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The Way of Jesus:  Straight Talk 

Matthew 5:33-37 

 

Introduction – Lying is Hard Work! 

I was a pyro as a kid.  You know what a pyro is.  “Pyro” is short for “pyromaniac” – a person 

who is obsessed with fire.  When I was about five years old I would watch with fascination while 

my neighbors would burn their lawns in the fall.  I lived in Alamogordo, New Mexico and folks 

would burn their lawns in order to have them turn green in the spring.  I’ve never seen it done 

anywhere else but I checked on the net and found that some folks still do it.  Works wonders for 

the lawn if you do it right.  Check your local ordinances first! 

 

Anyway, as a little kid, I found that fascinating.  Being a curious little boy, I took some matches 

out in the back alley and started lighting my own fires to patches of grass.  I was probably about 

six years old.  I’d always stomp them out with my feet.  Looking back, it’s amazing that I didn’t 

start any major fires.  I remember one that almost got away from me.  Well, I’ve always been a 

leader, too.  Pretty soon, I had other young boys who wanted to get in on the fun.  So I started 

holding classes on how to strike matches and start fires.   

 

But one of those times, I had a problem with my match-striking demonstration and I burned my 

thumb.  It left a little char-mark on my nail.  My mom noticed it and asked me about it.  I didn’t 

know what to say but she bailed me out.  “Did you knock it in a door or something?”  (I was 

pretty good at that.  Just a year earlier, someone slammed the car door and it caught me between 

the eyes.  That was in the days when car doors were heavy!)  I took the bait.  “Yeah, I slammed it 

in the garage door.” 

 

And that was the end of it.  She believed my story and never found out that I was a pyro.  Oh, she 

heard rumors of kids setting fires in the alleys, but she never suspected me.  I told a lie and got 

away with it.   

 

Only I didn’t.  Believe it or not, I lived with that guilt for a long time…and it really bugged me.  

I had lied and didn’t get caught!  That never happened before and I didn’t like the guilt feelings 
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that I had to live with.  To my mom’s surprise and my relief, I finally confessed to my crimes 

twenty years later.   

 

Have you ever experienced something like that?  I suspect most of us have.  We all seem to be 

prone to stretching the truth for our benefit.  But lying is a lot of work.  You have to keep 

covering your tracks and make sure your story lines up.  The religious leaders of Jesus’ day 

devised clever ways of twisting words so that they could lie and not feel any remorse:    

 

Text – Matthew 5:33-37 

“Again you have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall 

perform to the Lord what you have sworn.’ But I say to you, do not take an oath at all, either by 

heaven, for it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is 

the city of the great King. And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair 

white or black. Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from 

evil.” 

 

Prayer 

 

Formula for Lying 

What was it that Jesus was teaching?  The Old Testament does not prohibit oaths and Jesus 

himself, responded to the High Priest when he demanded that he answer under oath, “I adjure 

you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God” (Matt 26:63).  In the Book of 

Hebrews, the writer recalls the story from Genesis where even God swore by his own self to 

affirm his promise to Abraham: 

 

For when God made a promise to Abraham, since he had no one greater by whom to 

swear, he swore by himself, saying, “Surely I will bless you and multiply you.”  

Hebrews 6:13 

 

God swore by his own name not because he needed to add to his credibility as men do (“God is 

not a man that he should lie.”) he did it to strengthen Abraham’s faith.  If oaths were permitted in 
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biblical times and God himself used an oath, why is Jesus prohibiting his followers from using 

oaths?  We need to understand what Jesus is actually saying.  Some traditions have taken these 

words literally and refuse to take an oath, for example in a courtroom.   

 

If we look closely at Jesus’ words, we can begin to understand that, as in the matters of lust and 

divorce, he is deconstructing the legalistic tricks that the Pharisees and religious teachers had 

cooked up to get around the intention of the Law.  This is now the fourth time that Jesus says, 

“But I say unto you.”  He is not abolishing the Law or adding to it.  He is getting to the heart of 

the matter.  God allowed oaths in the Law in order to promote truth-telling.  But notice what the 

scribes and Pharisees were swearing by,  

 

 By heaven 

 By earth 

 By Jerusalem 

 By their own head 

 

They were not swearing by God’s name.  In the Jewish mind, to swear by God’s name was to 

bind yourself to your words and make yourself subject to God’s judgment.  The third 

commandment makes it clear:  “You shall not take the Lord’s name in vain…” (Exodus 20:7).  

The Scripture is not prohibiting profanity through that commandment, as many assume.  

Profanity is condemned in other places in Scripture.  No.  The third commandment prohibits 

using God’s name in a deceptive oath.  The scribes and Pharisees would never do that!  So they 

found a way around it.  They would swear by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, their mother’s grave, 

their father’s horse, the city gate, their own head…  You get the idea: anything but God’s name.  

In that way, they could take an oath and not be responsible.  It was deceptive.  It was “lying with 

honor.” 

 

And Jesus would have none of it.  He poked right through their flimsy legalism.  God is 

everywhere.  You can’t escape him.  “Do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the 

throne of God, or by the earth, for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great 
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King. And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black” (vs. 

34-36). 

 

So he said, simply, “Let your ‘yes’ be ‘yes’ and let your ‘no’ be ‘no.’ Those who would follow 

Jesus must be honest.  They must be people of integrity.  

 

Shooting Straight 

Integrity and truth-telling is celebrated throughout the wisdom literature of the Old Testament.   

 Better is a poor man who walks in his integrity 

  Than one who is crooked in speech and is a fool.  

       Proverbs 19:1 

Taking oaths must have been a big deal back in the first century.  James repeated Jesus’ words, 

“let your ‘yes’ be ‘yes’ and your ‘no’ be ‘no’” in his epistle to the church (5:13).  Today, we 

don’t hear much of it.  Maybe we’ll hear some kids say, “cross my heart and hope to die” or 

something like that.  But modern adults, at least in our culture, don’t make promises and bind 

themselves with an oath anymore.  But we can be just as devious. 

 

 We’ll shade the truth and tell a “half-truth” which is another name for a lie.  “Oh, yeah.  I 

hurt my finger.  I smashed it in the garage door.”  True:  I hurt my finger.  Lie:  I smashed 

it in the garage door.  A half-truth is still a lie.   

 Or we’ll distort and manipulate for our benefit.  We might exaggerate or stretch the truth.   

“The fish was that big!”  “My work record shows the highest degree of success!”  Those 

who are writing resumes are especially tempted to deceive a potential employer.   

 Withholding information is also another way of lying. “This car?  Are you kidding?  I’ve 

never had a problem with it at all.”  That’s why they invented CarFax.   

 

Those who follow Jesus have nothing to hide.  They trust God with the outcomes of their life.  

Jesus-followers tell the truth.  Ted Engstrom was an extraordinary Christian leader.  He was the 

president of both Youth for Christ and World Vision International.  He famously wrote: 
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The world needs men [and women, too] 

who cannot be bought; 

whose word is their bond; 

who put character above wealth… 

who will be as honest in small things as in great things; 

who will make no compromise with wrong… 

who do not believe that shrewdness, cunning,  

and hardheadedness are the best qualities for winning success; 

who are not ashamed or afraid to stand for the truth when it is unpopular; 

who can say “no” with emphasis, although all the rest of the world says “yes.” 

 

Good stuff.  And in a culture where many where raised on the farm and handshake was a good as 

a legal contract, I suspect most of you can easily say “amen.”   

 

Do It With Grace! 

Many people are proud of their honesty.  It is the “best policy” after all!  They delight in being 

called a “straight shooter.” But “straight shooters” often leave dead bodies lying in the streets 

with their word-bullets.   They’re are honest – to be sure – but they are hurtful.  Jesus expected 

his followers to be honest.  But he also expected them to be kind.  James, the half-brother of 

Jesus, wrote these words: 

 

How great a forest is set ablaze by such a small fire! And the tongue is a fire, a world of 

unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole body, setting 

on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell.  (They are verbal pyromaniacs.) 

…The tongue…is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless our Lord and 

Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. From the same 

mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so. 

James 3:5-10 

 

Words, even honest words, can destroy people.  There is a time to be brutally honest.  Jesus gave 

the hard, honest truth to the self-righteous religious rulers.  He called them a bunch of snakes and 
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did not hold back in his condemnation.  But he spoke the truth tenderly to those who were 

broken.  Most of the people who cross our paths don’t need truth-bullets to mow them down.  

They need the truth, seasoned with grace.  The Apostle Paul, who was not known for mincing 

words, wrote: 

 

Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you 

ought to answer each person. 

Colossians 4:6 

 

And... 

 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for 

building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. 

(Emphasis mine.) 

Ephesians 4:29 (NIV) 

 

It’s very simple.  No one enjoys being spoken to harshly.  Don’t do it to others.  Stealing thunder 

from a message down the road, Jesus said, “Whatever you wish that others would do to you, do 

also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.”  (Matthew 7:12)  The Golden Rule.  Treat 

others how you want to be treated.   

 

Do It 

There are two simple things that I believe the Word and the Spirit are telling us today in this 

passage.  Church, since we call ourselves Jesus-followers, let us always tell the truth.  It takes too 

much work and effort to cover our tracks when we lie.  And it dishonors the name of Christ that 

we claim when we lie. And secondly, in our truth-telling, let us do it with grace, speaking to 

others in the same way that we want to be spoken to: in a way that will bless, not hurt.    

 

This is the way of Jesus.  It is radically different than what is celebrated and practiced in the 

world.  By living this way, we will help people find and follow Jesus.  We are simply ordinary 
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people, being transformed as Jesus-followers, changing our families, our community, and the 

world through the power of the Spirit for the glory of God.   

 

Tell the truth…and do it with grace.  

 

Prayer 

 


