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Lesson 7: You Have Heard …. Swearing    Matthew 5:33-37 

This passage about oaths and vows may seem a little anticlimactic after all the discussion in the 

previous verses about murder, adultery, eye-plucking and hand-lopping. But the issue Jesus 

addresses goes to the very core of a person’s character – to the heart of what it means to live as a 

child of God. 

A recent study by Barna Research found that among “born again” Christians who said they have 

made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ and who also indicated they believe that when they 

die, they will go to Heaven because they had confessed their sins and accepted Jesus as their 

savior-- only 32% of adults and 9% of teens believe moral truth is unchanging or absolute. We 

wonder why people have such a hard time telling the truth to each other. Well, apparently, the 

majority of them can’t even identify what the truth is in the first place! 

 

The words we are considering were spoken by the One who declared himself to be the Way, the 

Truth and the Life (John 14:6). The One whose Word IS TRUTH (Psalm 119:160) presents us 

with a standard of truthfulness that is infinitely higher than the standards of men. 

“Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, You shall not make false vows, but shall 

fulfill your vows to the Lord. (Matthew 5:33).  

 

As with Jesus’ previous commands in the Sermon on the Mount the Law of Moses had already 

spoken to this issue, but the scribes and Pharisees had perverted the teaching of the Law and had 

chronically missed the spirit of the Law. Throughout this sermon, Jesus is zeroing in on the spirit 

of the Law in keeping with its purpose as a true reflection of God’s holy character. 

Some Christians have taken Matthew 5:33-37 to teach that we must not, under any 

circumstances, utter an oath or vow. So, they refuse to take an oath in a court of law, in a 

marriage ceremony, or in any other situation.  Unfortunately, this misses the point because oaths 

and vows are found throughout the Bible.  In fact, the Law specifically commanded God’s 

people to swear their oaths in His name. 

Deuteronomy 10:20: “You shall fear the Lord your God; you shall serve Him and cling to Him, 

and you shall swear by His name.” 

Notice the verbs used in this verse: You shall fear the Lord your God; you shall 

serve him, cling to him and swear by his name. In the Old Testament, oaths were to be sworn in 

God’s name only; they were to be used for affirming important matters, not trivial matters, and 

they were to be true. Oaths were used to resolve disputes, to seal agreements or covenants, or 

simply to affirm the truthfulness of important declarations.  



 2 

Leviticus 19:12 says, “And you shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of 

your God; I am the Lord.” 

 

This prohibition against swearing falsely by the name of God is critically tied to the third 

commandment of the Ten Commandments.  You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in 

vain, for the Lord will not leave him unpunished who takes His name in vain (Exodus 20:7).  

 

To take his name in vain means to speak his name emptily, lightly or profanely – to use it 

without humbly acknowledging his holy character; therefore, to invoke the name of God in an 

oath or vow when your statement is false or when you do not intend to honor your words is a 

direct violation of the third commandment.  

A vow is a specific kind of oath in which the person making the vow solemnly swears to offer 

something to God in return for God’s favor or blessing in a certain matter.  In 1 Samuel 1, 

Hannah, the mother of Samuel, vowed that if God would grant her a son, seeing that she was 

barren, she would devote her son to God as a Nazirite. God did give her a son, and she fulfilled 

her vow, bringing Samuel to the temple and giving him over to Eli, the high priest.  

 

Matthew 5:33, was derived from the Law according to Deuteronomy 23:21: 

21 “When you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not delay to pay it, for it would be sin 

in you, and the Lord your God will surely require it of you. 

God didn’t take vows lightly then and he still doesn’t today. The error of the Pharisees was not in 

misstating the Law but misunderstanding that obedience to the law as a reflection of their heart. 

But I say to you, make no oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, 

for it is the footstool of His feet, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. Nor shall you 

make an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. (Matthew 5:34-36). 

What is the significance of swearing “by” someone or something? In the Old Testament, when 

you swore by someone, you were invoking that person as a witness to attest to your words and as 

a judge against you if your words were found to be untrue. You were invoking the name of one 

whose witness is reliable and trustworthy, to testify to the trustworthiness of your words. At the 

same time, you were acknowledging your accountability to that person, agreeing that you 

expected to be judged by Him if you were found to be speaking falsely. This is why Hebrews 

6:16 says, “men swear by one greater than themselves” – i.e., one to whom they are 

accountable. 

 

The Jews of Jesus’ day had trouble telling the truth consistently, so in order to guard themselves 

against being found guilty of swearing falsely by the name of God, it seems that they had firmly 

established the habit of swearing by everything EXCEPT God. They wanted to add some kind of 
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force to their promises to make their words more credible, but they didn’t want to incur the 

judgment of God by swearing something in his name when they didn’t fully intend to make it 

good or when it was not entirely true. So, they created a lesser class of oaths that were bound to 

various parts of God’s creation rather than to God himself.  

 

As Jesus’ words point out, instead of swearing by God, they swore by “the heaven,” or by “the 

earth,” or by Jerusalem, or even by their own heads. Apparently, it got pretty silly. Oaths 

became like contests to see who could bind the most impressive object to his statements to give 

them the greatest force.  

 

❖ Perhaps this is why statements such as “I swear on my mother’s grave” or “I swear on a 

stack of Bibles” or “I swear on my life” have become common expressions today. 

 

The Pharisees were coming up with all sorts of loopholes to insulate themselves from 

accountability to God, and Jesus is revealing to them that you cannot get away from your 

accountability to God by invoking things, because God is sovereign over all things! Heaven is 

his throne, and the earth is his footstool. Furthermore, because we control NOTHING! Jesus tells 

us that we can’t even swear by our own heads (or “life”) because we can’t make a single hair on 

our heads white or black! 

No matter what you choose to swear by, ultimately you are accountable to God every time you 

open your mouth. It would be better to swear no oath at all than to think you can contrive a 

way to avoid accountability before God to be a truthful person. 

The heart of the matter in this passage has nothing to do with the formality of an oath or 

vow. The heart of the matter is the heart as revealed in the simple conclusion: 

 

But let your statement be, ‘Yes, yes’ or ‘No, no’; and anything beyond these is of evil” 

 (Matthew 5:37). 

If we reserve truthfulness only for declarations that take the form of oaths or vows, and we 

neglect truthfulness the rest of the time, we become like the Pharisees and Jesus teaches that 

oaths must not become devices for lowering the standard of truthfulness that applies to us at all 

times as children of God. James seems to echo the words of our Lord in his epistle, and he puts 

special emphasis on this command, introducing it with the words, “above all.” 

But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath; 

but let your yes be yes, and your no, no; so that you may not fall under judgment (James 5:12). 

 



 4 

Throughout Matthew 23, Jesus starts each of his accusations with, “Woe to you, scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites….” A hypocrite is someone who makes the appearance of being what 

they are not.  They used oaths to add credibility to their statements, but their statements came 

from untruthful hearts.  

 

The Pharisees had systematically reduced righteousness to a set of external behaviors. And those 

behaviors were nothing but filthy rags in the sight of God. Their oaths were no more reliable than 

the statement of a child who has his fingers crossed behind his back, because in their hearts, they 

were more interested in being believed than they were in being truthful. They were more 

interested in being accepted than they were in being GODLY!  

 

Summary: 

Everything that Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount comes back to the reality that God sees 

straight into our hearts. He sees the malice and murder in our hearts when we cling to anger 

toward a brother or sister. He sees the adultery in our hearts when we gaze lustfully at someone 

else. He is the only lie detector with 100% accuracy! The righteousness that comes from God 

cares infinitely more about what God sees than about what man sees! 

As you contemplate our Lord’s teaching, I ask that you devote some time and thought to 

considering how we can become truthful people who hunger and thirst for righteousness. 

 

Let us be truthful people because God re-created us to be pure in heart. 

Let us be truthful people because we desire to be salt and light in a world that desperately needs 

our God and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

Let us be truthful people because we long to live out the lovely character of the One who gave us 

life at the cost of his own life’s blood. 

Let us be truthful people because being a truthful person in the eyes of our heavenly Father is 

what truly matters. 

 

 

 


