
Intro  
Please turn with me in your Bibles to Matthew chapter 5.  We’ll be reading verses 33-37 in just a few 
minutes.  If you don’t have a Bible with you there are some black ones in the pew rack in front of you. 

This is our tenth in a series of about 23 weeks in the Sermon on the Mount and we have already learned 
much about the character and conduct of those who belong to Christ. 

The section we’re studying is introduced in verse 20, where we read For I tell you, unless your 
righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never get into the kingdom of heaven. 

Those would have been terrifying words to Jesus’s original audience because the scribes and Pharisees 
were the most righteous people anyone had ever heard of.  So if they’re not good enough, who is?  No 
one.  And that’s one of the most important takeaways we can have from the Sermon on the Mount.  The 
standard of righteousness required by God is far superior to anything we can attain as humans.   

If you were to conduct a social experiment among the people you see every week—your co-workers, 
neighbors, and family—and ask them what do you have to do to get to heaven, I think the most common 
response you would find is that you need to be a good person. That seems to be the prevailing thought 
in our culture.  You need to be morally good to belong to God. 

And you know what?  That’s true in a lot of ways.  The only problem is that we are incapable of being 
morally good.  That’s the biggest problem faced by all of us in this room, and every human who has ever 
lived on this side of the fall of man. 

We are fundamentally separated from an almighty God because of our sin.  Not only are we separated 
from Him we have made ourselves His enemies by our rebellion and disobedience.  And no matter how 
much good we do, we cannot earn our own salvation.  The book of Ephesians tells us we are dead in our 
sins apart from a work of the Holy Spirit.  And no amount of good we do can bring life.  The answer for 
humanity biggest problem doesn’t come from within us, it comes from outside of us.   

God, in His goodness, broke into His creation on that first Christmas.  He came as fully God, yet fully man 
in the person of Jesus Christ.  He led a life that fulfilled the very law He’s teaching on in Matthew 5.  He 
died an obedient and sacrificial death in our place as our sin offering, and on the third day He rose again 
overcoming death and opening a path to God for all those who call upon the name of Jesus Christ. 
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And what He’s doing here in the Sermon on the Mount is making it clear to both those of us who are His 
and those of us who aren’t exactly what our situation is.  If you’re not His you’re separated from Him.  
You’re fundamentally incapable of being righteous.   

But if you’re here and you’re His, you now have an obligation to strive for righteousness.  You won’t 
achieve it, not on this side of eternity, but you’ll live extremely differently than the rest of the world.  And 
that begins in your heart.   

We’ve said over and over again the last 10 weeks that Jesus is after radical heart obedience in the Sermon 
on the Mount.  And that obedience extends into areas that we really wouldn’t even consider on our own.   

We read verse 20: unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and pharisees.  And we could 
hear that and think, you know what?  I’m pretty righteous.  Maybe I am better than those guys. 

And then Jesus immediately turns to the sixth commandment—do not murder.  Well, we’re good there, 
right? None of us have murdered anyone today.  But murder is outward. The heart attitude that causes it is 
inward and that’s where Jesus points us.  He goes after our anger—because that’s where murder begins.   

The same with adultery.  Last week we talked about the heart attitudes that cause such grief in divorce 
and their implications for remarriage.   

But perhaps the most practically relevant of all these antitheses comes in our text today.  God’s people 
are radically set apart from the world  by our commitment to speaking the truth.  Let’s read Matthew 
5:33-37 together.  This is the Word of the Lord: 

33 “Again, you have heard that it was said to our ancestors,You must not break your oath, but you 
must keep your oaths to the Lord. 34 But I tell you, don’t take an oath at all: either by heaven, 
because it is God’s throne; 35 or by the earth, because it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, because it 
is the city of the great King. 36 Do not swear by your head, because you cannot make a single hair 
white or black. 37 But let your ‘yes’ mean ‘yes,’ and your ‘no’ mean ‘no.’ Anything more than this is 
from the evil one. 

Let’s pray. Sovereign God, you are good.  You are holy and you are true.  We bow before your true Word 
today asking that you bless fill us with a deeper love for and understanding of this Word.  
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Your Word alone is solid ground.  It is the only mighty rock on which we build our lives. In every line the 
truth is found.  And every page of your Word is filled with your glory.  Shape our hearts to love your Word.  
We ask all this in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

Our Struggle with The Truth 
Jesus’ words are difficult for us to hear today, particularly because we live in a culture bereft of truth.  The 
fact that you’re familiar with the term ‘fake news’ should tell you everything you need to know about the 
place of truth today.  We are seeking facts from entertainers beholden to advertising dollars and that 
system has never worked. 

That system was broken all the way back in 1835 when the New York Sun published a six-part story about 
“Great Astronomical Discoveries” made by Sir John Herschel .  The series of stories told of his assembly 1

of a massive telescope at the Cape of Good Hope and went on to detail his discovery, via the telescope, 
of different aspects of the landscape of the moon. 

Part three of the story documented animals including small reindeer, mini zebra and a two-legged beaver. 
But the real surprise came on day four: creatures that looked like humans, who were about four feet tall—
and had wings and could fly.  2

That, of course, was completely fabricated.  The story served its purpose, though, because circulation of 
the paper more than doubled.   

But to see mankind’s struggle with truth in its infancy we have to go back much further than 1835.  We 
have to go back all the way to the Garden of Eden, don’t we? 

Look with me at Genesis 2:16-17 And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from 
any tree of the garden, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for on 
the day you eat from it, you will certainly die.” 

And now jump to chapter 3: 

Now the serpent was the most cunning of all the wild animals that the Lord God had made. He said 
to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You can’t eat from any tree in the garden’?”  
2 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat the fruit from the trees in the garden. 3 But about the 
fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden, God said, ‘You must not eat it or touch it, or you will 
die.’” 

 http://hoaxes.org/text/display/the_great_moon_hoax_of_1835_text/P11

 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/great-moon-hoax-was-simply-sign-its-time-180955761/2

�3



4 “No! You will not die,” the serpent said to the woman. 5 “In fact, God knows that when you eat it 
your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

Satan lies to Eve, but Eve also misses the truth.  We don’t know if she did it on purpose or not but there is 
a distinct difference between God saying to Eve—you must not eat from the tree of knowledge and Eve 
saying we must not eat it or touch it.  Lies led to the fall and a propensity to lie, hide the truth, or speak 
half truths has been present in humanity ever since. 

This is one of the ways we can see clearly our separation from God Almighty.  God is truth.   

Listen to Jesus in John 14:6 
6 Jesus told him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through 
me.  

And in chapter 17 (John 17:17) 
17 Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.  

A passion for truth—living the truth, speaking the truth, and avoiding any falsehood—is a distinguishing 
characteristic between those who belong to God and those who don’t. 

Revelation 21:7-8 tells us: 

7 The one who conquers will inherit these things, and I will be his God, and he will be my son. 8 But 
the cowards, faithless, detestable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars—
their share will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.” 

Notice the very topics Jesus is teaching about in the Sermon on the Mount in those verses?  (Murders, 
sexually immoral, and liars)  God’s people are people of the truth.  Those who don’t belong to God are 
characterized by falsehood.  What we have in Matthew 5:33-37 is Jesus responding to the way people 
who thought they were righteous were handling the truth, specifically in the way they dealt with one 
another. 

Jesus settles for us any debate about who gets to define the truth.  And His words here hit close to home 
to every single one of us, because here He is calling His disciples to what Ligon Duncan phrased as 
‘tongue righteousness’.  So we’re going to spend the remainder of our time doing three things.  First we’ll 3

see the tongue righteousness of the Rabbis, which was no tongue righteousness at all.  Then, we’ll look at 

 https://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-library/sermons/god-s-law-vs-human-tradition-part-43
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Jesus’ call to authentic tongue righteousness and finally see the applications of this idea for the way you 
and I live, interact, and worship today. 

(False) Tongue Righteousness of the Rabbis 

Just as we’ve seen with the other antitheses we’ve studied so far, Jesus isn’t teaching against the Old 
Testament when he says in verse 33 “Again, you have heard that it was said to our ancestors,You must not 
break your oath, but you must keep your oaths to the Lord.  He’s teaching the same standard of truth God 
has always held for His people.  What He is teaching against is the perversion of God’s truth that was 
being taught by the Jewish leaders at the time. 

To understand this clearly we need to understand just a little bit about the practice of taking oaths in the 
Old Testament.  An oath is a promise tied to an appeal to something higher than yourself.  When you 
swore and oath you were inviting judgment on yourself if you broke your word.  Hebrews 6 gives us a 
helpful New Testament summary of this Old Testament idea: 

6:16 For people swear by something greater than themselves, and for them a confirming oath ends 
every dispute. 

An oath was to be taken as the absolute truth, which is why it ends every dispute.  God permitted oaths, 
we see some guidelines spelled out in Deuteronomy 23: 

“If you make a vow to the Lord your God, do not be slow to keep it, because he will require it of you, 
and it will be counted against you as sin. 22 But if you refrain from making a vow, it will not be 
counted against you as sin. 23 Be careful to do whatever comes from your lips, because you have 
freely vowed what you promised to the Lord your God. Deut 23:21-23 

This teaches us a lot about the nature of God and man, doesn’t it?  God who is truth and who has called 
His people to truth has allowed for this practice of calling on His name as a standard of absolute truth, 
even though if men would just tell the truth in the first place oaths wouldn’t be necessary.   

Man is so fallen that God wrote a provision for our deceptive nature into His Law.  But over time man took 
the heart obedience out of this provision—a provision rooted in the third commandment, by the way.  
When you broke an oath sworn in the name of the Lord you were taking His name in vain.  That’s really 
more in view with that commandment than saying the word ‘god’ under your breath when you hit your 
thumb with a hammer.  It’s true that we shouldn’t do that but the way oaths were being handled by Jesus 
contemporaries was a direct mockery of the third commandment. 

Here’s what they would do, just to put it quickly.  When some of these rabbis who were more concerned 
with the appearance of righteousness than radical heart obedience were presented with a situation 
where they needed to make a promise outwardly but had no intention of following through they’d swear 
on something else. 

Look back to Matthew 5:34-35 again: 
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34 But I tell you, don’t take an oath at all: either by heaven, because it is God’s throne; 35 or by the earth, 
because it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, because it is the city of the great King. 

As ludicrous as it may sound to you and I, people would actually do this.  They’d swear by heaven to make 
a promise or close a business deal.  They’d swear by the temple or by the gold in the temple.  Those 
things sound really pious, but they were empty.  And Jesus was well aware of that.   

They were essentially making promises with their fingers crossed.  And Jesus says here that His people 
are better than that. 

The Tongue Righteousness of Jesus 

We see the formula for the tongue righteousness Jesus calls for in verses 36-37. Do not swear by your 
head, because you cannot make a single hair white or black. Clearly, Jesus is speaking before the 
invention of Just For Men. But let your ‘yes’ mean ‘yes,’ and your ‘no’ mean ‘no.’ Anything more than this is 
from the evil one. 

Don’t make a promise based on what you can’t control, Jesus says.  Just be true to your word.  I’m 
reminded of a scene in the Cold War era documentary titled Top Gun.  Perhaps it wasn’t a documentary, I 
haven’t seen it in while.  But Maverick has been behaving, well, like a Maverick.  And he’s answering for his 
actions when his Commander, who goes by the appropriate name Stinger, tells him “Son, your ego is 
writing checks your body can't cash.” 

The context is different but that’s not too far off of the meaning of our text today.  All around us truth is 
under assault.  And because of who we belong to it is vital that the promises we make and the words we 
say are rooted in truth to the absolute best of our ability. 

Why?  Because truth is from God and lies are from Satan.  There’s no other way to put that.   Listen to what 
Jesus says to some of the very people who would have been swearing these oaths over in John 8: 

44 You are of your father the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desires. He was a 
murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When 
he tells a lie, he speaks from his own nature, because he is a liar and the father of lies.  

Lies are the nature of Satan and his people, not God and His people.  And even if you are here and you 
belong to Christ, Satan is still trying to convince you to believe lies.  He tells us the Bible can’t be trusted, 
or God isn’t real, or He doesn’t care about you.  A couple of the most captivating lies he uses against 
people who are likely to be in this room today are that your good works will be enough to get you into 
heaven or that you can experience a saving relationship with God without it actually changing very much 
about your day-to-day life. 

Lies, half-truths, and deception have no place in the life of a Christian.  Big hairy lies or little white lies 
should be foreign language to us.  That’s the application of Jesus’ imperative here isn’t it? 
  
Let your yes mean yes and let your no mean no.  This is Jesus’ call to tongue righteousness.    
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Application 

And as we think about applying this text we’re well aware the problem hasn’t gone away today, aren’t we?  
I think most of us would agree that the truth is as hard to come by today as any time we can recall. 

Kent Hughes pointed his readers to the prayer of the chaplain of the Kansas Senate to illustrate the desire 
for truth in a broken world. "Omniscient Father: Help us to know who is telling the truth. One side 
tells us one thing, and the other just the opposite. And if neither side is telling the truth, we would 
like to know that, too. And if each side is telling half the truth, give us the wisdom to put the right 
halves together. In Jesus' name, Amen.” (Hughes, R. K. Sermon on the Mount: The Message of the 
Kingdom. Crossway Books) 

Isn’t that how we feel sometimes?  Well, as Christians it’s clear that we shouldn’t contribute to the 
confusion.  Let me leave you with three quick applications of Jesus’ teaching here.  How do we let our yes 
mean yes and our no mean no? 

Live Openly 

First, live openly.  

2 Corinthians 4:1-2 

Therefore, since we have this ministry because we were shown mercy, we do not give up. 2 Instead, 
we have renounced secret and shameful things, not acting deceitfully or distorting the word of God, 
but commending ourselves before God to everyone’s conscience by an open display of the truth.  

We belong to God and we’ve joined in fellowship here with one another and it should be our desire to 
live our lives in such a way that we have very few secrets.  Why?  Because if we have nothing to hide then 
we have little reason to be deceptive, don’t we?   Our lives should be as Paul writes here an open display 
of truth. 

You say, but I’m a private person.  That’s actually fine.  200 people don’t need to know all your business.  
But someone does.  Who really knows you?  And is the person they think they know really you?  I know 
I’ve said this before, but this is not a place to wear your mask. 

The word hypocrite is a Greek theatre term that referred to an actor who wore mask in a production.  
We’re not there yet, but over time I hope we grow in the way we can allow others to see who we really are 
without pretense.  All of us are messed up and need help.  To act otherwise is deceptive.  If your yes 
means yes and your no means no you’ll live openly.  And you’ll also speak carefully. 

Speak Carefully 

Listen to Ephesians 4:29: No foul language should come from your mouth, but only what is good for 
building up someone in need, so that it gives grace to those who hear.  
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Guard the things you say.  The word we translate foul there means rotting.  What is rotting language?  You 
probably don’t even need me to explain, do you?  We’re really good at disparaging one another.  Listen, 
if you wouldn’t say something about someone with them standing in front of you it’s sinful to say it when 
they’re not in the room.  It doesn’t build them up.   

This gathering should be the most edifying and encouraging place that you go all week.  I don’t know if 
that’s true for you, but that should be our goal. 

Let Love Govern Your Speech 

Sometimes that will require us to say less.  The third application is that we should allow love to govern our 
speech. 

Ephesians 4:15 But speaking the truth in love, let us grow in every way into him who is the head—
Christ. 16 From him the whole body, fitted and knit together by every supporting ligament, 
promotes the growth of the body for building up itself in love by the proper working of each 
individual part. 

Sometimes love dictates that we say hard things.  Sometimes it dictates that we don’t say things we really 
want to say.  But Paul tells us in these verses that the way we speak truth to one another is one of the ways 
we grow into Jesus.  How many of you were the younger sibling and you got the hand-me-downs that 
were too big?  You grew into them, right? 

Righteousness is too big for us.  But we’re growing into it.  And the way we speak about and to one 
another is an important factor in that growth process. 

Your words matter.  I want to close this morning with words from Scottish commentator William Barclay.   
He wrote: 

“Here is a great eternal truth. Life cannot be divided into compartments in some of which God is 
involved and in others of which he is not involved; there cannot be one kind of language in the 
Church and another kind of language in the shipyard or the factory or the office; there cannot be 
one kind of conduct in the Church and another kind of conduct in the business world. The fact is that 
God does not need to be invited into certain departments of life, and kept out of others. He is 
everywhere, all through life and in every activity of life. He hears not only the words which are 
spoken in his name; he hears all words; and there cannot be any such thing as a form of words 
which evades bringing God into any transaction. We will regard all promises as sacred if we 
remember that all promises are made in the presence of God” (The Gospel of Matthew, 2 vols. [rev. 
ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975], 1:160). 

Not just all promises, but all words are spoken in the presence of God.  Do you reflect the Father of truth 
or the father of lies? 
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