As you heard this word of Christ’s, hopefully your mind started asking questions.  Questions like, what is going on here?  If a person made an oath, why would they have to be encouraged to keep it?  Why all of the descriptions of what not to swear by? Why prohibit taking of oaths? How far reaching does this ‘no oath’ policy go?

What is going on here?  First, if we are to look at the structure of these, “You have heard it said,” statements, we will see that we have moved back to the full description.  This is Matthew’s signal that we are moving onto a new topic of three.  The first three were relational in character, now we are moving into the political realm.  If you thought church and government should be separate, you will not like the next three weeks.

Now, if we were to study at what was said to the people long ago, we would not find God saying exactly this anywhere.  What we would find instead is a number of guidelines concerning oaths that when combined, would lead to this conclusion.  We would also be able to see where the Scribes and Pharisees came up with the different aspects of their laws.
The reason that we hear the awkward statement of, “Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord,” is that there were levels of oaths that one could take.  Leviticus 19:12 states, “Do not swear falsely by my name and so profane the name of your God. I am the Lord.”  So if the oath was before God it must be kept, but if it was on my family’s honor, there is no need retribution if I fail.  In order to honor God, we must keep the oaths, but if God is not involved, we can forget about it.

Jesus finds this to be absurd!  This is the first of two times that he rebukes the Pharisees for their bending of the meaning of the law.  Jesus tells us, “Do not swear at all.”  He then goes on to tell them even the ways that they had tried to work with in the guidelines were wrong.  They were not swearing by the Lord’s name, for that was wrong, but they were swearing by things closely related to God.  
Jesus counters that everything you swear by is related to God.  So no matter how you take an oath, you are bringing God into the equation to judge.  Even the hairs on your head, God is in control of, so don’t go there either.  Everywhere and everything comes from God, so there is nothing to swear by that does not invoke God to judge, which is exactly what an oath does.  It is affirming the truth of a statement by calling on a divine being to execute sanctions against a person if the statement in question is not true. (In the case of a deity taking an oath, his divine being is regarded as validating the statement). 

Still, why would we not call upon God to affirm the truth of our statements if they are true?  The simple answer is that Jesus is Truth.  If we are disciples of Jesus, we only speak truth.  There should be no instance where truth is not what pours from our lips.  By saying that in this instance, because I am taking an oath, I am now speaking the truth, it means that any time I do not swear I am open to the possibility of lies.  That is where the work of the evil one comes into play.  
Anytime we need to swear to tell the truth, the father of lies, Satan, is given a foothold.  If we can not be trusted without swearing, can we call ourselves Christians?  Those who act in the manner of Christ, the way, the Truth, and the life?  We are called instead to live and respond to people in such a way that we can either say yes or no and be trusted.  We are to be found telling the truth at all times.  So that we may be known as someone who can be trusted.  Our handshake is better than a written contract.

The sad truth is, that this is not the way the world is.  This is no the way we are either.  We all know that there are people who go into court rooms daily and after swearing an oath on a bible, do not “tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help them God.”  We are appalled when this happens.  We ask how can they in good conscience do such a thing.  They had their hand on the bible.  They just called God’s judgment upon themselves, by taking such an oath.  The reality is that God’s judgment is secondary to their lives over what ever else takes precedence in order for them to lie.
We don’t all give precedence to the oaths we take and that weakens them.  But is that why Christ calls us not to take them?  After all, one could and many have since the fourth century argued that this instruction of Jesus also has loopholes.  Since Augustine, we to have been looking for reasons to validate the taking of oaths, as our court system calls us to do as we testify.

Did Jesus really mean, take no oaths at all?  Augustine saw him saying, “Make no oaths,” not “take no oaths.”  The reason being, many political occurrences require the taking of oaths.  If we were to refrain from making oaths, we could not testify in court, take public office, join the armed forces, or quite possibly do business.  Augustine holds the command to be in submission to the government as a higher calling and sees Jesus saying, “Don’t include oaths in your affairs, but if it is required by law to take an oath, this is okay.”

There are five classic arguments to justify this position.  One, God made oaths, so why can’t we?  Two, saying Amen is like saying an oath, which Jesus said all the time.  Three Jesus was placed under oath at his trial.  Four, Paul call on God as a witness in his letters.  Five, Jesus is addressing the disciples and not the state in the Sermon on the Mount.
Do these arguments from scripture hold water?  We have wanted them to for the past one and a half millennia, but have never been fully satisfied with them.  For scripture again in James 5:12 reads, “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, or you will be condemned.

Dale Bruner gives the following arguments to dismiss the five classic arguments.  God can make oaths because God can keep oaths.  God knows what the future holds and what he plans, humans do not.  I can not guarantee I will be here tomorrow.  All of my future plans are dependent on the will of God.  Two, Amen is simply a strong yes and does not invoke God, otherwise a great number of hymnbooks would need to be revised.  In Jesus’ trial, he did not take the oath, but countered with the “words are yours” and did not place his Great Declaration under God’s name.  Paul’s use is the strongest argument, but is seen as Paul testifying to a present reality.  You would need to see testifying and swearing as two different things to fully dismiss this argument.  Finally, Jesus was addressing his disciples and are we not disciples?

Oaths are desired to give us greater assurance.  They were seen as reinforcing relationships.  Yet, when the oath was broken, the hurt from the broken relationship was all the greater.  Our outrage over people breaking oaths or giving their word and then backsliding on it stems from the depth of hurt.  As societies and individuals have bonds broken, they seek the divine judgment upon the other nation or person, often leading to war.  What would happen if our word could be trusted and false hope was not placed on things we have little control over?  The evil one would have less to work with and broken relationships would be easier to heal.  Would you agree, “Yes or No?”  

 “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.
Finish with asking what can you commit to?

