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�
Some background reading on oaths and related subjects…


OATHS A formal appeal to God or some sacred object as a support to fulfill a promise. Ancient societies lacked laws and documentation as a means of legal enforcement. Binding transactions depended upon the power of a person's word. Without a modern judicial system, the very security of the society demanded that people speak the truth to one another. The oath maintained the obligation to speak honestly. 


    Solemn oaths in the Bible were binding. Violation of an oath was serious and could not be disregarded (Ezek. 17:13,16,18-19). 





The Old Testament and Oaths… 


The making of covenants revealed the binding nature of the oath. The parties made oaths to enforce the awareness that a violator of the covenant would suffer the same fate as the sacrificed animal. 


    Symbolic acts often accompanied an oath. Oath takers often raised their right hands or lifted both hands to heaven (Gen. 14:22; Dan. 12:7; compare Rev. 10:5-6). Bible writers could even use human images to describe God, saying the Lord swears by His right hand (Isa. 62:8). 


    Invoking the name of a reigning monarch was another symbolic act joined with oath taking. Using the Lord's name in an oath directly appeals to His involvement regarding testimony and establishes Him as the supreme Enforcer and Judge. To violate the Lord's name was to violate the Lord; therefore, oaths that used God's name carelessly are condemned (Ex. 20:7; Lev. 19:12). 


    The oath reinforced God's promises to His people (Ex. 33:1; Deut. 6:18; Deut. 7:8; Ps. 132:11). The oath established boundaries around human speech and set guidelines for human conduct (Num. 30; Deut. 23:21). Israel ratified their treaties by oaths (Josh. 9:15,18,20), and the writer of Ecclesiastes reminded his readers that it is better not to make a vow than to make a vow and not keep it (5:4-5). 





The New Testament and Oaths The New Testament raised the oath to a new level of understanding. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus established a different standard of speech, one based not upon oaths but upon simple integrity. A clear yes and no would be sufficient for communication (Matt. 5:33-37; compare Jas. 5:12). Jesus spurned oaths made by the Temple (Matt. 23:16-21). At His trial before Caiaphas, He was silent to the questions until a binding oath was placed upon Him (Matt. 26:63-65). Jesus did not condemn oaths, only the abuse of God's name in the taking of oaths. 


    Other New Testament passages reveal the gravity of oath taking. Peter's denial of Christ was first, a simple refusal to acknowledge Jesus. An oath accompanied his second denial. He issued his final denial in the form of a curse (Matt. 26:69-75). The apostle Paul frequently called upon God in the form of an oath to witness to his own sincerity (Rom. 1:9; 2 Cor. 1:23; Gal. 1:20). Hebrews establishes the superiority of Christ's priesthood over the Levitical priesthood because it was promised with an oath whereas the Levitical priesthood was not (7:20-22). 


    Throughout church history, some Christians have insisted that oath taking is a concession to the evil of this present age. Certain Christian groups have refused to take oaths under any conditions. Most Christians do not condemn oaths under any circumstance, but they condemn the abuse of God's name in oaths.





INTEGRITY The state of being complete or undivided. Terms which occur in parallel with integrity (Hebrew tom, tomim) suggest its shades of meaning: righteousness (Ps. 7:8); uprightness (Ps. 25:21); without wavering (Ps. 26:1 NRSV, NASB, NIV); blameless (Ps. 101:2 NRSV, Hebrew uses tom twice in verse, otherwise translated integrity). Several Old Testament characters are designated persons of integrity: Noah (Gen. 6:9); Abraham (Gen. 17:1); Jacob (Gen. 25:27); Job (Job 1:1,8; 2:3); and David (1 Kings 9:4). English translations frequently render the underlying Hebrew as perfect or blameless. Inclusion of Jacob is surprising since he is better known for his deceit (Gen. 27:5-27; 30:37-43; 33:13-17). English translators describe Jacob as a plain (KJV), peaceful (NASB), or quiet man (NRSV, NIV, REB). 


    In the New Testament, integrity occurs only at Titus 2:7 (NRSV, NIV, REB) in reference to teaching. The idea of singleness of heart or mind is frequent: Matthew 5:8; 6:22; James 1:7-8; 4:8.





(Titus 2:7-8 NIV)  In everything set them an example by doing what is good. In your teaching show integrity, seriousness {8} and soundness of speech that cannot be condemned, so that those who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us.





PERJURY A false statement given voluntarily under oath. Perjury involves either false witness to past facts or the neglect of what has been previously vowed. Mosaic law prohibited false swearing (Lev. 19:12; Ex. 20:7) and giving false witness (Ex. 20:16). False witness was punishable with the sentence which would have gone to the one falsely accused of guilt (Deut. 19:16-21). Vows and oaths to perform an act were to be fulfilled (Num. 30:2).


�
I. OPENING TIME





	QUESTIONS:


Have you heard people make the statement, “I remember when men made deals on a handshake!”? What did they mean by that?


Do you remember the phrase, “In the old days, a man was as good as his word!”


Is it still the case today that men are as good as their word?


Can deals be written out on a napkin in a restaurant, agreed upon by the two parties with a handshake and honored as if an attorney had scripted an iron-clad contract? 


What has changed in our world today that prevents us from “taking people at their word”? 





SCRIPTURE:


(Matthew 5:33-37 NIV)  "Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.' {34} But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; {35} or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. {36} And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. {37} Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.


What did Jesus advise against in verses 33-36? 


What are some reasons we make oaths, vows and/or promises?


Does making a formal oath change anything about our character?


Does a vow change our intention to honor our commitment? (In other words, without a vow, are we freed from any obligation to do something we said we would do?)


Why do you think He advised against making oaths?


What is implied by the saying, “Don’t make any promises you can’t keep!”?


What is the difference between someone saying they will do something and swearing they will do something?


Jesus was not only advising them to not make any promises they could not keep, but was saying they should not make any statements they would not honor.


Many today think there is an added degree of honesty if a person swears to tell the truth; in reality, do people become more honest when made to swear?


What is the purpose of swearing on the Bible?


What else (or who else) do people use when making an oath to increase their level of honesty?


Example: Suppose a person accused of doing something said, “I swear on my mother’s grave I didn’t do it!” Does this mean they can lie if they leave their mother out of it and simply say “I didn’t do it!”? Do you suppose the person invoking their dead mother’s ability to make them more honest thinks that the hearers should expect the dead mother to rise from the grave and punish her child if she heard them telling a falsehood?





What does the Bible say about oaths, vows, telling the truth and keeping our word?


(Proverbs 6:16-19 NIV)  There are six things the LORD hates, seven that are detestable to him: {17} haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent blood, {18} a heart that devises wicked schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, {19} a false witness who pours out lies and a man who stirs up dissension among brothers.


Of the seven things detestable to the Lord listed in these verses, how many are directly related to a person’s truthfulness (or lack thereof)?


Why do you think a person with a lying tongue is detestable to God?


Why does God hate a false witness who pours out lies?


Who would need to try to increase their credibility  by making an oath …one of the two types of people mentioned above or the person whose Yes means Yes and No means No?





�
(Ecclesiastes 5:1-6 NIV)  Guard your steps when you go to the house of God. Go near to listen rather than to offer the sacrifice of fools, who do not know that they do wrong. {2} Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to utter anything before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let your words be few. {3} As a dream comes when there are many cares, so the speech of a fool when there are many words. {4} When you make a vow to God, do not delay in fulfilling it. He has no pleasure in fools; fulfill your vow. {5} It is better not to vow than to make a vow and not fulfill it. {6} Do not let your mouth lead you into sin. And do not protest to the temple messenger, "My vow was a mistake." Why should God be angry at what you say and destroy the work of your hands?


How does God feel about our oaths?


How does verse 1 label this activity of making vows to God? (The ‘sacrifice of fools, who do not know that they do wrong.’)


What kind of vows do you think people make to God?


Why do you think God is unimpressed with our being ‘hasty to utter anything’ before Him? (He knows what is really in our heart…not just what we say.)


What does verse 1 offer as a better alternative? (Rather than making hasty, rash vows to God, we should go near to Him to listen.)





(Proverbs 20:25 NIV)  It is a trap for a man to dedicate something rashly and only later to consider his vows.


Have you ever ‘dedicated something rashly only later to consider your vow’?


Did you feel like you were in a trap?


What warning light should go off inside us when/if we are confronted with a request to make a ‘rash dedication’?





(Proverbs 12:17-22 NIV)  A truthful witness gives honest testimony, but a false witness tells lies. {18} Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing. {19} Truthful lips endure forever, but a lying tongue lasts only a moment. {20} There is deceit in the hearts of those who plot evil, but joy for those who promote peace. {21} No harm befalls the righteous, but the wicked have their fill of trouble. {22} The LORD detests lying lips, but he delights in men who are truthful. 


Why do you think verse 17 says a ‘truthful witness gives honest testimony’ rather than ‘a witness under oath gives honest testimony’? 


Will a truthful witness likely give honest testimony, regardless of being under oath or not?


According to verse 19, if a person tells the truth, how long will their truthfulness last? If a person tells a lie, how long can they depend on that lie?


What does verse 21 say will happen to the two types of people?


How do you think verse 22 is related to verse 21? (God will see to it both get what they deserve.) 





BOTTOM LINE:





What we vow to do or not do is far less important than doing what we say we will do. 


God is definitely unimpressed with our vows, detests lying lips and delights in men who are truthful. 


He honors, blesses and protects those who are truthful and keep their word, not those who make rash vows, oaths and promises they never will keep.





CLOSE WITH PRAYER.


�
II. TABLE TIME.


	


QUESTION: Did you ever make a promise or vow that was ‘expensive’ for you to honor? 





SCRIPTURE:


(Proverbs 25:14 NIV)  Like clouds and wind without rain is a man who boasts of gifts he does not give. 


Have you had someone promise you something and never follow through?


How did you feel when you realized the person would never fulfill their promise?


How do you feel when you see that person now?


Have you ever promised someone something and never made good on your promise?


How do you feel when you see that person?


Have you ever heard a parent say to their child, “We’ll do it some day…I promise!”





Hope deferred makes the heart sick, 


but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life. Proverbs 13:12 NIV





(Proverbs 25:19 NIV)  Like a bad tooth or a lame foot is reliance on the unfaithful in times of trouble.


Have you ever tried to eat a meal with a bad tooth?


How long did you put up with the discomfort before going to the dentist?


Have you ever tried to walk on a broken foot?


How is a friend who promises to help you but fails to deliver like a bad tooth or broken foot?








(Proverbs 26:18-19 NIV)  Like a madman shooting firebrands or deadly arrows {19} is a man who deceives his neighbor and says, "I was only joking!"


How would you respond to your ‘friend’ if they said the reason they didn’t keep their promise to you was because "I was only joking!"





(Psalms 15:1-4 NIV)  A psalm of David. LORD, who may dwell in your sanctuary? Who may live on your holy hill? {2} He whose walk is blameless and who does what is righteous, who speaks the truth from his heart {3} and has no slander on his tongue, who does his neighbor no wrong and casts no slur on his fellowman, {4} who despises a vile man but honors those who fear the LORD, who keeps his oath even when it hurts,


(Proverbs 22:1 NIV)  A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.


Would you agree that a person who keeps their word…even when it hurts…earns the reputation of  a good name?


According to this verse in Proverbs, how valuable is this reputation?


Does it have to be a ‘thing of the past’ that people keep their word ‘even when it hurts’?





Making promises we can’t fulfill…


(Proverbs 22:26-27 NIV)  Do not be a man who strikes hands in pledge or puts up security for debts; {27} if you lack the means to pay, your very bed will be snatched from under you.


What does this verse say about committing to promissory notes when we lack the resources to honor the note?


Do people ever do this in our country today?


What do you think is the impact of a nation of people continually making promises to repay debts they know they are unable to repay?


When we do not honor a promise to repay, what do we do to our integrity?


�



(Proverbs 12:13 NIV)  An evil man is trapped by his sinful talk, but a righteous man escapes trouble.


What happens to the person whose Yes means No or No means Yes?


What happens to the righteous?


Can we infer from this verse that a person who is not ‘as good as their word’ will one day find themselves in a trap?


Have you seen this happen before?








Swearing an oath to repay wrongs against us…


(Proverbs 24:29 NIV)  Do not say, "I'll do to him as he has done to me; I'll pay that man back for what he did."


(Proverbs 20:22 NIV)  Do not say, "I'll pay you back for this wrong!" Wait for the LORD, and he will deliver you.


Have you ever heard someone using an oath saying, “I swear to God: I’ll get you back for doing this!” What do both of these verses say about that kind of statement?


What does 20:22 say a person should rely on instead of their ability to threaten others?





(Proverbs 17:27 NIV)  A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered.


While waiting on the Lord to deliver us, what disciplines can we work on?





(Proverbs 21:29 NIV)  A wicked man puts up a bold front, but an upright man gives thought to his ways.


Can’t you see the wicked man ‘putting up a bold front’ as he says “I’ll pay you back for this wrong!” contrasted with the upright man giving thought to God’s deliverance instead of revenge?





 (Proverbs 27:12-13 NIV)  The prudent see danger and take refuge, but the simple keep going and suffer for it. {13} Take the garment of one who puts up security for a stranger; hold it in pledge if he does it for a wayward woman.


If we ‘put up security’ for someone, we serve as a personal reference for their ability to repay…we are saying, “I know this person…he/she is a person of their word…whatever they promise, they will do! I personally guarantee it on my oath!” Verse 12 draws a contrast between the person too wise to do this and the one foolish enough to do it.  How can someone suffer for putting up security for someone? (For example, co-signing a note.) 


How will you respond if/when you are asked to do this? (If you earn a good credit rating with the bank, you can virtually count on being asked by someone to co-sign a note.)








BOTTOM LINE:





The only vows some people ever see are the gifts people promise but don’t deliver, vows to repay a wrong or unrealistic promises to repay debt.  Is it a wonder that Jesus said,  


“But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black.  Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.





CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
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