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The Commands of Our Lord

“Let Your Yes be Yes and Your No be No”
Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful.

Matt 5:33 “Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, 'You shall not make false vows, but shall fulfill your vows to the Lord.'

Matt 5:34 "But I say to you, make no oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God,

Matt 5:35 or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His feet, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King.

Matt 5:36 “Nor shall you make an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black.

Matt 5:37 But let your statement be, 'Yes, yes' or 'No, no'; and anything beyond these is of evil.”

This command by our Lord has been misused in many ways over the years since it was given.  Some people have used this command to keep from giving an oath during a legal trial.  These statements and commands of our Lord given in this section by Matthew are all in a special format.  Jesus first says “you have heard” and then He says “But I say to you”.  He is contrasting what they had been told by the Pharisees to what is truly from God.  In early Jewish history, the "Oral Torah" or "oral law" was an unwritten tradition based upon what Judaism holds God to have told Moses on Mount Sinai that was not incorporated into the written Torah.  But during a time of considerable persecution, a Rabbi decided to write these oral laws into a text called the Mishnan.  These Jewish laws were very legalistic and in this particular saying quoted by Jesus the Jews distinguished between those oaths that had to be kept from those that did not have to be kept.  Those that did not have to be kept included those made only “to heaven”, “by the temple”, or “by one’s life” but those made “to the Lord” had to be kept.  
In the case quoted above, He is refuting what they had heard regarding making no oath at all by heaven, earth, by Jerusalem, or by their head.  We have no control over any of those things so they have no binding effect on us.  However He tells us that our very word must be totally trusted.  Jesus always pushed the Jewish sayings to a deeper level as He was teaching the people that children of God must be truthful in all that we do and say.  He says that we should only let our yes be yes and our no be no.  What our Lord is commanding us is that we should be people of integrity so that we do not need to make the yes or no conditional upon anything outside of ourselves.  There is no problem with taking an oath in court with our hand on a Bible since our integrity is all that is needed to verify our statements.  We can take an oath based on something else if other people need that security but we should never insist on any other item for verification of our voracity.  
When I say that I saw something happen then everyone should be able to trust my integrity that what I say I saw I did indeed see to the best of my ability.  When I say that I will pay you the money that I owe you for a book then you should know that I will pay you and you will not need to keep after me to receive the money.  When I say that I will see you at “church” this Sunday then, unless something outside of my control happens, I will indeed be there prepared to see you.  If something does happen outside of my control to keep me from fulfilling my word then I will do my best to let you know ahead of time.  If I do not fulfill my word to you then you will know that something happened to prevent me from following through and you should be concerned about what happened to me.  

Why does Jesus say that anything other than a yes or no originates from evil?  With the installment of the Kingdom of God the standard for righteousness was raised considerably.  A person of integrity, love, selflessness, and good will does not need to say anything other than “yes” or “no”.  The breaking of our word is caused by selfish behavior and by lies.  The father of lies is Satan.  So if we make an oath on something other than just our word we are not taking ourselves seriously.  The world is full of people who lie and constantly forsake the truth.  If someone thinks that they have to make an oath based upon something other than their good word then their word may not be trustworthy.  If evil did not prevail in the world then nobody would feel a need to say an oath based on something other than their integrity.  Since so many people lie, others can feel the need for some other basis for the truth of an oath than a person’s word.  
This command of our Lord to let our “yes be yes and our no be no” seems to be the most often broken command in our society.  People routinely promise something with no real desire to do what they promised.  One of my pet peeves is for someone to tell me that he will do “so and so” today and then he does not do it nor even offer an explanation for the failure.  If only people would obey this command in their daily talk I would be so much happier.  People routinely say that they will do something and then it never happens.  To me their word is then totally meaningless.  Due to such evil in the world it seems that I am saying that an oath now needs to be based upon something that is meaningful to the person!  

Please do not tell me that you are going to do something at some particular time unless you really plan on doing it.  If then something very important occurs (like your death!) then let me know that you will not be able to do what you promised when you promised to do it!  Be a person of integrity.  Let the world know that your word is trustworthy.  
