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Introduction

One of the greatest casualties of the sinful nature is truthfulness.  A study

conducted by the University of Massachusetts concluded that 60% of adults

cannot have a 10 minute conversation without lying at least once.  In the

study most lied several times in 10 minutes and did not even realize it. 

Evidence indicates that dishonesty is not a new problem.  It is one of

several key issues which Jesus addressed head-on in the Sermon on the

Mount.

[Read Text and Pray]

Jesus has informed the multitude that unless their righteousness exceeds

that of the Pharisees and scribes, they will never enter the kingdom of

heaven.  That statement would have boggled the minds of the crowds.  The

prevailing belief of the Jews was that if anyone on earth was righteous it

was the scribes and Pharisees.  There was that familiar saying among the

Jews, ”If two people go to heaven, one will be a Pharisee and the other a

scribe.”

Jesus proceeded to prove his point by unveiling before the crowds the

difference between what they had been told by the teachers and what the

law of God actually says.  In this way he demonstrates three significant

facts.  First, the righteousness of the two leading groups of teachers is

severely lacking.  The only reason they can be thought to be righteous is

that they have lowered the bar of God’s law.  In fact, they break God’s law

at every turn.  

Second, the standard of righteousness required by the law of God is

unattainable.  Because it concerns not only the full outward act but also the

thoughts and intents of the heart, the law of God reveals that all human

beings are law-breakers from the heart and that we have no hope of right

standing with God based upon ourselves.  



Third, Jesus sets forth the standard of righteousness which kingdom citizens

nevertheless are to pursue.  Though the standard is not possible for us to

attain, it is what we are to pursue.

So this morning we come to a third area in which the scribes and Pharisees

and all other human beings fall short.  Jesus shows that they also fall short

in terms of truth-telling.

I want you to see first . . .

I.  The Obscurity of the Scribes and Pharisees

A. “Again you have heard that it was said to those of old.”  The Jewish

countrymen were largely dependent on the scribes and Pharisees to get the

content and the explanation of the scriptures.  And this is what the scribes

and Pharisees were teaching.

B.  Here is what they said: “You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to

the Lord what you have sworn.”  As with the two previous matters, the

problem is not so much what they said as how they interpreted it and what

they did not say.  In essence the scribes and Pharisees took a clear

command and made the biblical substance on the subject obscure.  

The teaching of the Old Testament contains regulations concerning vows.

Leviticus 19:12 says, “You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so

profane the name of your God: I am the LORD.”

Numbers 30:2 reads, “If a man vows a vow to the Lord, or swears an oath

to bind himself by a pledge, he shall not break his word.  He shall do

according to all that proceeds out of his mouth.”

Listen to Deuteronomy 23:21-23.  If you make a vow to the Lord your God,

you shall not delay in fulfilling it, for the Lord your God will surely require it

of you, and you will be guilty of sin.  But if you refrain from vowing, you will

not be guilty of sin.  You shall be careful to do what has passed your lips,

for you have voluntarily vowed to the Lord your God what you have

promised with your mouth.



These OT verses set forth the seriousness of being faithful to one’s word.  If

one calls God to witness as to the truthfulness of what he is saying, he is

calling God to avenge him if he is lying.  That is a serious matter. 

Dishonesty in that case profanes the name of God.  And if one swears an

oath to the Lord, God certainly requires it of him.  

What the scribes and Pharisees were teaching appears to underscore the

importance of keeping one’s oath when he swears to God.

C.  But there are two defects in the teaching.  There are two problems with

what they were saying.  One problem is it opens the door for the making of

vows and oaths for just about anything.  If you are going around swearing

about everything you say (and this appears to be the case among first-

century Jews) pretty soon the fact that you are swearing becomes

meaningless.  Vows and oaths lose their significance altogether if people run

around constantly making them.  No, vows and oaths should be reserved

for appropriate situations.  Such a situation appears in Hebrews 6 where the

writer reports that God Himself took an oath.  This is not an activity we see

God doing all the time.  In fact this is the one time in which he does it.  And

as a result, this oath really stands out.  What oath was the writer talking

about?  It was the oath by which he guaranteed his promise to Abraham. 

He swore by himself.  And the reason was God desired to be as convincing

as he could to the heirs of the promise that His purpose was not going to

change.  It is because swore so rarely that this oath is so effective.

The teaching of the scribes and pharisees promoted the making of oaths

thereby weakening their purpose and obscured their significance.  

And there is a second problem.  They also qualified oaths so that only the

ones made to God or the name of God actually had to be kept or fulfilled. 

Only oaths taken in the name of God actually had to be true.  The teaching

allowed for false swearing so long as it was not swearing by the name of

the Lord.  It was allowable to back out of an oath so long as that oath was

not made to God.  It is the oath made to God that you have got to keep.

So we see the disastrous results of the false teaching.  Lying was okay

under the rabbinic tradition.  The only time you had to tell the truth or keep



your word would be if you called God to witness or made a vow or oath to

God.

II.  The Clarity of Jesus

Jesus responds in stunning contrast.  “But I say to you . . .”

A.  Now keep in mind what Jesus had already said about the law and the

prophets.  He did not come to abolish anything but to fulfill everything.  And

the law supplied specific guidelines in reference to the making of vows and

the taking of oaths.  It did not preclude them altogether but regulated them

in such a way that they were understood to be reserved for significant

occasions.  They were to carry great weight and significance.  So Jesus

speaks with dramatic clarity.  “I say to you, ‘do not take an oath at all.’”

In light of the Bible as a whole it seems quite evident that Jesus is not

denouncing all oaths of all kinds at all times.  Even Jesus would say on

occasion, “truly I say to you” or even “truly, truly I say to you.”  It was not

to say you can believe me now but not necessarily at other times.  It was to

speak a matter which is especially important that people not doubt but

believe and pay attention to.  When Jesus was on trial, he had been silent

before an accuser, and Caiaphas, the high priest, stood up and said, “I

adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”  

And Jesus then spoke.  He said, “You have said so.”  The Apostle Paul also

took a vow that he fulfilled.

The contemporary setting into which Jesus was speaking was such that

oath-taking and vow-making had become meaningless.  Dishonesty and

lying, faithlessness to one’s words were prevalent everywhere.  These

linguistic maneuverings made a joke out of truthfulness.  Jesus’ intent here

was specific to everyday conversation.  In everyday talk, get rid of vows

and oaths.  Just do away with all of them.

B.  He went on.  Do not take an oath by heaven, for it is the throne of God,

or by earth for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the

great King.”  Clearly folks were making oaths on heaven, earth and

Jerusalem because they considered such oaths less binding since they did



not directly reference God.  And even less binding in their minds would have

been oaths made by one’s own head.

But Jesus rejects this reasoning.  His point is that each of these cases

cannot be ultimately separated from a connection with God.  Heaven is

God’s throne.  Earth is God’s footstool.  Jerusalem is His royal city.  And He

is the one who makes a hair black or white.  All of it belongs to God.  And

so you cannot escape accountability to God for the truthfulness of your

words.  What is so detestable about this system of oaths and vows that had

been developed under the rabbinic traditions is that it was actually

functioning to protect and promote dishonesty.  Supposedly a vow or an

oath is employed to strengthen certainty.  However, a system which called

for oaths in connection with which it was permissible to be dishonest would

by its very nature actually work to undermine truthfulness rather than to

reinforce it.

It becomes no better than the prediction of a meteorologist.  So back in

August my daughter Ariail and I planed this two-day get-away to camp and

hike and kayak at Devil’s Lake.  We really wanted to go on Monday and

Tuesday.  For one thing the Piggotts were camping there and we thought it

might be fun to drop in on them or even camp near them.  But the weather

channel app said it was going to rain.  In fact, it said heavy rain, and the

prediction percentage was 90%.  So we opted rather to go later in the week

when the report said it was supposed to be clear and sunny.  Well what do

you think happened?  It turned out that the predicted rain on Monday and

Tuesday did not occur, not a drop.  The Piggotts were there and told me so. 

And ironically, what happened that weekend?  Well it wasn’t a downpour,

but the skies were cloudy and for just a little while on Saturday morning

several raindrops fell.  I was just shaking my head as we hiked along the

bluffs.  The most certainty a meteorologist can give you is less than certain. 

You cannot finally depend upon it.  

And when people make a constant practice of swearing and they come up

with objects by which to swear that are in their minds less binding, they are

actually in effect undermining truthfulness rather than bolstering it.  It is like

saying if I swear by one thing there is a 50% chance I am telling the truth. 

And if I swear by something else there is a 20% chance I am telling the



truth.  But even if there were a 90% chance I am telling the truth, I might

be lying or I might decide not to keep my promise.  What kind of promise is

that.  If I stake my life on your 90% promise, there remains a 10% chance

you might not keep it, and if you do not, I have believed you in vain.

This is not the way of God.  And Jesus will have none of it.  No, no, he says. 

Let your “yes” BE “YES,” and let your “no” be “NO.”  No question.  No

deceit.  Rather let there be integrity, truthfulness, honesty, clarity.  This is

the way your every day speech ought to be.  Anything more than this

comes from evil.  If you venture off into this system of oaths and vows, you

are not promoting truth but deceit.  And that comes from evil.

Lying and faithlessness are not of God but of the devil.  In one of his

disputations with those who did not believe, including scribes and Pharisees,

Jesus made this statement: “You are of your father the devil . . . [he] does

not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him.  When he lies he

speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies”

(John8:44-34).  Dishonesty and deceit are not of God.  And neither is a

system of oaths and vows that serves nothing better than hide dishonesty

and deceit and a lack of integrity and unfaithfulness.

God’s great displeasure with lying is apparent throughout the Scripture. 

Proverbs 6:16-19 says “There are six things that the Lord hates, seven that

are an abomination to him.”  Two of them have to do with deceit: “a lying

tongue” and “a false witness who breathes out lies.”

In Revelation 21:8 the Alpha and Omega says, “As for the cowardly, the

faithless, the detestable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters,

AND ALL LIARS, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and

sulfur, which is the second death.”

In James 5:12 we read a solemn word of warning.  “But above all, my

brothers, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or by any other oath,

but let your “yes” be yes and you “no” be no, so that you may not fall under

condemnation.



D.  From before we could know what it means to lie, we were lying.  We

were deceivers and seeking to deceive.  The sinful nature of human beings

is to be dishonest whenever it suits us.  Usually it has been to avoid the

admission of guilt or to deny wrong-doing or to keep from being found out. 

But humans lie to get ahead.  We lie to impress.  We lie so as not to be

seen for who we actually are.  We lie to keep from paying more than we

want to pay.  And we fail to keep our word.  We break promises.  We swear

our lies are true.  We pretend to be better than we are.  This is sin against

God.  It comes from evil.  It requires punishment.  It condemns to hell.

We liars and swearers need help.  And God has given that help.  He

sacrificed his son for liars.  His forgiveness of those who lie and swear

falsely is gloriously clear in the case of one Simon Peter.  Jesus had told

Peter he would deny him, but Peter refused to believe it could be true. 

However, when Jesus was on trial and Peter found his way into the

courtyard of the high priest, some there said he was certainly one of Jesus’

disciples.  Peter lied.  He denied it to a servant girl.  To another servant girl

he spoke with an oath, “I do not know the man.”  Later bystanders came up

and said, “you too are one of them.”  Matthew 26:74 reports that Peter

“began to invoke a curse on himself and to swear, ‘I do not know the man.’”

Well, the cock crowed and Jesus looked over at Peter.  He was cut to the

heart.  He went out and wept bitterly over his sin.  He was distraught.  But

Christ forgave him by the blood he shed to pay for the penalty our sins

rightly deserve.  Because of the blood of Jesus, everyone who calls on the

name of the Lord shall be saved.  Have you called on him?  Do not delay. 

Do not wait.  See your sin and do not deny it.  Admit it and repent of it and

trust in Christ, and you will be forgiven.  You will be saved.  I assure you

you will be saved.  And there is no other way for you to be saved.

III.  The Veracity of God

A.  What Jesus has to say here in this sermon about truthfulness is focused

on the sinfulness of compromising it.  He reveals that righteousness is

characterized by honesty, by truthfulness, on every level.  You should not

have to declare that your word is trustworthy all the time.  But it simply

should be.  Let your yes be yes and your no no.  



The fact that Jesus includes this instruction here is important.  He first

mentioned the sanctity of human life when he addressed murder; he then

mentioned the sanctity of marriage when he addressed the sins of lust and

divorce.  And now he declares the sanctity of truthfulness.  He is telling us

much more than simply that dishonesty is wrong.  God does not give

commands because he likes to boss the world around.  His commands arise

out of that which pleases and honors God.  And what pleases and honors

God arises out of who he is.  It is incredibly important for us this morning

not only to note that compromising the truth is a bad thing and a thing

which dishonors God, but this standard of righteousness reflects that God

loves truth.  As surely as the devil has no truth and is the father of lies, the

Creator God, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is the Father of truth. 

He is not a deceiver but one who reveals.   He does not turn the lights off

but turns them on to expose the way things really are.

B.  The standard of truthfulness which God requires from his creatures is a

standard that arises out of who he is.  Isaiah 65:16 calls him the God of

truth.  Titus 1:2 declares that God never lies.  Romans 3:4 says, “Let God

be true though every one were a liar.”  In Psalm 51, David says he delights

in truth in the inward being.  God is blameless when he judges and justified

in what he says because he is always completely truthful.  Jesus Christ

praying to the Father in John 17 calls him “the only true God.”  He prays to

the Father for his people, “sanctify them in truth; your word is truth.” 

Jesus, He who is the word of God, says of himself, “I am the way, the

TRUTH, and the life.”  All through the New Testament God’s gospel is also

called the TRUTH or the word of truth.  To be saved is to come to the

knowledge of the truth.  God is just.  Righteousness and justice are the

foundation of his throne, says Psalm 89:14.  And justice is founded upon

truth.  Lamentations 3:23 says, “Great is his faithfulness.”  His word cannot

be broken (John 10:35).  The word of God abides forever (1 Peter 1:25). 

Psalm 93:5 says to the Lord, “Your decrees are very trustworthy.”

Psalm 19 extols God’s word this way.  It is perfect.  It is sure.  It is right.  It

is pure, clean, true, and righteous altogether.

C.  It is the glory of God that he is true.  Just think what this means about

him.  He is not manipulative.  He is who he says he is.  He is not trying to



get us with one picture of himself and he turns out to be something else. 

He is not promising us one thing and he is going to give us anything less. 

He is not making promises on which he is going to renege.  

He wants his people to be at complete rest by trusting in him.  You can be

sure of what he says.  His instruction is accurate.  Of His promises, not one

will fail.  And his warnings are not to be dismissed.

Conclusion

In Psalm 62, David describes the methods of his enemies.  He says that

they take pleasure in falsehood; they bless with their mouths but inwardly

they curse.

Not so our great God!  He is truthful.  He is trustworthy.  He is faithful.  And

that is why David can confidently declare, “For God alone, O my soul, wait

in silence, for my hope is from him.  He only is my rock and my salvation,

my fortress; I shall not be shaken.  On God rests my salvation and my

glory; my mighty rock; my refuge is God.  Trust in him at all times O

people; pour out your heart before him; God is a refuge for us.”

God is mighty indeed.  But what would the might of God be without

faithfulness?  It would be reason for uncertainty, for fear, for distrust.  But

the one God, the true God, the mighty God who does awesome deeds, this

God is 100% true, 100% faithful, 100% trustworthy.  He will never fail in

the smallest particle of his word.  Everyone besides him will fail you sooner

and later, but he never will.  So speak truthfully for the honor of God, and

trust Him who never speaks any way but truthfully.


