
Noon Bible Study: Matthew 5 (Part 6) 
Well placed after the teaching on adultery, marriage and divorce, Jesus speaks about the words we speak and the importance of honesty 
and integrity.  Here’s a definition of integrity (via Merriam Webster): 
 

1 : firm adherence to a code of especially moral or artistic values : INCORRUPTIBILITY  
2 : an unimpaired condition : SOUNDNESS  
3 : the quality or state of being complete or undivided : COMPLETENESS 

 
Reminder: This section of the sermon on the mount includes a number of instances where Jesus is giving his interpretation of the Mosaic Law 
as well as addressing instances where tradition had replaced God’s truth. Jesus is also getting to the heart of the matter rather than the 
external behavior alone.  
 
Matthew 5:33-37 - Vows & Integrity 
 
Jesus is not quoting just one command but a summation of the teachings on vows and oaths in the Mosaic Law.  Here are some of the places 
where this was originally commanded to God’s people: 
 
 Leviticus 19:12 - You shall not swear falsely by My name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the LORD.  
 
God’s desire for His people to be people of integrity is rooted in His own integrity - notice the reason given for this command to not swear 
falsely by God’s name is simple: I am the LORD (Yahweh). Doing so would “profane” or “make as common” His own name and reputation. 
Yahweh is a God of truth and faithfulness, his people are called to be people of truth and faithfulness.  When God’s people are not 
trustworthy, it reflects poorly on Him. 
 

Numbers 30:2 - "If a man makes a vow to the LORD, or takes an oath to bind himself with a binding obligation, he shall not violate his 
word; he shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth.  
 
Deuteronomy 23:21, 22 - "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. 23 You shall be careful to perform what goes out from your lips, just as you have 
voluntarily vowed to the LORD your God, what you have promised.  
 
Ecclesiastes 5:1-7 
 
Psalm 15:1-5 

 
Because of lack of integrity and a devaluation of truth, it became common practice to make an oath or vow and “swear” by some holy or 
sacred thing to attempt to give credence to the word being spoken.  Jesus gives a few examples of this (v. 34-36). Ultimately swearing by 
these things devalues them - things which are of and by God. Interestingly, even in our own context, to add seriousness to some promise 
you are making, you would “swear to God”, implying that if you were lying or do not follow through on your word, you will be 
accountable to (or punished by) God himself!  
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You Have Heard That It Was Said…But I Saw To You… (v. 34) 
 
Remember, Jesus is teaching what it means to be his apprentice, and is speaking in the context of the teachings and interpretations of the 
Scribes and Pharisees. 
 

“The scribes devised a variety of escape clauses from binding oaths. Any oath which succeeded in avoiding the name of God was not 
absolutely binding: one could swear by one's head, by Jerusalem, by heaven, by earth, and so on. God was not thought of as a partner in 
such a transaction, so to break faith was not so serious.” (Michael Green, “The Message of Matthew”, page 96) 

 
The rabbis taught on oaths and vows extensively and the Mishnah (collection of Rabbinical teachings) contains an entire book with 11 chapters 
just on this topic (called Nedarim).  The book explains different situations where a vow should be kept and instances where a vow was not 
binding.  It’s likely the rabbis taught on such matters because sometimes life situations occur where you make a promise you shouldn’t have or 
make a promise you can’t follow through on for various reasons.  So the rabbi’s respond to different questions or situations - however, the fact 
that there became such a discussion on which vows you did/did not need to keep opened up the door for God’s people to even consider making a 
vow they wouldn’t keep as opposed to committing to just simple yes and no.  Making an oath or vow was already a slippery slope, now the 
possibility of not having to keep a vow leads one right downhill.  That’s the context of which Jesus is teaching. 
 
Here is an example from Mishnah 10:66a, 13 - A man vowed to not marry his sister's daughter because he did not find her attractive. Rabbi 
Ishamel brought the woman to his home and “beautified her” (with makeup etc).  The rabbi then brought the woman back to the man after her 
makeover and asked “did you vow to not marry this woman” - and the man replied “no” and so the man was released from his vow and they were 
married. (Source: sefaria.org/Nedarim.66a.13) 
 
Make No Oath At All - But Let Your Statement Be Yes or No (v. 34, 37) 
 
Marriage vows, ordination vows, baptismal confessions, entering into contracts, swearing oaths or affidavits in legal context - these are not 
forbidden by this passage - but Jesus is calling his people to not need to make oaths and vows because we have a character of dependability and 
honesty.  There are a number of instances in Scripture where God himself makes oaths/vows (even swearing by himself - Genesis 22:16, Hebrews 
6:13) or God’s people do the same (including Paul using oath language in 1 Corinthians 1:18 and Galatians 1:20).  Jesus is not contradicting or 
disagreeing with these passages but rather addressing the accepted practice of his day (and ours) which fosters people not keeping their word 
and thus devaluing truth and bolstering suspicion and lack of faithfulness amongst God’s people! 
 
Jesus’ disciples should value truthfulness and integrity.  What we say (and what we do in light of what we say) should be believable, 
dependable and congruent with our overall confession as followers of Jesus. 
 
What are some ways we can cultivate a life of integrity? 
 

• A simple “yes” or “no” should be sufficient for someone who has integrity. 
• Don’t underestimate the power of following through on small “yes’s” and “no’s” and how this builds a reputation of trust-worthiness. 
• We should admit when we are wrong and avoid making excuses 
• We should avoid exaggeration 
• Don’t overcommit or overpromise. Be honest in your assessment of reality. 
• Be willing to disappoint others when not able to follow through on their expectations of you because you know what you can do/not do. 
• Communicate as soon as you conclude there may be an issue with or change to something you have said you will do.  Don’t make people 

guess or track you down. 
• Make achievable and realistic goals and plans 
• Develop a habit of making decisions in community with the protection that comes from a multitude of counselors 
• We should recognize that we are not in control of life and sometimes things happen that change our original plan (see James 4:13-17). 
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