
Study 7

“It was also said, ‘Whoever divorces his wife, let him give 
her a certificate of divorce.’ But I say to you that everyone 
who divorces his wife, except on the ground of sexual 
immorality, makes her commit adultery, and whoever 
marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 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." (Matthew 5:31-37) 

As we’ve already established, Jesus has not come to abolish the 
Old Testament (OT) Law. Instead, He has confirmed it and has 
come to fulfill it. In doing so, He commands and empowers true 
citizens of His Kingdom to do what it says and to teach it to others 
with a righteousness much greater than that of the religious 
leaders. So, we have been considering some practical examples 
and discovering from Jesus’ teaching what this righteousness 
actually looks like in the daily practice of His Kingdom people. 
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In our last study, we examined our Lord’s teaching concerning our 
anger and lust. Jesus reveals that sin is always below the surface, 
and therefore a true citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven will set his 
heart, mind and soul on addressing sin immediately. 

In this study, we will be looking at the second pair of Jesus’ six 
illustrations which is what Jesus has to say about marriage and 
swearing. Or as some of your Bible headings indicate — divorce 
and oaths.   

Now, before we begin to look at Jesus’ teaching concerning these 
two issues, we ought to point out the great value of studying the 
Sermon on the Mount and the Scriptures in general with such a 
straight-forward manner and approach. How many of us when 
left to our own personal preferences and plans would take the 
time to study and also teach such a difficult topic as what we have 
here in this passage with the issue of divorce? It is an extremely 
controversial subject that reaches into the depths of people’s souls 
at levels far beyond where other topics might go. It can trigger 
emotions of guilt, anger and great pain, and the truth of the 
matter is that many of us have been impacted by it directly or 
indirectly (whether it’s your parents, close family, friends, your 
own marriage, etc.). And so, while many of us would rather read 
more comfortable and comforting passages of Scripture, here we 
are reminded how “the gospel of Jesus Christ concerns every part 
and portion of our life.”  There is no excuse to escape it. Here, we 1

are confronted face-to-face with difficult truth concerning divorce.  

      D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 2221
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Now, that being said, we ought to always approach this subject 
with serious caution and with the truth of the gospel in view. 
Jesus’ teaching on divorce is hard, but at the same time, His hand 
of forgiveness and restoration is extended out to us no matter 
where we’ve been or where we’re coming from. If we truly repent 
and realize the seriousness of this sin then we can rest assured in 
the forgiving love, mercy and grace of God. Nowhere in Scripture 
do we see our Lord denying anyone who comes to Him sincerely 
confessing sin and repentantly asking for forgiveness. But in 
doing so, we must also hear the familiar words that always follow 
His forgiveness as He tells us to, “Go and sin no more”  2

So, in this particular study, we will spend time examining why 
Jesus addresses this particular issue, and we will also look at the 
issue of swearing (or taking oaths). For our intent and purposes, 
we will actually begin with our Lord’s teaching concerning oaths 
and then get into examining His teaching on the issue of divorce.  

Now, some of us might assume that these two topics don’t seem to 
be connected in any way. However, as we will see, there’s a deep 
rooted issue behind both of them that Jesus is addressing here.  

We discussed this briefly in our last study, but the religious 
leaders of Jesus’ day had taken the commands of God and began 
redefining them and teaching them in a way that was more 
obtainable and comfortable to them. To put it plainly, they had 
their own way of bending the rules for their own personal benefit.  

    John 8:112
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However, the truth of the matter is that we are not that much 
different today. If we’re honest, we’d have to admit that there is 
this curious desire inside all of us to know what we can get away 
with and how to avoid any consequences for it. Take for example 
the way in which many of us will drive around 8-10 mph over the 
speed limit because we know that is the range in which we can 
bend the law without having to pay for it by getting a ticket. 

And we do this with the commands of God constantly. Just like 
the religious leaders of that day, we too try to cut corners and 
bring God’s standards down to a level that makes obedience much 
more obtainable and comfortable. We ask questions such as:  

• What kind of movies or televisions shows can I watch? 
• How far is too far physically before marriage? 
• What curse words are okay for a Christian to use? 
• When is it okay to get a divorce? 
• How much money do I really need to give to the church?     

But as we’re about to see here, Jesus doesn’t play that game nor 
will He permit it. We need to be extremely careful with an attitude 
that tries to do just enough to get by. The issues of marriage and 
swearing that Jesus addresses here are issues of integrity. And so, 
what Jesus is essentially emphasizing here is that the authentic 
Christian is a man of credibility and a man of commitment. 
Therefore, as a true citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven, 
you must set your heart, mind and soul on keeping your 
word. 
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Swearing and Oaths 

Jesus says, “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.’” Now, we ought to note that nowhere in Scripture 
will you find this particular phrase concerning any OT Law 
pertaining to oaths. Again, this shows us that Jesus is not here 
altering the teachings of the OT but dealing with the way in which 
the religious leaders have manipulated and misinterpreted the 
Laws of the OT.     

He points out, “You have heard the religious leaders say this, but I 
say to you, Do not take an oath at all. Let what you say be simply 
‘Yes’ or ‘No.’” 

Now, to be clear, Jesus is not condemning the use of any and all 
kinds of swearing (such as those used in a court of law). But He is 
pointing out a specific type of swearing that many of the religious 
leaders had fallen into a habit of doing.  

You see, in the OT, God commands His people saying, “You shall 
not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD 
will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain” (Exodus 
20:7). And it was also commanded that God’s people should not 
swear by His name falsely which would profane the name of the 
Lord (Leviticus 19:12).  
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However, in strictly focusing on the language and letter of the 
Law, the religious leaders had fallen into this habit of not 
necessarily swearing by the name of God but by swearing in 
reference to godly things such as the temple, or the altar or even 
by heaven (Matthew 23:16-22). And so again, they were cutting 
corners with the commands of God and looking for a way around 
the commands of God that made obedience more obtainable and 
comfortable. This inevitably led men to swear and “multiply oaths 
at any time or with respect to any matter whatsoever"  without the 3

risk of suffering the consequences of not keeping their word. 
  
So when Jesus commands His people to avoid taking an oath at 
all, He is eliminating the use of unreasonable swearing and 
showing us that “to take an oath is a very solemn matter, 
something that must be reserved only for those causes and 
conditions where a matter of exceptional gravity and unusual 
concern for the individual or for the nation was involved.”   4

Jesus is concerned here with the credibility of our word and the 
issue of a Christian’s integrity. When Jesus says to “Let what you 
say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No,’” He is calling true citizens of His 
Kingdom to a level of integrity that eliminates the need to swear at 
all and simplifies our answers to just ‘Yes’ and ‘No’.    

    Lloyd-Jones, 2343

    Ibid., 2334
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Do you ever find yourself using extra words in an effort to 
convince people that you mean what you say (ex. “I swear to God 
I’m telling the truth.”)? And, if so, why do you feel like you have to 
use these extra words for people to take you seriously? 

You see, swearing is really a pathetic confession of our own 
dishonesty. The only reason we do it is because we know our 
simple word has been so watered down that it will not be trusted.  

And so our Lord calls each one of us to be such a man of our word 
that our ‘Yes’ is understood as yes, and our ‘No’ is understood as 
no. And no extra explanation of what we mean is needed for 
others to believe us. An authentic Christian man and citizen of the 
Kingdom of Heaven should be able to eliminate phrases like “I 
promise I’ll do this” or “I swear I’ll do that” from his vocabulary. 

Are those around you confident that you will keep your word? Or 
do you find yourself trying to persuade people into believing you? 

We ought to have such an outstanding track record of 
speaking the truth and keeping our word that people 
have full confidence in everything we say and no need 
for any extra words to help convince them.  

And in light of this truth, not only are we expected to keep our 
word in everyday language, but even more so, a crucial aspect of 
Christian integrity is the commitment to keep our word as it 
pertains to the God-ordained covenant of marriage. 
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Marriage and Divorce     

As we consider, Jesus’ teaching on the issue of divorce, it would 
benefit us to view these two verses here in Matthew 5 in light of 
His longer teaching on divorce recorded in Matthew 19.  

You see, at this time, there was a contemporary debate going on 
within the Jewish community regarding the issue of divorce. One 
particular group said that divorce was only permissible if sexual 
immorality had taken place, but the other group said a man could 
divorce his wife for just about anything as long as he gave her a 
certificate of divorce stating his reasons which would protect her 
from accusations of sexual immorality or adultery. Such division 
and confusion on this issue was the result of the religious leaders’ 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation of God’s concession 
concerning the ‘case-law’ of divorce in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. 

So, in light of this confusion, the religious leaders ask Jesus to 
pick a side saying, “Is it lawful to divorce one's wife for any 
cause?” (Matthew 19:3)    

By asking Jesus what is lawful, the Pharisees are looking for what 
is permissible. However, Jesus redirects the focus of the question 
from what the Law permits to what the Law intends. Jesus is 
continuing to communicate the Kingdom way of life for those who 
are considered the true citizens of the Kingdom. And as His 
Kingdom people, we are to excel beyond what is permissible and 
concern ourselves with God’s design rather than our own desires. 
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So, our Lord responds to this question concerning what is 
permissible in marriage with a revelation concerning the true 
intention and design of marriage instead. And here we ought to 
stop and realize the truth that no matter how bad things seem to 
be, you are not ready to discuss the issue of divorce until you have 
properly understood and accepted God’s view of marriage.  

Jesus responds to their original question declaring: 

“Have you not read that he who created them from the 
beginning made them male and female, and said, 
‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and 
hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? 
So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore 
God has joined together, let not man separate.”  

The religious leaders answer back with another question: 

“Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of 
divorce and to send her away?”  

But Jesus clarifies this Law saying: 

“Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to 
divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 
And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, except for 
sexual immorality, and marries another, commits 
adultery.” (Matthew 19:3-9) 
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Jesus is quick to point out the way in which the OT Law that the 
Pharisees were using to defend their position was actually a text of 
exception by God and not a text concerning the true intentions of 
God. This was an exception given on account of man’s sinfulness 
rather than an instruction on how a man was to live in true 
righteousness.  

According to Jesus, this OT Law wouldn’t even exist if it hadn’t 
been for the hard-heartedness and sinfulness of man. This law 
was given to control what the people had turned into a chaotic 
mess. It protected women and proved that divorce was something 
to be taken very seriously. There is little doubt that this liberal 
view of divorce was quite plainly a view motivated by sinful lust. 
And so, we ought to find no coincidence that our Lord deals with 
this issue of divorce immediately following His teaching on lust.  

Dr. D.A. Carson writes:  

“Marriage is not dirty, sex is not filthy. Both are wonderful gifts 
from the Creator; but they are prostituted by lust, and demeaned 
by divorce.”  5

Many people treat sex and marriage like our appetites for food 
and drink. We view them through the lens of our own personal 
pleasure and happiness. Therefore, we spend our time searching 
and sampling the menu for what we hope will guarantee us the 
greatest delight and personal satisfaction.  

     D.A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and His Confrontation with the World, (Baker: 1987), 495
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However, there is so much more to sex and marriage than 
personal pleasure between two consenting partners. God created 
the institution of marriage as a holy exclusive union between a 
man and a woman. It is a relationship intended to display purity, 
faithfulness and permanence.  

You see, marriage is much more than two people who love each 
other getting together under one roof to live life together. It’s not 
simply about an overwhelming feeling of love for someone else; 
it’s about a sacrificial commitment to love someone else. It’s 
meant to be an image of God’s sacrificial commitment to love us 
as His people. The institution of marriage is God’s sacred 
illustration of His own faithful love and redemptive plan 
for mankind.  

Have you considered the implications of God’s intent for sex and 
marriage? From the very beginning, my marriage and your 
marriage was meant to be a real-life portrait of God’s faithful love 
and redemption for His people. The early followers of Jesus 
understood this as the apostle Paul later calls marriage a profound 
mystery that points to our Lord and His people (Ephesians 5). 

As God’s people, we ought to go above and beyond what is 
permissible and concern ourselves with God’s design rather than 
just our own personal desires. As a Christian, we are called to be 
faithful and to keep our word in our commitment to marriage no 
matter the circumstances. When you say, ‘I do’ it means ‘You will’ 
no matter the cost or the condition.     
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And for those who are single, you are called to be faithful to your 
future wife even if she doesn’t seem to be on the radar yet. 
Consider the implications. Don’t patronize our Lord by trying to 
figure out what you can get away with when it comes to your 
commitment to Him and your potential future commitment to 
someone else as well in marriage.  

This was the problem with the religious leaders. They were 
searching for ways out of their commitments. They looked for 
what is permissible rather than living by what was preferred. 
Don’t try to manipulate and abuse God’s grace. God’s grace 
doesn’t get rid of God’s standard. Stop searching for what 
God may tolerate and strive for what God treasures.  

An authentic Christian man is a man committed to keeping his 
word in marriage no matter what it may cost him. And after all, 
we must never forget that it was our Lord’s covenant commitment 
to faithfully love us that ended up costing Him His life. 

Our Lord says, “Adultery is the only offense that grants you 
permission to divorce.” And yet, how often do we forsake our 
relationship with Him for fleeting one-night stands with the idols 
of this world? How often do we find ourselves committing 
spiritual adultery in our relationship with God? And yet He stays 
and keeps His word concerning His commitment to love us.  

Our Lord has refused to leave us or forsake us despite 
being completely justified and entitled to do so.  
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As a true citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven, our Lord expects you 
to set your heart, mind and soul on keeping your word. If you say 
you’ll do something then do it. If you say you won’t then don’t. 
And if you make a commitment to marriage, keep it no matter 
what it may end up costing you. This is exceeding righteousness. 
This is the Kingdom way of life. And this is the way of our King.  

The mere language and letter of the Law will never inspire us to 
go beyond what is required. Only the love of God demonstrated in 
the cross of Christ possesses the power to create a righteousness 
that exceeds mere religious adherence. Christ does not come 
down the mountain with laws on stone but with the love of a 
Savior. The love of Christ ought to radically transform His people 
to live in the shadow of His ultimate sacrifice and to imitate His 
ultimate commitment to keep His word no matter the cost.  

May we realize that everything we do in this life is done in our 
Lord’s presence and on His behalf as His representatives. As a 
citizen of the Kingdom, we walk through this world in fellowship 
with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ  through the 6

indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  Therefore, lets make every 7

effort to not grieve the Holy Spirit  who sees and hears everything 8

that we do. Lets listen to, obey and teach the commands of our 
King who committed no sin and yet suffered the agony and shame 
of the cross in keeping His word to remain faithful to us.    

    1 John 1:36

    Romans 8:97

    Ephesians 4:308
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