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Matthew 5:33-37; Matthew 23:16-22; Being People of the Truth I.  The Importance of Truth II. Avoiding Unnecessary Oaths III.  Identifying Necessary Oaths
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, one of Dr. Seuss’s first books he published was called “To Think I Saw It On Mulberry Street.”  In this fun little children’s book a boys imagines what he sees pass by him on the street- going from the ordinary to the outlandish and extraordinary.  The book ends with this boy coming back to reality, setting the facts straight on the events of that day.  Unfortunately, we live in a world where the news is often told like the events in this book.  People push their agenda in the way that they ask questions and ignore facts that would undermine their narrative.  Lies are pushed with no connection to reality.  Into the swamp of political madness and journalistic deceit, our passage today brings us back to pure, simple truth.  As we return to the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus continues his focus on the life of His disciples.  How can we be known as different from the world?  Today that difference will be evident in what we say and how we speak.  In other words, Jesus is instructing us on the godly use of the tongue.  Over the past few verses, there has been a sub-theme of marriage that is evident.  So a warning against adultery and lust as well as the Biblical teaching on divorce has been considered.  This week, the importance of truthful speech and keeping your word is brought to the forefront- which is also very important in a marriage.  So this morning we consider this theme: Jesus Christ instructs His disciples to be truthful in their speech at all times.  
I.  The Importance of Truth 
In our first point, we need to establish the importance of truth.  If one of the central points that Jesus is making is that we need to be people of the truth- who speak the truth- then it stands that we need to know what truth is and why truth is important.  As people of God, we are to love to the truth because we know the truth and have been set free by the truth.  The big picture is clear- we need to know the truth about ourselves and the truth about the way of salvation.  The truth is, we are all born in sin and there is only one name given under heaven by which we can be saved!  The truth is- if you repent and believe in Jesus, you will be saved!  The truth is, good news is true!  Since we know and believe the truth, we must be people of the truth.  Jesus refers to himself as the way, the truth and the life in John 14.  And in John 8, it is the truth that will set you free.  Jesus reveals the truth about life itself to us.  The fact is, knowing the truth has consequences for this life and the next.  There are both temporal and eternal consequences when it comes to the truth.  Not only does freedom for bondage hang in the balance when people lie, but heaven and hell are fixed on your understanding of and belief in the truth.  So the truth is necessary for a well-ordered society and a well-ordered church and life.  God is a God of order- and order needs truth.  But what happens if people don’t speak the truth- or the words of man are not trustworthy?  Well, chaos and conflict are sure to follow.  For example, we have all heard the expression- it is a “he said/ she said” situation.  And if someone tells- “take my word for it”- you are filled with doubt.  So in the civic realm, if people are on the stand and do not speak the truth, the innocent are condemned and the guilty are set free.  Perjury happens when a witness fails to tell the truth.  And in the spiritual realm, if the truth is not spoken then the unrepentant sinners are lulled into complacency.  So there are severe and lasting consequences when the truth is confounded with deceit.  
Now speaking the truth is not a new subject for us. Specifically, in HC LD 43 dealing with the 9th commandment, we are instructed to tell the truth.  Do not bear false witness.   Do not lie or twist anyone’s words, rather speak the truth and openly acknowledge it.  The disciples of Christ will love the truth.  Being a God of truth, there is a spiritual component to truth itself.  On the flip side, the devil is identified as a deceiver, a liar who betrays.  “Thus saith the LORD” is contrasted with “has God really said”.  So any deceit is an attack on truth.  Even the little white lies that are told- is a deception promulgated by our speech.  But today in our text, Jesus is specifically dealing with the oath- or a promise that is made by man.  An oath is a promise to tell the truth with an affixed warning.  So we find in society- I swear- being said to emphasize a person’s words.  But why is a vow needed?  Why do people go around swearing to tell the truth- or swearing that this event happened or didn’t happen?  Well, the oath and the promise is needed because people lie and deceive all the time!  The very existence of a vow proves that man’s word cannot be trusted!  But Jesus is saying, this is not how you shall live!  I have liberated you from a life of deceit.  I have set you free to speak the truth!  In this way, the church is really counter cultural.  No promises are needed for us to speak the truth!  No threat of punishment necessary to pry the truth from our lips.  So in v. 37- where Jesus says that anything more than a simple yes or no comes from evil- He is making is clear that the very need for vows, oaths and promises is only due to the presence of evil, lies and deceit!  If you think about it- if everyone spoke the truth all the time, we would not need oaths and vows at all!  It is because of the presence of the easy lie- it is because man is so prone to deceive- that oaths even exist!  But God’s people are to be truthful- consistently.  This way people will believe us- they will head our words because they know that we are a reliable witness.  
II. Avoiding Unnecessary Oaths 
Now that we have considered the importance and implications of the truth, we return to Mt. 5:34-35 where Jesus tells his disciples “you shall not take an oath.”  Rather, let your yes be yes and your no, no.  No promise or vow needed, simply speak the truth.  Now why is this particular teaching so necessary- particularly in the day in which Jesus lived?  Well, as we read earlier in Matthew 23, the giving and making of vows and oaths had grown out of control.  So the Pharisees were rebuked for swearing by this thing or that thing.  There was a whole culture of vows and the swearing of oaths that was present.  There was a cultural context where swearing by things was in vogue- considered even pious.  So the Pharisees would swear by the gold of the temple- making this a really pious and significant statement.  But if you swore by the temple alone- it was not such a big deal.  So there was almost a hierarchy of importance in the swearing of oaths.  You could swear by the altar, and it would not be a big deal- but to swear by the gift on the altar- now you were really certain of this event.  You were really telling the truth.  Jesus speaks of a person swearing by their own head in Mattew 5.  But what power does your head have- or what power do you have over your head.  These are frivolous oaths.  You could even swear or vow away any support that you should give to your parents as in Matthew 15- where you could make a vow that would in fact nullify the requirements of law.  Making your promise more binding than God’s Word.  When people start swearing on my mother’s whatever- or when every word is followed by- “I promise”- soon your words lose their value.  It is into this context of trivial oaths that Jesus is speaking.  But the application is clear, we are to be people who speak the truth at all times.  The church is to be a beacon of truth- and the members of the church should be known for their integrity.  I’m sure we can all remember a time when we heard a story from a little child- and that story continues to grow each time it is told.  The fish tale turns into a whale of a story.  We bend the truth to make ourselves look better- or to make others look worse.  We leave out key events in order to make our own actions appear more justified.  But Jesus makes it clear- let your yes be yes and your no, no.  Or again in James 5:12, do not swear by heaven or by earth, but let your yes be yes and your no, no so that you may not fall under condemnation.  One negative example of oath speaking is found in Mark 14.  Here Peter swears that he did not know Jesus.  This is both an unnecessary oath and an untruthful oath.  But are there times when oaths can be spoken?  Is there ever a time when it is needed and acceptable to make a vow?
III.  Identifying Necessary Oaths
Well, as I said before, in this Sermon on the Mount Jesus is interacting with OT Laws and their cultural misapplication.  The fact remains, God Himself swore an oath to Abraham in Heb. 6 and to the Israel people again in Heb. 3.  And the LORD speaks of oath making in Numbers 30:2- if a man vows unto the LORD, he shall not break his word.  So what Jesus is condemning is the flippant, unnecessary and trivial oath making.  But are there times when an oath may be necessary?  Can we ever take a vow?  The Anabaptist would say that people should never take a vow or utter an oath.  However, the Bible does make it clear that there are rare occurrences when a vow may be made.  There are solemn occasions- as the Westminster puts it- in only weighty and specific times- that a vow or oath can be made.  Rare occasions when an oath is actually good and necessary.  Dt. 10 tells us to swear only in the name of the Lord.  So what are there rare, extraordinary times when an oath is necessary?  There are times when the government demands an oath.  Such as the oath of office when one serves in the high office of an elected official.  Interestingly, this past election of a NYC mayor who took his oath of office with this hand on the Koran is clear contrast.  For God’s people, the only acceptable vows are to be done in the name of the LORD Dt. 10 states.  We find an example of this in Ezekiel 17 where the king makes an oath and a covenant which the LORD considers binding.  And when it comes to the court of law, your right hand on the Bible and the promise made to speak the whole truth- so help me God- is a valid and necessary vow when you are a witness.  When it comes to the family life, the vow of marriage where you promise to love each other until death parts you- is a valid and necessary vow as well.  And even when it comes to the life of the church. Ther are vows made in baptism, profession of faith and when a person is entering the office within the church as well.  So the big picture given in the Bible is not that God’s people can or should never take a vow, rather it must be done properly.  The vow must be made in the name of the LORD and only in rare, extraordinary and necessary occasions.  
To conclude, the truth is something that should never be up for debate.  What is truth- or there is no absolute truth- these are the words of the world.  Your word is truth- and I will speak the truth in love- these are the words of God’s people.  God is present everywhere- and he hears every word you speak- and He knows the truth!  So we are to bind ourselves to the truth – and to speak truthfully.  Our culture will tell us- that if you tell a lie but you have your fingers crossed, you did not really mean it.  But Jesus says- let your yes be yes and your no, no.  Mean what you say and say what you mean.  Jesus Christ instructs His disciples to be truthful in their speech at all times.  So let us be people of the truth.   
