
Oaths and Vows 

Call to Worship: Psalm 119:137-144                    Hymn #19 (Supp.)- Standing on the Promises of God 
1st Scripture:  James 5:12                                    Hymn #80- How Firm a Foundation 
2nd Scripture: Matthew 5:33-37                              Hymn #27- Great is Thy Faithfulness 

Introduction: 

 Chapter 23 of our confession (1689 LBC) addresses the topic Of Lawful Oaths and Vows.  The 

writers of our confession had added this section to the confession primarily as a means of addressing 

two abuses of this doctrine that were prominent during their time.  First, on the one side of the coin, 

there were those within the Roman Catholic Church, who were being unnecessarily forced to take vows 

that the church had no right to put upon them.  Contrary to the demands of Scripture, monks, priests, 

laymen and those aspiring to leadership, were forced to take vows of celibacy, professed poverty and 

other acts of obedience as a means of attaining to some so-called higher level of perfection.  Making 

these types of sacrifices did nothing whatsoever to increase an individual’s spirituality and they would 

unnecessarily burden and cause people to stumble as they were made to take these oaths out of an 

obligation that was unbiblical.  This was one abuse that our confessional forefathers sought to contend 

with.   

 Secondly, the Quakers and Anabaptists took the words of our Lord in Matthew 5:33-37 and the 

words of James 5:12 to the most literal extent, believing that it was sinful to take an oath or a vow in 

any respect.  And so, they would be unwilling even to cooperate in legal matters, where witnesses were 

sworn in before giving testimony in court.  The framers of our confession sought to contest this hyper-

literal interpretation of these two Scriptural texts.  And so, in combating the abuses of the Roman 

Catholic Church, the Quakers and the Anabaptists, and in considering the whole of Scripture and the 

historical context of those texts which speak negatively against vows and oaths, our Reformed Baptist 

forefathers added this section to our confession at a time when it would have been most necessary.     

 Our Lord Himself also dealt with the abuse of “oath taking” in His day, which He addresses in 

the Sermon on the Mount, given here in our main text, which will be the primary focus of our 

consideration then, for this morning.  

 To this end, we will consider the following three things: 

1) We will consider whether or not it is ever lawful to take an oath or to make a vow 

2) We will consider the importance of maintaining our integrity in every respect 



3) We will consider the faithful example of our God, which ought to motivate us to imitate His 

example 

I. Whether or not it is ever lawful to take an oath or make a vow 

“Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you 

God?”  “I do.”  “I promise before God and these witnesses to be your loving and faithful husband, to 

share with you in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, and to join with 

you so that together we may serve god and others, as long as we both shall live.  God be my help.” 

Such oaths and others are taken by the thousands, every single day.  Is this a violation of the 

teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ, here in Matthew 5:33-37, where He states, "Again, you have heard 

that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to 

the Lord.'  But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; or by the earth, 

for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King.  And do not swear by your 

head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black.  Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 

'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.”  Is our Lord here stating that it is wicked to take a 

vow or an oath in any respect?  Is the whole practice of swearing to be laid aside as sinful, and should 

we be content to simply receive a simple “Yes” or “No” in every respect?   

Scripture itself would confirm that our Lord is not speaking in the most literal sense here.  In 

fact, our Lord is responding to a particular abuse that had originated with the religious leaders of his 

day.  We will see this when we consider our second point, shortly.  Let me just present you with a few 

Scriptures that would confirm that there is, in fact, a lawful use of oaths and vows, which would not 

come from the evil one. 

1) Deuteronomy 6:13-15- “You shall fear the LORD your God and serve Him, and shall take 

oaths in His name. You shall not go after other gods, the gods of the peoples who are all around you 

(for the LORD your God is a jealous God among you), lest the anger of the LORD your God be 

aroused against you and destroy you from the face of the earth.”  Taking oaths was permissible for the 

Israelites, but it had to be done in the name of God alone.  Again, consider Deuteronomy 10:20-21- 

“You shall fear the LORD your God; you shall serve Him, and to Him you shall hold fast, and take 

oaths in His name.  He is your praise, and He is your God, who has done for you these great and 

awesome things which your eyes have seen.” 



2) God Himself takes an oath in Hebrews 6:13-16 (We will get to this text later). 

3) Abraham (Gen. 24:3), Jacob (Gen. 47:30-31), Joseph (Gen. 50:25), Elijah (1 Kings 17:1), 

Ezra (Ezra 10:5) & Nehemiah (Neh. 5:12 & 13:25) all encouraged or made oaths. 

4) Moses’ Law required oaths in certain situations (Ex. 22:11; Num. 5:19,21; 1 Kings 8:31). 

5) Jesus Himself was put under oath and honored it.  Matthew 26:62-64- “And the high priest 

arose and said to Him, “Do You answer nothing? What is it these men testify against You?”  But Jesus 

kept silent. And the high priest answered and said to Him, “I put You under oath by the living God: Tell 

us if You are the Christ, the Son of God!”  Jesus said to him, “It is as you said. Nevertheless, I say to 

you, hereafter you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Power, and coming on the 

clouds of heaven.” 

6) The apostle Paul validated the lawful use of oaths by his own example:  

-Romans 1:9- For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of His Son, that 

without ceasing I make mention of you always in my prayers...” 

-2 Corinthians 1:23- “Moreover I call God as witness against my soul, that to spare you I came 

no more to Corinth.” 

-Acts 18:18- “So Paul still remained a good while. Then he took leave of the brethren and sailed 

for Syria, and Priscilla and Aquila were with him. He had his hair cut off at Cenchrea, for he had taken 

a vow.” 

Suffice it to say for now, brethren, that there is a lawful use of oaths and vows, which does not 

undermine what our Lord and James say about their unlawful use.  Let us now move on to our second 

point, which will lead us to address that which was intended by our Lord and His brother James. 

II. The importance of maintaining our integrity in every respect 

Matthew 5:33-37- “Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not break 

your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.'  But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by 

heaven, for it is God's throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of 

the Great King.  And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black.  

Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.”   

James 5:12- “But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any 



other oath. But let your “Yes” be “Yes,” and your “No,” “No,” lest you fall into judgment.” 

Right from the outset, we can notice two things about these texts.  First, they are addressing the 

same matter.  It is clear that James has our Lord’s words in Matthew in mind, when he writes these 

words in his epistle.  Second, the word of warning here is strong.  There is no getting away from the 

fact that both our Lord and James are stressing something that is extremely important, requiring us to 

give our complete attention to the matter.  The words of our Lord, “anything beyond this comes from 

the evil one” and the words of James, “lest you fall into judgment/condemnation” are certainly not to 

be taken lightly.  It would seem that James may have had the third commandment in mind when he 

penned his divine warning, since swearing falsely would be a clear misuse of and disrespect for the 

Name of God; "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” (Ex. 20:7).  And furthermore, James opens verse 12, with 

the words, “But above all, my brethren...,” as if to elevate and highlight this matter as something more 

important than anything else he has gone over in his epistle.  And so, it ought to compel us, brethren, to 

understand exactly what we are being cautioned against, regarding swearing (taking vows and oaths). 

There are two major concerns that both our Lord and James are addressing in these texts: 

1) First, they speak against the evil of swearing by anything else but God.  During the time in 

which our Lord lived on earth, the religious leaders both advocated and supported the idea of swearing 

by heaven, by the earth, by God’s throne, by Jerusalem, by their own bodies and etc.  This was an evil 

practice, because the assumption given was that man somehow has any right, authority or power over 

these things.  None of these things are ours to swear by.  They all belong to God and it is therefore 

wholly presumptuous and arrogant to exalt oneself to the place of claiming any authority to swear by 

those things which are Gods.   

We might relate this to some of the foolish and careless vows that young people take when they 

swear by their grandmother’s grave or on their mother’s life and etc.  Even if they are telling the truth, 

they have absolutely no right to swear by any of these things.  It is not within their authority to put their 

grandmother, their mother or their own lives forward to be cursed, if they are lying.  And children; 

young people, I want to greatly caution you against such oaths even if you are telling the truth.  It is 

evil and wicked in the sight of God to ever take such oaths before others.  And if you are lying, though 

your fingers may be crossed, God takes such oaths very seriously.  Do not toy with God in your seeking 

to convince others of anything.  I’ve done such things numerous times when I was younger, and I know 



now that God was angry toward such wicked behavior.  I thank God that, in Christ, I am wholly 

forgiven.  But even then, it took the crucifying of His son on my behalf, even to pay for those sins.   

We are never to swear by anyone or anything other than God Himself.  And even that should be 

done with great caution and only when absolutely necessary to confirm the truth.  And when an oath is 

taken before God, it is not to be taken in presumption, as if to assume that we somehow control God, 

but rather, it is to be taken soberly in the presence of God, acknowledging before others that God (who 

knows all things) is our witness, and if we are lying, we stand under His judgment.  Such an oath is 

very serious. 

2) Secondly, both our Lord and James were dealing with another wicked practice that was going 

on regularly in the first century.  The religious leaders were teaching that an oath or a vow was 

necessary in all cases to ensure the truth of someone’s word.  In other words, if something was 

promised or a simple “yes” or “no” was given, it did not hold the full weight of an oath, and therefore 

could be discarded as a non-binding declaration.  And so, if Daniel asked me to come over on Thursday 

to help him prepare for his math test on Friday, and I said, “sure,” and then I decided at the last minute 

that I would rather do something else, I could call Daniel and cancel the commitment, simply because I 

did not take an oath on the matter.  Only if I had taken an oath before God, then, that would have 

solidified my commitment in stone.  Our Lord and James were especially speaking against this practice 

of mortifying personal integrity, which was further being heinously justified in the name of religious 

tradition.  God’s approval was being given to this wicked practice.  Understanding this evil being done, 

can help us appreciate the severity of the words given in both texts. 

Giving someone your word with a simple “yes” or “no” is no less binding than an oath in the 

sight of God.  And that is the point here.  Jesus is elevating the essential importance of maintaining a 

holy, godly integrity in the sight of God and men.  He is placing great value on honesty and 

trustworthiness, even at the basic level of a nod, or a shaking of the head from side to side.  He wants 

us to be a people of our word in every respect.  And so, while there is a place for oaths and vows, from 

the standpoint of the heart, we should take the same level of care in seeking to honor our “Yes’s” and 

“No’s,” as we would our oaths and our vows.  Oaths before God to men, and vows to God, are never to 

be taken lightly or loosely, but neither should our “Yes’s” and “No’s” be taken lightly or loosely.   

Brethren, these are the main points of these texts.  And while we would perhaps be tempted to 

see this as limited to the sphere of the first century, it is very, very relevant for us, brethren.  If our Lord 



and James placed such great importance on this matter; our Lord highlighting the evil of the wrong and 

James highlighting the potential judgment against the one committing the wrong and considering it a 

matter of utmost importance in his epistle, then we likewise ought to give proper consideration of the 

warning herein revealed.   

Brethren, we must strive to maintain our Christian integrity before God and the world, by 

seeking to keep our word even regarding the so-called smaller matters of life.  And if the matter is 

indeed small, then don’t bring yourself to commit to it.  You don’t have to give your “Yes” and “No” so 

freely and carelessly.  But, do all to leave the fragrance of Christ by being trustworthy and honest.  

How many times have we heard people say, “Well, there are a lot of religions; how do I know which 

one to believe?”  “What makes you think you have the truth?”  Brethren, if we are not a people of 

integrity ourselves, how can we expect people to embrace that which we confess to be the truth?  They 

must see Christ, the very embodiment of all truth, in us. 

And so: 

1) If you are a salesperson, you need to ask yourself as you seek to make that sale, are the items 

that you are selling, really all that you are declaring them to be?  Is everything out on the table or are 

you hiding something from the consumer? 

2) If you provide services of some sort (construction work, cleaning, painting...etc), are you 

giving people the type of service that you have advertised?  Are you there when you say you will be 

there or are you the person that is constantly calling and making excuses for delaying the work you 

promised to have done by such and such a date?  Are you paying laborers who work for you, on time?  

3) Husbands & wives, are you fulfilling your “Yes’s” and “No’s” to each other?  Are you doing 

those things that you have stated you would do, at such and such a time?  And what of your children?  

Do they see you as trustworthy parents, true to your word, or are you the dad or mom of this age, that is 

so accurately portrayed in the movies; always making promises, but never showing up to keep them. 

4) Do you make appointments and plans, which concern others and do you always seek to keep 

them, unless it is absolutely necessary for you to cancel due to unexpected obstacles? 

5) How do the brethren in this church view you?  Do they see you as a man or woman of your 

word or do they see you as unreliable?  Can people truly count on you, or are you like “smoke to the 

eyes” and “vinegar to the teeth” as the Proverbs describe the lazy man? 

Brethren, there are many other examples I can give, but I think that you get the point.  And 



realistically speaking, we have all failed miserably in this area at times.  Men, how many times have we 

failed to fulfill a commitment that we had made with our wives?  It might be hard to imagine another 

sin that is so often committed, even among Christians, which at the same time, is often carelessly 

passed under the radar, as something unimportant.  But, brethren, it is extremely important to God.  We 

have a Savior, praise the Lord, but in our striving after holiness and toward perfection, let us be a 

people of truth.  Let us be a people of integrity; a people who place great value on our “Yes’s” and 

“No’s.”  Let our actions accompany our words and let us all seek to put to death that fear of man, and 

that fallen desire to receive the esteem of others, over and above pleasing God, which would lead us to 

struggle with saying “No,” or “Maybe” to any request proposed to us.   [Note: Wedding vows] 

Brethren, this is not a “letter of the law” issue; we know there are legitimate, emergency reasons 

for having to recant a “Yes” or a “No”, but how often is the matter really legitimate, regarding our 

broken promises?  And how often have we given our word too quickly without any thought or prayer?  

If every promise of God, which we deposit our faith into, and wholly depend upon, is “Yes and Amen” 

in Christ, then we ought to strive to bear His glorious image in our treatment of others.  This leads us 

then to consider our final point for this morning. 

III. The faithful example of our God, which ought to motivate us to imitate His example 

Can we imagine what it would be like, brethren, if God were as reliable as we are?  If regarding 

His promises to us, He might occasionally say, “Oops, sorry, I forgot.”  “I know I said that all things 

work together for your good, but this one thing slipped me.”  Or what if God gave us half-truths and 

left out important details from His promises to us?  What a glorious comfort to know that everything 

our God says; every promise He makes, will always come to pass.  He will never fail us, brethren!  And 

that is the very strength of our faith, to know that we serve a God who cannot lie.  And our God, wants 

us to have such great confidence in His promises, that although His “Yes” should simply settle the 

matter for us at all times, in order to work with our grossly doubting flesh, being under no obligation 

whatsoever, He goes to the extent of swearing an oath by Himself, to thoroughly convince us of His 

faithfulness.   

Turn with me to Hebrews 6:13-16.  In calling the Hebrew readers here, to faithfully endure, and 

to stand firm upon God’s promises in Christ, the author reminds them of the distance God had gone to 

assure them of these promises.  Beginning with Abraham, he shows how God took an oath; He swore 



by Himself to bless and multiply Abraham, and in due time, Abraham received the promise.  But God’s 

oath was not limited to Abraham.  Again, in verses 17 & 18, we are told these glorious words, “Thus 

God, determining to show more abundantly to the heirs of promise the immutability of His counsel, 

confirmed it by an oath, that by two immutable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we 

might have strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold of the hope set before us.”  Just in 

case we might, under the influence of our flesh and remaining corruption, believe that somehow God 

just might go back on His word or change His mind; to show that His promise is unchangeable, He 

confirmed it by an oath.  Knowing that our God cannot lie, and pondering the fact that His love and 

steadfast commitment to us, is so sure and unchangeable, that He would validate it by oath, gives us all 

of the consolation and assurance we could ever need, to quell any doubt that our flesh might cast upon 

us, at any time.  “This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both sure and steadfast, and which enters 

the Presence behind the veil, where the forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus, having become High 

Priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”   

Brethren, our God is a God who values His Word.  In fact, every bit of assurance pertaining to 

our salvation, sanctification and preservation, is fixed upon all that God says in His Word.  If even one 

thing God says is untrue, then our hope is in vain.  If God places such a high value on personal 

integrity, on being trustworthy, honest and faithful, ought we to treat this matter lightly as His adopted 

children?  For the glory of Christ, brethren, let us strive, like our heavenly Father, to be truthful in 

every respect.  And let us remember that the devil is called “the father of lies.”  Let us honor our 

“Yes’s” and “No’s.”  Let us be very slow to make or take unnecessary oaths and vows, knowing that 

apart from Christ we would blow it every time.  And let us show the world, that in every respect, we are 

a people of integrity, fit to be called children of God and co-heirs with Christ. 

The Gospel 

 For those of you who are yet outside of the Lord Jesus Christ, don’t you see how serious this 

matter truly is?  Are there any of you who would confess that you have always perfectly kept your 

word?  How many of you have sworn falsely?  How many of you have told half truths, to protect 

yourself in some way?  How many of you have carelessly taken the Lord's Name in vain?  Are there 

any here, who have always, perfectly told the truth in every circumstance?  If you can answer, “Yes” to 

this question, then you have just lied, right now.  And if you can honestly answer, “No,” then I would 



ask you, “How is it then that you will deal with even this sin before God?”  You see, this is only one 

area of sin, in which, all of us have failed to meet up to God’s righteous standard, and yet, even this is 

enough to bring the judgment of God down upon your head to the fullest extent, forever.  God is a God 

of truth and He cannot and will not accept those who have spoken falsely in His presence.  Don’t you 

see that you need to be cleansed of all of your sins?  You need your record wiped clean.  You need your 

heart changed.  You need the Lord Jesus Christ, who alone can meet these needs for you.  He died for 

sinners!   And He became a man, and lived a righteous life, to grant sinners a righteousness that meets 

God’s holy, perfect standard.  But, you can only access and receive this righteousness by repenting of 

your sins and believing in the Lord Jesus Christ.  You must follow Him and confess Him, as both Lord 

and Savior, trusting solely in Him and His work, to reconcile you to God! 

AMEN!!! 

Benediction:  Jude 1:24-25


