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Sermon on the Mount – A Christian’s Righteousness: 
Fidelity in Marriage and Honesty in Speech 

In the last study, we considered the first two of Christ’s six antitheses challenging the teachings of the Pharisees.  In this study we will 
consider the contrast that Christ makes between what the Pharisees had been teaching about divorce and oaths and what true Kingdom 
righteousness requires. 

“For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, 
you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” – Matt. 5:20 

 

Read Matt 5:21-37 

Fidelity in Marriage (v.31 – 32) 

1. Read Deut. 24:1-4.  What did the Mosaic Law teach about divorce?  How did the Pharisees and teachers of the Law misinterpret this 
teaching (cf. Matt.19:3, 7)?  
- The focus on the passages is on remarriage after divorce (v.4) 

o The passage conditional on a bunch of if conditions 
o The actual certificate is only mentioned in passing 
o Prohibits the remarriage of one’s own divorced spouse 

 Tells the first husband that the original divorce is permanent 
 Warns the husband against a hasty decision 
 Protects the wife from being exploited by the first husband 

- To control divorce 
o Apparently, in those days, men generally had a very poor view of women and they had come to think that they had every 

right to divorce their wives for any reason whatsoever 
o The Mosaic Law was introduced to control a situation that was getting out of hand and something that was extremely 

unfair to women leading to suffering on the part of the women and their children 
o Limited the divorce to certain causes 

 Prohibited all of the excuses that men were making up for divorce 
 “indecent” 

 Two schools of thought at the time 
o Rabbi Shammai 

 Asserted that grounds for divorce would have to be some grave matrimonial offence 
o Rabbi Hillel 

 Interpreted the term indecent as widely as possible.  If the man was unhappy with the 
woman for any reason, that was grounds for divorce 

 NKJV translates this as “some uncleanness in her” 

 Natural, moral, or physical defect 

 Shameful or disgraceful 

 Shameful immorality short of adultery 

 Described under the title of uncleanness 
 Based on the other teachings of the Mosaic Law, this uncleanness would have to be proved and established in the 

presence of two or three witnesses (Deut. 19:15) as it is an accusation of an offense against another 
 Adultery is not mentioned 

 Under the Law of Moses, adultery was punishable by death (Deut. 22:22) 

 This would mean that the divorce spoke of in this passage is not referring to adultery, for the marriage 
would have come to an end not by divorce, but by death 

- Man who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce 
o Protects the women 

 The certificate would state why she was being divorced, whereas divorces before the law, the woman could be 
dismissed 

 Before the law, a man could divorce his wife for any reason 

 She may be charged with unfaithfulness or adultery and be stoned 

 She had no proof as to why she was divorced 
- The Pharisees teaching 

o Emphasized the giving of the legal certificate of divorce 
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 This was really the only thing that mattered 
 The neglected the real meaning of marriage 

o Matt. 19:3 - Divorce for any and every reason 
o Matt. 19:7 - Manipulated the Mosaic Law to say that Moses commanded them to divorce their wife under certain 

conditions 
 The Law does not anywhere command anybody to divorce his wife 
 All it did say was that “if” a man was to divorce their wife, it should only be for certain conditions and that there 

was a procedure that was to be followed 
 

2. Matt. 19:1-9 gives us a fuller presentation of Jesus’ teaching on divorce when He is tested by the Pharisee asking “Is it lawful to 
divorce one’s wife for any cause?”  Jesus at this point does not directly answer their questions but challenges their motives by 
replying to them with a question.  From Christ’s response to the Pharisee’s, what was God’s design for marriage (cf. Gen. 1:27; 2:24)? 
 
- God created man and woman 
- God created the institution of marriage and the exclusive and strong bond (cleave) between a man and a woman 

o The bond is to be closer than that of a parent/child as Scripture states that you are to leave and cleave. 
- They are to become one flesh that cannot be divided – signifies permanence 
- God has joined the man and the woman together 

o It is not a civil contract or a sacrament 
o It is where two people become on flesh 

 Cannot be divided 
 Permanence 

 
3. From the passages in Matthew chapter 5 and 19, what is Christ teaching about divorce? 

- Jesus permits divorce only on the grounds of marital unfaithfulness (NIV84) or sexual immorality (ESV) 
o Sexual immorality corrupts the union of the flesh 
o We hear of many divorces these days are due to irreconcilable differences 

 But it does not matter how difficult the situation, but nothing is to separate the one flesh 
 In 1 Corinthians 7:12-16, Paul preaches on the principles of marriage and specifically that if a spouse becomes a 

believer while the other remains an unbeliever, the spouse is not to divorce the unbeliever.  With respect to 
irreconcilable differences, can we imagine a situation where the two parties are more incompatible than a 
Christian married to a non-Christian? 

 Even in that situation, Paul says that the believer is not to divorce the unbeliever 
- If a man divorces his wife for any other reason, he causes her to commit adultery or to break the bond of the “one flesh”. 

o As we have already in Deut. 24, it states that the wife has been defiled by the second marriage 
- The Mosaic Law permitted divorce because of the hardness of their hearts 

o To control the chaos that existed at the time and to protect women 
o We can still consider this as an accommodation as well 
o We must always remember what God’s original intent for marriage was.  That it would be a lifelong permanent union 

between two flesh 
- Just as God reached out to adulterous Israel so that she may be reconciled to Him, we are always to seek reconciliation for what 

God has joined together, let not man put asunder 
 
 
God’s design and intent for marriage has always been a permanent and exclusive relationship between a man and a woman that are united 
together in one flesh.  Although Christ permits divorce only on the grounds of sexual immorality, it is not commanded that anyone should 
divorce, but instead Christ focuses His teachings on marriage and reconciliation.  Whether in a marriage or in any other relationship, how do 
you approach conflict within that relationship?  Are you seeking to be reconciled to the other person or are you looking to assign blame and 
fault?  Is your life characterized by meekness and love for you neighbor as we have learned in the beatitudes? 

 
 

Honesty in Speech (v.33 – 37) 
 
Read Matt: 5:33-37 
 
4. According to the Old Testament, what is it teaching about swearing and the purpose of oath taking? (Ex. 20:7; Lev. 19:12; Num. 30:2; 

Deut. 23:21-23) 
- You shall not take the Lord’s name in vain 
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o In vain Hebrew word shav 
 Meaning emptiness, falsehood, vanity, nothingness, lying, worthlessness, thoughtless 

- Do not swear falsely by God’s name – disregards the holiness of God’s name and thereby profaning it 
- All vows and oaths must be honored 
- If you make a vow to the Lord you must keep it without delay.  Failing to do keep your vow is a sin and God will hold you to account. 
- There is a solemness to oath taking and it should be regarded as something serious with implications and consequences 
- In summary, these passages prohibit false swearing or perjury 
 

5. How did the Pharisees restrict the Old Testament teachings? (Matt. 5:34-36, Matt. 23:16-22) 
- Some oaths were binding (gold in the temple and gift on the altar) and some were not (temple and altar) 

o Mishnah – the first major redaction of the Jewish oral traditions which include a set of rules that defined which oaths were 
binding and with were not 

- The Pharisees were more focused on the formula in making the vow as opposed to the vow itself which really shows that they were 
more concerned about breaking the vow than actually trying to keep them 

- They would say that only vows that were made in the name of God were binding and all others were not 
 

6. What standard did Christ set with regards to this teaching? (Matt. 5:37; cf. Jas. 5:12; Jn. 8:44) 
In what ways do you need to apply this teaching to your speech today? 
- Jesus prohibits the use of taking an oath 

o Not by God’s name, or any creature, or any thing 
- The real implication of the law is that we must keep our promises and keep our word 

o We are called to be honest in our speech 
o Jas. 5:12 - Simply let your yes be yes and no be no – our word should be enough 

- Anything beyond that comes from the evil one 
o This would also include exaggerated speech as this would give those who hear a false impression 
o Jn 8:44 – you are of your father the devil…he is a liar and the father of lies 

- As God’s people we should always speak as if in the presence of God 
 

7. Is Christ’s prohibition on swearing and taking oaths absolute?  Should we not take any oaths? 
- Gen. 22:16-17, Heb. 6:13-18 

o Example of God swearing by His own name 
o For when swearing an oath, you appeal to some greater authority 
o Here we see the example of God’s blessing to Abraham and God appealing to Himself for there is no one greater than God 

for Him to appeal to.  God confirmed/guaranteed His blessing to Abraham with an oath. 
- Rom. 9:1, 2 Cor. 1:23 

o Examples of Paul calling on God as his witness 
- Matt. 26:62-64 

o When questioned by the high priest, Jesus remained silent, but when questioned under oath, Jesus does not come out 
against the high priest for using God’s name inappropriately, but He answers the question under oath 

 
 
Is your character such that when you speak it is taken as truth or do you find yourself having to swear by things just so that others will believe 
what you are saying?  Would your friends refer to you as someone who keeps their word or are broken commitments part of your every day 
life?  Your speech is the mouthpiece of your heart and ultimately reflects who you are within.  Christ is calling you to a much higher standard 
than that which was set by the Pharisees.  Be honest in your speech and speak as in the presence of God.  Simply let your yes be yes and your 
no be no. 
 

“Oath’s arise because men are so often liars” – John Stott p.102 
 
 

Kingdom righteousness is not defined by a set of regulations and prohibitions, but Christ teaches and exemplifies for us what Kingdom 
righteousness is.  It is not the legalistic righteousness that the Pharisees and the teachers of the law were teaching and displaying.  Instead, 
Christ sets a standard that we are called to follow as Christians which looks first and foremost at the heart.   As was considered in this study, 

both divorce and false testimony ultimately stem from the sinful desires of your heart, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, 
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander.” (Matt. 15:19)   
In this coming week, examine yourself and allow the Holy Spirit to convict your heart and reveal to you the areas of your life that need to be 
surrendered to Christ. 


