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Matthew 5: 33-37
As we continue our look at Jesus' Sermon concerning Kingdom Righteousness we come to the
matter of oaths. Oaths and vows were used in biblical times to confirm the truth of and commitment
to what was promised. Oaths and vows were used at various times in Scripture and are still used
today, e.g., weddings, baptisms, ordinations, taking public office etc. Oaths and vows are really just
formal promises or commitments.
However, quite often our formal oaths and vows can be used to fudge our informal promises such
that our informal every-day commitments come to have a lesser expectation of truth. Indeed, even
our formal oaths and vows can appear to commit us to lesser standards of truth if we take them
under names other than God's.
Both formal oaths (think of the “crossed fingers” oaths made by many church pastors and elders at
their ordinations) and informal promises can often become means to lessen our responsibility to be
honest and truthful. Jesus admonishes His disciples that such a use has no place among those who
claim to be His disciples. Indeed it is better not to vow or promise at all than to use them to
manipulate other people. Promise-making starts at a very young age...and unfortunately, so does our
tendency to use them to manipulate and deceive.
1. Vows and Oaths
•

Definitions

•

Purpose

2. The Old Righteousness v. 33
Lev. 19:12; Deut. 23:23; Ex. 22: 10-11

3. The New Righteousness vv. 34-36
•

Jews and the 3rd Commandment

•

The Pharisees' fatal substitution
Matt 23: 21-22

•

Oaths/Promises and manipulation
Jms 3: 8-10

4. Jesus' Admonition v. 37
Jms 5: 12

Questions for Conversation and Reflection
1. Have you ever taken a formal oath or vow? What was the occasion? What was the
purpose? Was the purpose ever communicated? Did you fulfill or are you fulfilling your
promises? Or did you make your promises to get something you could not get without
making the promise?!
2. Literalists are convinced that Jesus' (“do not swear at all”) and His brother James' (“do
not swear”) words mean that Christians should never take oaths or vows. Do you agree
with this? How might a Christian's decision never to take oaths or make vows be similar
to the Jews' decision not to use God's name at all for fear of using it wrongly?
3. Do you recognize how easy it is for our formal oaths and informal promises to become
vehicles of personal manipulation used to protect ourselves from harm or to get our way
with other people? How can we utilize spiritual disciplines in seeking deliverance from
such mistaken dispositions? What is the alternative to manipulation when dealing with
others?
4. What were the main differences between Jesus' kind of righteousness and that of the
Pharisees?How do these different understandings of what it means to be righteous reflect
different views of our understanding of God?

