
Simple Speech, June 4 2006
Matthew 5:33-7; 23:16-22  

Introduction:  Pentecost Sunday is an important day for us as disciples of 
Jesus Christ, for today we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit to us, a gift of God 
for us and in us.  The Holy Spirit is the ongoing presence and power of God with 
us, to transform us and to empower us to be like Jesus.  The Holy Spirit brings us 
new life, as we too are anointed and empowered by the Holy Spirit of God.  How 
can we enter into this new life?  One way is by being careful of what we say, of 
having simple speech, speech that builds up others and speech that glorifies God.

God is True

 As people of the Spirit, we affirm that our God is a God of truth.  As David says in 
Psalm 31:5, “Into your hands I commit my spirit; redeem me, O Lord, the God of 
truth.”  We are called to be like Jesus, who is the personification of truth.  As Jesus 
says in John 14:6, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the 
Father except through me.”  We are also filled with the Holy Spirit, who guides us 
in the truth.  For as John says in 14:16-7, “And I will ask the Father, and He will 
give you another Counselor to be with your forever-the Spirit of truth.”  Our God 
then is true, our God is trustworthy and our God is faithful.  No matter what 
happens in our lives, we know that our God is with us and for us, that we can hope 
and believe in Him, that we can trust in our God and in His truthfulness.

A False World

 In this text, Jesus is again reminding Israel of what they already knew. Honesty 
and integrity matter to God and are demanded by God.  Jesus says, in 5:33, “Again, 
you have heard it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath,’ but 
keep the oath you have made to the Lord.” The Jews were well aware of God’s 
command to tell the truth and to be honest. One Rabbinic saying suggested that 
four types of  people would be shut out of the presence of God: scoffers, hypocrites, 
liars and slanderers.  In fact, one could say that each of these types of people are 
ones who ignore truth; about God, about themselves or about others.  The 
Shammai School, for instance, advocated a strict adherence to truth, and forbade 
lying in any fashion. So, for the Jews, truth was commended, since truth was part 
of the character and person of God, and part of the character expected from His 
people.  
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The Jews especially believed that truth was mandated when accompanied by 
an oath.  We see this, for example, in the Ten Command-ments, where Moses says 
in Exodus 20:7, “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord Your God, for the Lord 
will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses His name.”  Now, I always thought this 
referred to taking the Lord’s name in vain, or cursing.  This command, however 
really means that we are to not swear falsely while using the name of God.  
Barclay says Israel had two problems with oaths: first, with frivolous swearing, 
such as I swear it is Sunday morning; or second, with evasive swearing, where they 
would actually swear in order to avoid telling the truth.  Israel developed a two-tier 
system of oaths, or of truth telling: if they invoked the name of God, they were 
definitely telling the truth, and if they invoked anything or anyone else, truth was 
optional.  In doing so, the Jewish nation allowed wiggle room for lying and 
dishonesty, similar to our contemporary view of white lies.  

People of Truth

 Jesus makes it clear that we are to be people who speak simply, who speak the 
truth, for as He tells us “simply let your yes be yes and your no be no.”  Jesus also 
commands us “do not swear at all.” (5:34, 37)  We are to see that all of the world 
belongs to God, is created by God, and is in relationship to God.  God hears and 
knows everything we think and say, so nothing is outside of His hearing.  Swearing 
by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, the gold of the temple, the temple, the altar, the gift of 
the altar, does not excuse us from having to speak the truth and from being 
accountable to God.  As A.M. Hunter says, “Oaths arise because people are so 
often liars.” Our God is a God of truth, who commands us to be people of truth, 
who demands that we always tell the truth, so that we can be trusted and have 
integrity.
 
 Isocrates once said, “A man or woman must lead a life which will gain more 
confidence in them than ever an oath can do.”  Jesus calls us to lives of complete 
and total honesty, integrity and truthfulness.  We must be careful and prayerful of 
what we say and what we promise.  Everything we say must build someone up, and 
must be motivated by kindness and compassion.  Otherwise, we will grieve the 
Holy Spirit and quench the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:29-31).  We must not lie to 
each other and every conversation must be seasoned and saturated with salt and 
grace (Colossians 3:8. 4:6).   Let us see each moment as a gift, and each moment as 
an opportunity to be people of truth and to speak truth to others.  If we want to be 
Godly and to embrace the gift of the Holy Spirit, we must seek to be truthful 
people.
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