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In our Harmony of the Gospels series, we are continuing with the Sermon on the Mount.  Today’s study is based upon the fifth chapter of St. Matthew’s Gospel, verses 33 to 37:

Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths:

But I say unto you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God’s throne: Nor by the earth; for it is his footstool: neither by Jerusalem; for it is the city of the great King.  Neither shalt thou swear by thy head, because thou canst not make one hair white or black.

But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever

is more than these cometh of evil.


Two reactions have usually come down on this from the world of Christendom.  The one is to take the letter which kills.  The other is to not take it seriously or to ignore it entirely.  As always, both of these positions are wrong.  We must get the context of what Jesus is saying, and the continuity of His thoughts, before we can discover the spirit of this teaching.  I know that this is troubling to some who ask me why we cannot just take the letter of what Jesus says and let it go at that.  That answer is that we cannot and are not to do that. Without the spirit of these words, we cannot get the message Jesus has for His people here.  The truth does not exist in the letter but in the spirit.  That is not my saying.  In II Cor. 3:5, 6, the Apostle instructs us: Not that we are sufficient of ourselves to think any thing as of ourselves; but our sufficiency is of God; Who also hath made us able ministers of the new testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.  You can fuss, fidget, sigh, and rolls your eyes at the ceiling but that is what the Bible says and it cannot be ignored with impunity. This will be increasingly important for the rest of chapter 5, through the end of chapter 7 where the Sermon on the Mount ends.  You will soon see that you cannot take the letter of these teachings.  The letter has absolutely nothing useful to say to us.  

In verse 33 we discover that the Law forbids us to swear any oaths based upon our selves, our own abilities, our own imagined greatness, or upon the kingdom of man.  We are to swear, or to perform our oaths, to the Lord, appealing to His greatness, goodness and mercies.  But as in the case of the sixth and seventh commandments, Jesus interprets the spirit of this commandment to mean something quite different than what is appears to say at first blush.  Jesus does not want man becoming vain and arrogant and swearing any oaths at all.  In verse 34, He tells us why.

But I say unto you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God’s throne.  Man tries to co-opt God and sign Him on to their causes.  “I swear to God,” and once I do that, what I am saying is right or true or is going t be done or whatever he oath consists of.  You know that God is able and so you know that it will be as I say because I have invoked His throne.  Jesus’ point is that it is indeed God’s throne and not yours or mine.  Who are we to use the power, authority, and perfection of God’s throne to serve our own vain purposes?  Performing our vows and oaths to the Lord does not mean that we use God’s throne to give efficacy to our enterprise.   When a man says, “I swear to God,” that does not mean anything to God and it should not mean anything to man.  In fact, it should be a warning that we are dealing with an irreverent and opportunistic person who will go to any ends to accomplish his purposes.  

All right, then we will leave heaven to of it.  “As sure as the sun will come up tomorrow, my friend, you can count on what I say.”  No, no, Jesus says, not that either. Nor by the earth; for it is his footstool.  The earth does not belong to you either, and you are not the master of it.  It is God’s earth. He made it, and it is under his feet, or in other words under His control.  It is not where God dwells, as heaven is, but it is where He rules in the mediatorial sense.  Again, Jesus’ point is, we do not have the power or the authority to take that which belongs to God and make it our own personal tool.  

And more is comprehended in this teaching than just our boastfulness as to what we are going to do, what we have promised, or what great and trust worthy character we have because we have attached our claims to something great.  In Jesus’ next statement, we see that this also includes the vice of trying to give validity to our teachings by dropping the names of great biblical things and places.  Do not swear by Jerusalem, he says in verse 35, because it is the city of the great King.  

There is a persuasion on the part of religious men that if the mix things that tare important to God into their interpretive schemes, God will look with favor on them and these references will persuade men of their piety.  This has been particularly true in the past several hundred years where religious power brokers have attempted to give efficacy to their ambitions by incorporating the name of Jerusalem.  If I throw in a “pray for the peace of Jerusalem,” that is supposed to insulate me against God’s disfavor and the criticisms of men.  It may be so with foolish men whose understanding of truth is not better than their own, but it does not work with God.  Leave Jerusalem out of your arrogance, vanity, and scheming, Jesus says. It does not belong to you. Even in Jesus’ day, before the kingdom was taken from the Jews, it was off limits for such patronization.  It is not your city, and it is not man’s city, Jesus says, it is the city of the great King and you do not have ht right of the permission from God to use it to give credence to your claims and ambitions.  

All right, then I will leave heaven out of it, I will leave the earth which God made out of it, I will leave Jerusalem, the City of the great King out of it and I will swear by something that is mine. I will wear by myself. I swear on my dead mother’s grave; I swear by my honor as an honest man and a gentleman.  Is that all right?  No, not that either, Jesus says. Neither shalt thou swear by thy head, because thou canst not make one hair white or black.  You had nothing to say about being here, you have nothing to say about how tall you are, what color your hair is (Jesus is not talking about artificial coloring here but what color it is naturally); in fact you have nothing to say about anything when it comes right down to it.  Several years back, when I was an active contractor, I heard two other contractors talking. One had just had a very successful venture and he was boasting about how wisely he had bid the job, how organized he had been, and how much he was ahead of others when it came to such things. The other contractor, who’s record was one of being very successful through the years but had just finished a doing job on which he had lost millions of dollar through a series of very unexpected and unavoidable circumstance, said to him, You know Ross, we are never as smart as we thing we are when we succeed and we are never as much a failure as we feel when things do not go right.  Contracting is a whole lot of luck and of being in the right place at the right time and having things to go well, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time and having things go against us.  
That is really a pretty good illustration of what Jesus is saying here.   Time and chance happens to every man and you have a whole lot less to do with it that you think, when it gets right down to it.  In chapter 4,a and verses 13-16 of his letter to the Church, St. James put the matter in these words: Go to now, ye that say, To day or to morrow we will go into such a city, and continue there a year, and buy and sell, and get gain: Whereas ye know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapor, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away. For that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that.  But now ye rejoice in your boastings: all such rejoicing is evil.  St Paul addresses the issue a little differently in I Cor. 4:7: For who maketh thee to differ from another?, he asks his Christian friends,  and what hast thou that thou didst not receive? now if thou didst receive it, why dost thou glory, as if thou hadst not received it?
 And what is true of contracting is true in the other disciplines of life, if it is farming, ranching , manufacturing, day trading or what it is.

So what is Jesus trying to say here?  He sums it up nicely in verse 37:
But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever

is more than these cometh of evil.  When it comes to a question, a challenge, a project, or what ever it is, do not throw out you chest and begin to boast of your greatness, using God, the Bible , the earth, or pride in your own person to dramatize your person, your goals, or your achievements.  Just say yes, or no. I will or I will not, I will give it my best, and let it go at that.  Anything more boastful and more self-assertive than that is evil. Why is it evil?  It is evil because it detracts for our utter dependence on God and his providence and it refocuses the attention on ourselves and that is an offence to God and out of harmony with the pious and sanctified life. 

Is this relevant to the Church today?  Oh, very much so. In these days of prosperity preaching, positive thinking, and so-called results oriented religious enterprises of the business model, it s so far out of harmony with God’s word and God’s will that it is hard to imagine what will get the organized church back one right path.  Nor does this only related to the humanistic and modernistic paradigm shift of neo-evangelicalism.  I was raised up in the old German-Dutch community.  Mother used to tell me of a by word that was almost regarded as scripture: “I would be careful saying anything bad about so and so,” it went, “he seems to be prosperous so apparently God is blessing him.”  This kind of Nicolaitane approach to the Christian life has been endemic to our economy-driven society for eh past 400 years, and long before that.  These are the people, in I or. 4 and II Cor. 4, who considered the apostles an embarrassment. 
This principle certainly, and perhaps most importantly functions when it comes to biblical exposition.  There are qualification in the Bible to be met by those would be preachers, preacher, prophets, elders and Bishops; and the rehearsing of those qualifications is not wrong—indeed it is necessary.  . Even so, I do not need to stand on my head, get down and roll in the dust, or impress you with how qualified and how smart I am.  If I do that, I am violating God’s instruction and, whether or not you are impressed, this is a wrong thing that will assure me of God’s displeasure.  It is sufficient for me to say this is what the Bible says, this is what I think it means, this is what I do not think it means; what do you think it means?  That is all I can do. That is all I have been given. If I try to go beyond that, I am taking away from what I can do and my efforts are counter productive. That does not translate to doubt and agnosticism.  Oh, yes, I have a duty to identify those who are twisting the word of God and who are misleading people, to rebuke them sharply, and to warn people against them. But I dare not do that competitively or on a personality basis.   And humility and reverence do not mean that I cannot know, or cannot say that I know something.  It means that in the final analysis, it is God who is right, and if I am right, it is by the grace of God and the gifts that God as given.  I can acknowledge those gifts and I have not been given the spirit of fear but of power and of love and of a sound mind.  But I am not entitled to boast, to be self-assertive and act as if this is somehow a comment on my greatness and abilities.  It is not so.  Of my self, I am nothing, I know nothing, and I can do nothing. I am what I am by the grace of God.  It is incumbent on me not only to say that, but to know it, to believe it, and to proceed within the parameters of it.  What ever goes beyond that is an affront to God, and infringement on the office of Christ the Head of the Church to whom all credit belongs, and an offense to the Holy Ghost.  That is why it is evil. 


Next time we will take up with verse 38 and talk about an eye for and eye and a tooth for a tooth, if the Lord is willing.
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