John 1:1
Matthew 5:36



 is the negative coordinating conjunction MĒTE, which means “nor…nor,” when used in a series of negative statements.  Then we have the preposition EN plus the instrumental of means from the feminine singular article and noun KEPHALĒ with the possessive genitive from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “by your head.”  Next we have the second person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb OMNUW, which means “to take an oath.”


The aorist tense is a constative/futuristic aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that no believer is to produce this action.


The subjunctive mood is the subjunctive of emphatic negation.

“nor take an oath by your head,”
 is the causal use of the conjunction HOTI, meaning “because,” followed by the negative adverb OU, meaning “not.”  Then we have the second person singular present deponent middle/passive indicative of the verb DUNAMAI, which means “to be able: you are not able.”


The present tense is a static present for a state or condition that perpetually exists.


The deponent middle/passive voice is middle/passive in form but active in meaning with the subject (“you”) producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Next we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular adjective HEIS and the noun THRIX, meaning “one hair.”  This is followed by the double accusative from the feminine singular adjective LEUKOS plus the coordinating conjunction Ē and the accusative feminine singular adjective MELAS, meaning “white or black.”  Finally, we have the aorist active infinitive of the verb POIEW, which means “to make.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action in its entirety as a fact.


The active voice indicates that no person can produce the action.


The infinitive is a complementary infinitive after the verb DUNAMAI, which always takes an infinitive after it to complete its action.

“because you are not able to make one hair white or black.”
Mt 5:36 corrected translation
“nor take an oath by your head, because you are not able to make one hair white or black.”
Explanation:
1.  “nor take an oath by your head,”

a.  This verse is the completion of the sentence begun two verses ago.  The entire sentence now reads: “However, I say to you to not take an oath at all; neither by heaven, because it is the throne of God, nor by the earth, because it is the footstool of His feet, nor by Jerusalem, because it is the city of the Great King, nor take an oath by your head, because you are not able to make one hear white or black.”


b.  Having described external objects that the believer has no control over in order to enforce the keeping of a promise or fulfilling an oath, Jesus now adds the example of something personal, which each person has, but also has no control over—the aging of their hair.  This statement has nothing to do with the ability to dye one’s hair a different color.  It is about the aging process, when a person’s hair changing from its natural color and begins to turn grey or finally white.  We have no control over our aging process.  We cannot accelerate it or slow it down.  It is what it is.


c.  Therefore, since we have no control over our hair, we can’t make a promise or take an oath that can be guaranteed by ourselves.  We can’t guarantee anything by our own person, because we don’t know what the future brings.  We don’t know if we will live to see tomorrow.


d.  We cannot guarantee anything by ourselves, because of ourselves, for ourselves, or any factor related to ourselves.

2.  “because you are not able to make one hair white or black.”

a.  The reason why we cannot guarantee, promise, or take an oath in relationship to ourselves is because we are not able to change the color of a single hair on our head.  In other words, if we don’t have the power to change a single hair on our head, then we don’t have the power to keep a promise, or guarantee an oath, or say anything about the future with any certainty.


b.  We don’t have the power to enforce our oath or promise by external objects such as heaven, the earth, or the city of Jerusalem, nor do we have the power to enforce our oath or promise by anything to do with ourselves.  We don’t have the power and ability to make the future happen or change the future.  We don’t know what tomorrow will bring.  All we can really do is state our intent to keep an oath or promise.  We intend to do so, but cannot guarantee that we will always be able to do so.

3.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Verse 36 provides the reason for Jesus’ requirement that a believer’s speech be plain: it is simply that as no human is in full control of himself he does not know whether he can fulfill his undertaking.  Verse 36 indicates that the topic being addressed is future commitment—what the believer can do—so this verse does not address the question of oath-taking in court which attests the truth of a past event.”


b.  “Your head is God’s creation and under His control.”


c.  “The situation described is one in which many Jews viewed swearing by ‘heaven,’ ‘earth,’ ‘Jerusalem,’ or ‘one’s head’ as less binding than swearing ‘by God.’  Jesus stresses that each of these items belongs to God in an important way, so that the conventional Jewish distinctions are spurious.  Even one’s head, which might be thought to be uniquely under an individual’s control, has divinely predetermined features, such as hair coloring (temporary dyeing is not in view here!).”


d.  “The reason for not swearing moves from the greatness of God to the littleness of people: no one is able to change the color of even one hair, a very small part of the human body.  Such an impotent being is not one by whom to swear oaths!”
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