a bit at the basic morality of honesty today.  Even though everyone 
agrees that lying is bad, everyone still does it.  So it’s important to talk about.  But I’m 
really interested in what makes the Christian teaching on the topic distinct, if anything.  
Or at least what is different about the way a Christian parent instructs his kid about 
honesty compared to the way, say, a Mormon parent would?  In other words, what’s the 
reason and the motivation for honesty?  What should I say to Lucy when she’s being 
untruthful or doesn’t do what she says?  ‘Don’t do that or you’ll be punished’?  ‘Don’t do 
that or you won’t have any friends’?  ‘Carters don’t do that’?  What should I do when I 
recognize deceptive impulses within me or become aware of a pattern of going back on 
what I’ve said? 

We’re continuing in Matthew’s Gospel in a section called the Sermon on the 
Mount today.  This is Jesus’ teaching to those whom he has graciously invited into the 
kingdom and he’s taken them to a retreat in the mountains with a seminar on kingdom 



2 

living.  It’s not Jesus’ prerequisites for admittance into his kingdom, but rather guidelines 
for those who already live securely within it. 

We’ve seen so far that Christians are to form a conspicuous counter-culture, that 
Christians are to be people of the Book, that Christians are to be people of radical 
reconciliation, that Christians are to be people of radical faithfulness (as we saw last 
week), and this week what we see is real simple and in short it’s just this: Christians are 

to be people of radical reliability. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
What Is Jesus Addressing? 

 First let’s look closely at what Jesus is addressing here.  “Again, you have 
heard…”  He’s been going through and unpacking key OT laws or principles, applying 
them to the situation his followers find themselves in and in some cases addressing 
prevalent misinterpretations.  The word ‘again’ tells us he’s just continuing in that vein. 

“Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your 
oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord’” (v. 33).  Now this is not a direct 
quote from any particular OT verse or one of the 10 Commandments.  It’s kind of a 
paraphrase and summary of several verses in the OT that addressed oath making and 
keeping.  Probably Numbers 30:2 is one such verse being referenced – “When a man 
makes a vow to the Lord or takes an oath to obligate himself by a pledge, he must not 
break his word but must do everything he said.”  Or Deuteronomy 23:21 – “If you make a 
vow to the Lord your God, do not be slow to pay it, for the Lord your God will certainly 
demand it of you and you will be guilty of sin.”  So within the ancient nation of Israel 
there had to be laws that dealt with those who would swear to something and then have it 
turn out to be not true.  That’s what Jesus is referencing here. 
 “But I tell you,” Jesus said, “Do not swear at all” (v. 34a).  Don’t even take oaths.  
“While the subject is… different,” R.T. France points out, “the principle by which Jesus 
responds to ‘what was said’ in this case is very similar to that of vv. 31-32.  A law which 
aims to control human failure (in vv. 31-32 the destruction of marriage, here the 
unreliability of people’s word, even under oath) is set aside in favor of a bold reassertion 
of the way God intended things to be, lifelong faithfulness in marriage and simple 
truthfulness in speech without the need for oaths to undergird it.”1  Jesus is saying that 
really the point is radical reliability.  Your words should always be reliable.  Oaths 
shouldn’t even have to be necessary! 
 Craig Keener points out that “human cultures developed oaths because people 
could not trust their neighbors without calling an avenging deity to witness; but those 
who recognize that God witnesses every word must speak and act from integrity of heart 
that transcends such formalities.”2  Again, Jesus is getting at the heart of the matter here.  
He’s cutting through all the casuistry, the legalistic loopholes and gymnastics that people 
created and practiced to get around the demand for radical reliability. 

When he says, “Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by 
the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King.  And 
do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black” (vv.34-
36), he is addressing common ways people would swear back then.  Remember, people 
are weasels.  We’re always looking for loopholes.  And so maybe if you swear by heaven 
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instead of Yahweh, it is less binding.  In fact, in the Mishnah – a collection of Jewish 
rabbinic interpretations and traditions – there’s an entire tractate called Shebuoth that’s 
about which oaths are binding and which are not depending on what you swore by.  Other 
rabbis of Jesus’ day were teaching things like, “Well if you swore by the temple, that’s 
not that big of a deal, but if you swore by the gold on the temple, now that’s a hard one to 
get out of” (cf. Mt. 23:16).  To cover yourself and not inadvertently misuse the Lord’s 
name, (heaven forbid) people would substitute “surrogate objects by which to swear.”3  
So for example, if you swore by Jerusalem it wasn’t quite as bad as saying, “I swear to 
God!” and then not proving true. 

But Jesus is saying that swearing by God’s throne doesn’t make you any more 
exempt than if you swore by God’s name.  The earth is the Lord’s too.  Jerusalem is 
synonymous with him as well.  Even swearing by your own head, that is your own life, is 
not a way out.  It’s still testifying to the truthfulness of something and calling God to 
witness because it’s not ultimately you who has control over your life, but God, who 
determines the number and color of your hairs.  Do you see the point?  Jesus is drawing 
attention to the silliness of people’s attempts to rationalize either not telling the whole 
truth or not following through because an oath wasn’t done just right.  It’s like the 
equivalent of us today saying, “Well, my hand wasn’t really on the Bible” or “My fingers 
were crossed behind my back” or “I wasn’t promising anything, I was just saying I think 
that would work.” 

And so we have to come up with greater ways to assure people that we are telling 
the truth and mean it.  “I’m serious.”  “I’m really serious.”  “No, this time I’m completely 
and totally and utterly serious.  “I promise.”  “I promise with all my heart.”  “Cross my 
heart and hope to die.”  Etc…  The people of Jesus’ day had taken the idea of oaths, 
which were regulated in the OT, and built an elaborate system for exonerating themselves 
for not speaking truthfully or not keeping their word if circumstances changed.  They 
thought they could avoid the penalties of not being completely true to their word by 
getting off on a technicality. 

Jesus isn’t jumping into that debate with his own distinction about which oaths 
really count.  He does away with all the discussion about what oaths are binding and what 
are not and just says, “Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything 
beyond this comes from the evil one” (v. 37).  The devil is “the father of lies” (Jn. 8:44), 
after all – slithery and slimy and adept at manipulating and tampering with truth.  As one 
person has summarized, “A simple Yes or No should be all that is needed.  As soon as it 
is necessary to bolster it with an oath in order to persuade others to believe what is said, 
the ideal of transparent truthfulness [radical reliability] has been compromised.”4 

It’s really a simple teaching, yet so important.  We’ll see Jesus pick up this line 
again in his scolding of the Pharisees in ch. 23.  Jesus’ brother James repeats the teaching 
– “Above all, my brothers, do not swear – not by heaven or by earth or by anything else.  
Let your ‘Yes’ be yes, and your ‘No,’ no” (James 5:12).  So it must have been something 
that came to be taken very seriously in the Jesus community.  Christians are to be 

people of radical reliability.  Their word is as good as gold. 
 
What Does It Mean for Us? 

 Now what does this mean, practically, for us today?  What might this look like for 
us?  First off, what are ways we obscure the truth?  There’s the classic –  ‘Do you cheat 
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on your taxes?’  It’s a good one, but cliché.  Think about this question: ‘Are you the kind 
of person that nobody doubts when you affirm something?’  You know those people that 
you take what they say with a grain of salt, right?  Who are they?  People prone to 
exaggeration – everything’s a-ma-zing, right?  You don’t really take them seriously.  
People who are insecure – they talk about themselves a lot or they always seem to need to 
be the know-it-all on every subject so they can be the center of the conversation.  You 
may not be a pathological liar, but there may be subtle ways that you find to justify in 
your mind spinning the truth to make you look good or make things easier for yourself.  
Jesus is teaching his followers that this is unacceptable. 
 Secondly, and probably more to the point, are you known as a man or woman of 
your word?  Oaths were primarily used not to back up an attestation to the facts – “I 
swear to God, I only weigh 120 lbs!” – but to back up a promise of future actions (not 
past or present realities but future intentions).  And so Christians should be people who 
when they say they’re going to do something, they do it!  When we sign all those papers 
at the title office and say we’re going to pay our mortgage, by golly we do it, even if it 
means ramen noodles for every meal for the next 30 years!  We gave our word.  The 
same with student loans, even if there may be ways around it, loopholes, to default, we 
don’t do that. 

This applies across the board.  Recently Andrea and I went on a date with a $50 
Vanilla Visa gift card.  We paid for dinner with it, the waitress swiped the card, then we 
added the tip and signed it saying we agree to pay this amount.  Then we went to pay for 
our parking ticket and I knew that what was left on the card wouldn’t pay for it all, but I 
thought it would deplete that card and then we could pay the rest with another.  But it 
covered all the parking!  Something was fishy, but we got out feeling really good.  A few 
days later I tried to check the balance of the card – error.  I called the representative and 
he confirmed that the card had been overdrawn $4.83.  I said, “So what do we do?”  He 
said, “If you would like to pay it, you can mail it to this address.”  I said, “Do I have to?”  
He said, “If you would like to pay it, you can mail it to this address.”  I said, “So you’re 
saying I’ve found a loophole?!”  What would you do? 
 Yet even more than just obscure ethical conundrums that qualify you to be a 
certified ‘goodie two-shoes’, we’re talking about being a thoroughly dependable person, 
radically reliable, in the real stuff of every day life without being overly heroic.  I mean 
the kind of person who says, “Let’s do this on this date,” and no matter what comes up 
you try your absolute best to be there.  Better yet, you say, “I’ll see you at 7:00,” and you 
show up at 7:00.  You know the people, I’m sure, that when they say they’ll do 
something you don’t really expect it anymore.  You kind of plan on there being some 
story.  She laughs it off.  You just eventually end up forgetting about it.  We should all be 
the kind of people that if there’s something we said we’d do and it’s not done people are 
instinctually thinking, “Oh my!  He must have had a table saw accident and is bleeding to 
death somewhere.  This is not like him.” 
 We say things so flippantly and break our word too easily.  There’s a verse in Ps. 
15:4 that has always stuck out to me.  It’s describing the righteous man as someone “who 
keeps his oath even when it hurts.”  Even if taking out the trash at the end of the day is 
inconvenient, you do it because you said you would.  Even if being there for a friend 
whose situation has turned out to be far more needy and complicated than you ever 
imagined and other more appealing options have come your way so that to stick to your 
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word would mean not just inconvenience but severe hurt (financial, emotional, time, 
comfort), you do it and say good bye to other dreams.  We’re talking about radical 

reliability here.  People of their word. 
Some people have taken Jesus’ teaching here to mean that believers can’t take 

oaths in a court of law.  That was what the tradition I grew up in taught.  And so when I 
had jury duty while others were being sworn in I would conscientiously say ‘affirm’ 
instead of ‘swear’ and then I didn’t break the law of Christ found here in the Sermon on 
the Mount.  But that kind of stuff really just reverts back to all the casuistry going on in 
Jesus’ day – it’s okay to ‘affirm’ but not to ‘swear’.  We shouldn’t make this into another 
legalistic thing.  Paul would sometimes call God to witness to the truthfulness of some of 
his statements (see Rom. 1:9; 2Cor. 1:23; Ph. 1:8; 1Thess. 2:5, 10) as a rhetorical tool and 
to get people’s attention, not as a means of evading truthfulness in other speech.  It even 
seems that in Matthew 26:64 Jesus himself testified under oath.  It doesn’t mean that 
when you go to court you can’t be sworn in.  I think it just means that you act as if you’re 
sworn in all the time. 

So don’t miss the point in trying to apply this and just focus on external matters 
like this, rather examine your heart to see what you’re trying to do with your words.  You 
can even keep your word to your friend impeccably and be by their side dutifully living 
up to the letter of your promise but not do it out of love for him or her, but rather love for 
yourself… because you love to be thought of as the man of his word.  That’s not the 
point.  It’s about how we use our words to represent reality.  Is it to impress people?  Is it 
to get people off your back?  Is it to protect yourself?  Are you someone that people find 
trustworthy?  When you say something, it’s true.  When you say you’ll do something, 
you do. 
 
Why Is It So Important? 

 Now why is this so important?  And what is it about this topic of honesty that 
makes what we’re doing here not just an advanced Boy Scout lesson for a badge?  Maybe 
you would like to know what I said to Lucy when she was finding ways to legitimize 
dishonesty?  Here’s what I said: 
 

Honey, you can’t do that.  That’s a lie.  And lying is wrong.  And do you 
know why lying is so bad and truth-telling is so important?  Because God 
always tells the truth.  He never lies.  Can you imagine what it would be 
like if God lied?  He has said in the Bible that if we repent of our sins (like 
lying) and believe Jesus paid for them for us then we will be forgiven.  But 
what if we came before him after we died and he said we’d done all this 
bad stuff and deserved to be punished and we said, “Lord, you said if I 
believed in Jesus then he took all my punishment for me on the cross.  I 
trust in Jesus.”  And what if God said, “I was just joking,” or changed his 
mind or said, “April Fool’s!”  We’d be in big trouble, wouldn’t we? 

 
She agreed. 
 It’s unfathomable to think that God might not be telling the truth, is deceptive, 
saying one thing but not following through on it.  It would be horrible.  What could we 
bank on in life?  What would be sure?  How could we continue to exist?  But no.  Our 
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God is radically reliable.  He ALWAYS keeps his word.  Everything he says is true.  
There’s no back-pedaling or sly, mischievous intentions.  He is up front and can be 
trusted.  Paul tells Titus this at the beginning of his letter to him – “[We have] a faith and 
knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised 
before the beginning of time” (Tit. 1:2). 

In fact, God takes oaths.  Hebrews 6 has this section that goes like this: 
 

When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no one greater 
for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, “I will surely bless you 
and give you many descendants.”  And so after waiting patiently, 
Abraham received what was promised.  Men swear by someone greater 
than themselves, and the oath confirms what is said and puts an end to all 
argument.  Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his 
purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with 
an oath.  God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is 
impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope 
offered to us may be greatly encouraged.  We have this hope as an anchor 
for the soul, firm and secure. (Heb. 6:13-19) 

 
 The point is this: The God of the Bible is a personal God who makes promises… 
and keeps them.  You don’t find that notion in Aesop’s Fables or the Bhagavad Gita.  It’s 
purely ethics.  The Bible, while it has ethical sections like the Sermon on the Mount, is 
primarily an unfolding story of promise and fulfillment.  God promises and God fulfills.  
So it’s not like we just have a bunch of promises and we’re banking on God to be true to 
his word and come through.  No, he has a proven track record of follow-through.  From 
the opening pages of Genesis through the events of the NT you see that God is making 
good on his promises time and time again, most notably in the person of Jesus.  I really 
encourage you to read the Bible this way, not as a Book of Virtues but a narrative led 
along by promise and fulfillment with everything coming together so marvelously in 
Christ. 

There’s a place in 2 Corinthians 1 where Paul is explaining his character of 
radical reliability in light of his modified plans for visiting the Corinthians.  He says: 
 

When I planned this, did I do it lightly?  Or do I make my plans in a 
worldly manner so that in the same breath I say, ‘Yes, yes’ and ‘No, no’?  
But as surely as God is faithful, our message to you is not ‘Yes’ and ‘No.’  
For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was preached among you by me 
and Silas and Timothy, was not ‘Yes’ and ‘No,’ but in him it has always 
been ‘Yes.’  For no matter how many promises God has made, they are 
‘Yes’ in Christ. (2Cor. 1:17-20) 

 
 All of God’s promises, from Genesis 3:15 and destroying the work of the devil to 
2 Samuel 7 and a Davidic king to rule righteously forever to the prophet Zechariah and 
removing sin in a single day and everything woven in between and around all find their 
emphatic YES! in Jesus’ person and work.  God’s proven commitment to keep his word 
is our only hope and a firm anchor for the soul in a world filled with uncertainty, lies, and 
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deception, where we don’t really know who we can trust.  There is much that Jesus has 
begun that we still await completion of, but we can bank on his word that promises such 
things. 
 So our God is a personal God who calls us into relationship with him.  He 
promises to be our God and that we shall be his people (i.e. Jer. 31:33).  And in this 
relationship, built on his promises and not our virtue, we begin to look more and more 
like him.  Remember how Jesus said that prevarication comes from the evil one?  Well 
then the counter-assertion must be that radical reliability comes from the Lord.  You 
become a person of truth in the inner parts through being in a relationship with him.  His 
sure promises to us begin to free us up from the impulses to be dishonest.  And so we 
don’t just practice radical reliability out of imitation of God’s honesty, but because of 
God’s honesty. 

Here’s a little bit of how this works.  You claim the promise that “if we confess 
our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness” (1Jn. 1:9) and that allows you to be more honest with yourself and 
others and stop hiding behind a veneer of righteousness and be open with people about 
what’s really going on in your heart.  You really take his word to heart that says he fully 
accepts you by faith and not by works and so you don’t care so much about spinning 
things to make you look good in other people’s eyes.  Because you trust God when he 
says that “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” you can 
honestly tell the truth even if it is self-incriminating. 
 And with regard to pledging ourselves to do things, we are so non-committal and 
fickle I believe because we don’t really trust God when he has promised us a future and a 
hope.  We’re always hedging our bets, afraid to totally settle down and commit to one 
thing because we feel constricted, trapped.  We want to leave our options open.  When 
you commit to one thing it means closing the door to dozens of other things and that 
freaks us out.  We’re scared.  Do we really trust Jesus when he said, “In my Father’s 
house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I am going there to 
prepare a place for you” (Jn. 14:2)?  If we really believed that we had eternity waiting for 
us where nothing good will be withheld from us for ever, where all sacrifices will be 
forgotten and compensated for a bazillion-fold… then we can lock ourselves into certain 
courses of action here for the sake of others and follow through on them, even if it closes 
us off to some potentially greener grass elsewhere. 
 So Christians are not people who are banking on their virtue.  They are banking 
on God’s promises.  And that makes them virtuous! 
 
The Lord’s Table 

And not just vague promises, but promises fulfilled in Christ.  Psalm 15 
describing the righteous man who can dwell in the sanctuary and live on the holy hill, 
whose walk is blameless and who keeps his oath even when it hurts… that man is Jesus.  
He was perfect for us.  That’s what the Bible says.  He was doing it all for us – being our 
righteousness and bearing our judgment.  Trust him, not your record of honesty. 

And remember that unlike we could ever do, he perfectly kept his oath even when 
it really hurt.  When faced with the very terrifying and near prospect of death on the cross 
and separation from his father and taking hell for billions of people he wrestled with 
second thoughts.  Maybe there was a way out, off the hook.  But no, there wasn’t.  And 
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so the pact that had been made within the Godhead from eternity past to die for the sins 
of his people was carried out, at infinite cost to himself.  He did that for you and for me.  
Let’s eat and drink these tokens of his pledge of love and remember his promises… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 31, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 
proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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