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"Do Not Swear" 

Last week, we talked about a problem that is ubiquitous in our life--grumbling. Today, we will be talking about 

swearing. You may be disappointed somewhat because swearing is not a big problem you are struggling with. After 

all, when was the last time you swore? I'm not talking about cursing. If that's what came to your mind, I hope it's 

been a long time since you last swore, especially if you used God's name in vain.     

How about swearing in the court of law as a witness to speak the truth, nothing but the truth? I don't know how 

many of us had to testify in court. Is that the kind of swearing that James is talking about? If so, he would be 

contradicting the general teaching of the Bible. Abraham asked his servant to swear by God that he would not take a 

wife for his son Isaac from the Canaanites (Gen. 24:3). Joseph, too, made the people of Israel to solemnly swear that 

they would take his bones from Egypt to the Promised Land at that time of the exodus (Gen. 50:25). In fact, the Law 

of Moses mandated swearing in many cases--for example, when a wife was falsely accused of unfaithfulness 

(Num. 5:21).     

Of course, all these examples come from the Old Testament and we live in the New Testament era. Do they apply to 

us, who live under the new covenant in Jesus Christ? After all, our Lord said in the Sermon on the Mount, "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" (Matt. 5:34-

37). Did our Lord abolish all forms of swearing with these words? If so, it would be an abomination for Christians to 

take an oath in the court of law, especially if they have to put their hands on the Bible to do so! But as far as we 

know, the Church has not taught against the oath-taking in court.     

In fact, we do ask God's people to make a vow as part of our worship service, don't we? I'm talking about our 

membership vow, which is a very serious business. Many people have been excommunicated because they did not 

keep their membership vow--especially the vow to submit to the oversight of the church. Typically, an allegation is 

brought against a member concerning a sin or sins. When there are two or three witnesses, or corroborating 

evidences, the session calls on the accused member to deny or admit the allegation. When he admits it and is 

repentant of it, the session begins the work of restoring the sinning member--with sadness (for the damage done by 

his sin, for sin is always destructive) as well as with gladness (for the evidence of the Holy Spirit working in his 

heart to restore him with the gospel of Jesus Christ)!     

But if the sinning member denies the charge, then the session begins a trial to discover the truth. A solemn warning 

is given to both parties--to the accused, the danger of denying one's guilt before God and before Christ's under 

shepherds; to the accuser(s), the danger of unjustly libeling a fellow saint and a child of God.     

Sadly, there are those who refuse to take part in this disciplinary process in violation of their membership vow. If 

they continue to refuse despite the session's repeated attempts, the session has to take that as a sign of unbelief. Of 

course, what is assumed here is that everything has been conducted lawfully and properly, and the sinning brother 

was pursued with a loving concern on the part of the elders. Jesus said at the end of His instruction for church 

discipline in Matt. 18,     

"And if he refuses to listen even to the church [as it is represented by the elders], let him be to you as a Gentile and a 

tax collector. Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 

earth shall be loosed in heaven. Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be 

done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them" 

(Matt. 18:17-20).     



Jesus gave the keys of the kingdom to the church. When things are done properly, Jesus promised that whatever the 

session binds on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever the session loose on earth will be loosed in heaven! 

How can this be? Because "where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them." This is what the 

elders have to keep in mind. When they deliberate and make decision in the session meeting, they must be mindful 

that they are acting in the name of Christ, on behalf of Christ. We dare not use the session meeting to advance our 

own agenda or profit or carry out a personal vengeance. And the defendant has to also understand that the decision 

of the session is the very decision of Christ.     

And have you noticed what the end result of this process is? Our Lord holds up the goal of church discipline: "If he 

listens to you, you have gained your brother" (Matt. 18:15). But if he refuses to listen even to the church [as it is 

represented by the elders], he is to be considered "a Gentile and a tax collector." This is striking because our Lord's 

instruction begins with, "If your brother sins against you…" (Matt. 18:15). If anyone refuses to repent throughout 

the disciplinary process, he is to be considered a Christian no more--he is no longer a brother but aGentile and a tax 

collector!     

All this goes to show that one cannot be a true Christian when he rejects the oversight of a true church, to whom 

Christ entrusted His keys of the kingdom! I hope we can all see why taking the membership vow is so important. So 

it is incorporated into our worship service, which is the most solemn thing we do as a church!     

Both our Lord and James after Him are not saying that we must do away with all kinds of swearing. How is that 

possible if God Himself swears? We read in Hebrews, "For when God made a promise to Abraham, since he had no 

one greater by whom to swear, he swore by himself, saying, 'Surely I will bless you and multiply you'" (Heb. 6:13-

14).     

What kind of swearing is James talking about, then? I think the rest of the verse makes is clear: "let your "yes" be 

yes and your "no" be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation." As Douglas J. Moo puts it, "[T]he issue 

seems to have been the voluntary oath--the oath taken to insure the truthfulness of what one had affirmed or 

promised. Christians committed to integrity in speech and personal relationships should never require an oath." He 

also says, "[I]t is more likely that Jesus in Matthew is saying the same thing as James: our truthfulness should be so 

consistent and dependable that we need no oath to support it: a simple 'yes' or 'no' should suffice. 'Our mere word 

should be as utterly trustworthy as a signed document, legally correct and complete'" (p. 233). Quite possibly, then, 

what James is interested in is much more than whether we swear or not in order to prove the sincerity or veracity of 

what we say. More important is the cultivation of our integrity--to be truthful regarding what we say and do.     

In some way, swearing was necessitated by the Fall. Along with our character, our actions and words fell. Not only 

do we put shameful and unwholesome things on our lips, which were created by God to speak what is good and true 

and beautiful; a great divide was created between our words and actions, between our heart and our words. We are 

often told to say what we mean and mean what we say and do what we say. But that is so hard to do, isn't it? We say 

stuff just because it is appropriate to say in the setting, not because we mean it or believe it--like saying, "Let's get 

together sometime" after running into someone you haven't met in a long time but not so thrilled to do so. We make 

promises we don't mean to keep. We spin the truth to make us look better than we deserve and others look worse 

than they are. We say a lot of stuff just to fill up the silence and in the process say things that are meaningless and 

even harmful to others, such as gossips and baseless rumors. We say harsh things about others in the name of "just 

kidding."     

Wouldn't you love to have a friend like Horton the Elephant? Although Mayzie, the lying, lazy bird, tricked him to 

sit on her egg when she had no intention of coming back, Horton the Elephant did not leave the nest, saying, 

"I'll stay on this egg and I won't let it freeze. / I meant what I said / And said what I meant…. / An elephant's faithful 

/ One hundred per cent" (Dr. Seuss, Horton Hatches the Egg)!     

One doesn't have to be a Christian to realize that trust is the foundation of any relationship. How do we get to trust 

someone? Is it not when his words and actions match up? How do we earn someone's trust? Is it not when we do not 

just talk the talk but also walk the walk? We all know how important the first impression is. Quite often, we form 

our opinion of someone in the first few moments of meeting her. But that can be foolish and dangerous, can't it? It 



cannot be a wise thing to judge someone's character by the snapshot of our first impression, which can only show 

the superficial aspects of who he is--like his looks! We certainly don't want someone to judge us by what he sees 

when we were making a mistake or doing something silly, do we? And I hope we've had enough experience in our 

relationships to give one another the benefit of the doubt and judge others (in a good sense of the word) by their 

character, not by a snapshot of his life. 

Few things are more frustrating than people not believing us when we are telling the truth, especially when a lot is 

riding on what we say. Can you imagine what it would be like if people around you do not trust your words, if 

everything you say is met with suspicion--because we have not been trustworthy, like the boy who cried "Wolf!" 

one too many times? Even if it is a matter of no consequence, when people look at us with that "I-don't-buy-that" 

expression, it can feel quite infuriating. 

Trust is like a brick wall, isn't it? It is such a huge deal in our life, but it is built with many, many small bricks of 

promises kept, day after day, incident after incident. We can imagine how fragile that wall of trust would be if many 

of the bricks used were cracked by broken promises and made brittle by all kinds of excuses. It may take just one 

more act of dishonesty to have the wall of trust completely leveled. We know how it is. To build something is so 

difficult, so time-consuming--like a tall Lego building. But to destroy it is so easy, isn't it? All it takes is a little push 

from your baby brother and it is broken beyond recognition! To rebuilt it would be difficult. But to rebuild trust is 

even more difficult. Because the foundation is in ruins. We have to remove and clean up the mess first. And we will 

have to keep our word to our hurt many, many times to lay that foundation again. 

Trust is a very powerful thing. Having someone's trust is one of life's greatest assets. And having someone to trust is 

one of life's greatest blessings--it can be our parents, or siblings, or a pastor or elder, or a boss or coworker, or a 

doctor, or even a car mechanic and a financial adviser! Can you imagine having a politician that you can really trust? 

We bemoan the scarcity of trustworthy people in so many spheres of life. But are we the kind of people that others 

can trust? 

Why do we equivocate or even lie? Why can't we simply say "yes" or "no"? We can readily come up with many 

reasons. We have something to hide; we have done something wrong and we don't want to face the unpleasant 

consequences; we don't want to get into a conflict with someone we care about by speaking our mind honestly 

against the person's deeply-held opinion, etc. But I think all these reasons are secondary. There is one ultimate 

reason. What do you think it is? I believe it is none other than our lack of fear of God. 

We would not lie--or do anything wrong, for that matter--if we didn't think that there was a chance for us to get 

away with it, however slim the chance. That is why we tend to be more careful in our conduct when we are with 

other people, who can plainly see what we are doing. Temptations are harder to resist when we are alone, when 

nobody is watching us--at least, so we think. But, of course, we are never alone, are we? God is omnipresent: He is 

everywhere. David confessed in awe, "Where shall I go from your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from your presence? 

If I ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there" (Ps. 139:7-8)! Even in hell, we cannot 

escape God's presence, can we? For God is there even in hell. You see, Satan is not the lord and master of hell; he is 

just a prisoner there. It is God who is the Lord and Master there, even in hell. It is just that He is present only in His 

righteous wrath and hell is totally devoid of any mercy of God. 

Who among us don't know that God is everywhere? So then, if we sin more readily in private, doesn't it show that 

we fear men more than God? When I'm in the right frame of mind, I realize how insulting this must be to God. How 

heartbreaking it must be for a parent when his little child listens to a total stranger better than to her, who has given 

birth to him and given her life to take care of him! But that's nothing compared to us fearing men more than fearing 

God, isn't it? Our Lord said, "And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who 

can destroy both soul and body in hell" (Matt. 10:28). What is more, can men kill our body or even touch one of our 

hair if our Lord does not allow it Himself? Remember what God told Satan concerning Job? "Behold, all that he has 

is in your hand. Only against him do not stretch out your hand" (Job 1:12). So, Satan could do everything to Job's 

possessions and children but could not even touch his hair. Because of Satan's second challenge, the Lord told him, 

"Behold, he is in your hand; only spare his life" (Job 2:6). Satan could afflict Job in all kinds of ways but he could 

not take away his life. So we can declare with David, "In God I trust; I shall not be afraid. What can man do to me" 



(Ps. 56:11)? As they say, if we don't fear God, we end up fearing everything else. But if we fear God, we don't have 

to fear anything else! 

Not only is our fear of men insulting to God; it is also degrading to us. Think about Peter when he denied his Lord 

three times in one night. The third time, he denied Jesus with an oath (Matt. 26:72)! Did Peter not believe in God? 

Did he not know that God was present even in the courtyard of Caiaphas the high priest? But all this knowledge was 

pushed out by his fear of men, even of a servant girl (Matt. 26:69)! How humiliating! 

When we speak of fearing God, we are not talking about the kind of fear, which makes us want to run away--like 

our fear of bombs and violence, are we? We are talking about the dignity of God, which deserves our reverence and 

awe--like the Everest Mountain, which continues to draw climbers from all over the world. But if we can have that 

kind of fear, it is only on account of the forgiveness our Lord purchased for us through His unspeakable suffering 

and death, isn't it? For sinners do not have the luxury to marvel at God in some aesthetic delight. The only response 

we can give is to call to the mountains and rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the 

throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb…" (Rev. 6:16)! But because Christ bore the wrath of God in our place, we 

can fear God and be irresistibly drawn to Him. 

As I conclude, I'd like to urge you to remember who we are in Christ Jesus and hold on to that new identity. This is 

not easy to do because we have not become who we are by our own efforts: we are what we are by the grace of God, 

by the sacrifice and work of Christ, by the trustworthiness of God, who kept His promise even to the point of 

sacrificing His own Son! And this free gift of God--which was infinitely costly to Him--is too good to be true. How 

can we, who were once "children of wrath," become God's beloved, noble children in a matter of an instant? But that 

is exactly what faith enables us to do, isn't it? By faith we receive what God's word tells us about how noble and 

good we are, no matter how unbelievable it seems to us. Imagine the slaves that were freed by the Emancipation 

Proclamation. Did they feel any different about themselves after the proclamation? How can they all of a sudden 

switch off their "slave mentality" after living and thinking and being treated like slaves all their lives? But they had 

to conform their feelings and mentality to the objective reality of their newly given freedom. The sooner they did, 

the better off they were! The same is true of us, only in a greater measure. We cannot think and live like salves of 

sin, as liars and equivocators and cheaters. We must start thinking and living like God's noble children, as members 

of the body of the pure and holy and righteous Christ. And we need to keep reminding ourselves of this incredible 

but wonderful truth and keep practicing the new life God has granted to us! 

This is so crucial in our Christian life, isn't it? One of the reasons that we do shame and degrading things because we 

forget who we are. Think about this: few things anger us more than other people doubting our integrity and 

character. But why should we when we do not respect ourselves enough to keep our promises to ourselves? 

What is more, we are living in the kingdom of heaven. In the Old Testament, swearing was common. It was even 

mandated by the Law of Moses. But the New Testament's emphasis is different. The emphasis is on not swearing. 

Why? Because, in heaven, we will not need to swear. We will say "yes" or "no" and that would be sufficient. No 

lies, No equivocations. No spins. Only the truth. Men and women of perfect integrity, whose word is sufficient, 

requiring no swearing! And we ought to speak the truth and keep our promises, even to our own hurt, because we 

live in the presence of the One, whose name is Amen, Faithfulness and Truth (Rev. 3:14). Let us be faithful and 

truthful as Christ is, with whose righteousness and honor and glory we are united--even in small things like email 

correspondence and RSVP's! How wonderful it would be if people know, "I meant what I said / And said what I 

meant…. / A child of God's faithful / One hundred per cent!" And if we should fail and do something wrong or 

shameful, let us not try to hide it for fear of men. For God the Judge has forgiven us and accepted us. Why should 

we fear men's condemnation and punishment? 
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