
“Of Oaths and Vows” 
(WCF 22.1-2) 

 
 
 

WCF 22.1  A lawful oath is a part of religious worship, wherein, upon just occasion, 
the person swearing solemnly calleth God to witness what he asserteth or promiseth; 
and to judge him according to the truth or falsehood of what he sweareth.   
I.  What is an oath?  An oath is an appeal to God to bear witness to the truth of 

what we say.   
A.  A lawful oath is a part of religious worship.   

1.  We saw this in the last section:  “The reading of Scriptures with godly fear; the 
sound preaching, and conscionable hearing of the Word, in obedience unto God, 
with understanding, faith, and reverence; singing of Psalms with grace in the 
heart; as also, the due administration and worthy receiving of the sacraments 
instituted by Christ; are all parts of the ordinary religious worship of God:  
besides religious oaths, vows, solemn fastings, and thanksgivings upon special 
occasions, which are, in their several times and seasons, to be used in an holy 
and religious manner” (WCF 21.5).   

2.  Scripture tells us as much:   
a.  “You shall fear the LORD your God; you shall serve Him and cling to Him, 

and you shall swear by His name” (Deut. 10:20).   
b.  The commandment that regulates it is the third commandment:  “You shall 

not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not 
leave him unpunished who takes His name in vain” (Ex. 20:7).   

 
B.  Taking an oath is calling God to bear witness to something we say:  “A solemn 

affirmation or declaration, made with a reverent appeal to God for the truth 
of what is affirmed” (Webster).   
1.  Either the truth of what we are affirming.   

a.  “If a man sins against his neighbor and is made to take an oath, and he comes 
and takes an oath before Your altar in this house, then hear from heaven and 
act and judge Your servants, punishing the wicked by bringing his way on his 
own head and justifying the righteous by giving him according to his 
righteousness” (2 Chr. 6:22-23).   

b.  “But I call God as witness to my soul, that to spare you I did not come again 
to Corinth” (2 Cor. 1:23).   

 
2.  Or to the fact that we will do something (a promissory oath).   

a.  Sometimes we call God to bear witness to something we say we’re going to 
do to show others how serious we are in our resolve to perform it.   

b.  In this sense, it is very much like a vow.   
(i)  A vow is, “A solemn promise made to God, or to some deity; an act by 

which one consecrates or devotes himself, absolutely or conditionally, 
wholly or in part, for a longer or shorter time, to some act, service, or 
condition; a devotion of one's possessions; as, a baptismal vow; a vow of 
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poverty” (Webster).   
(ii)  “A vow is of the like nature with a promissory oath, and ought to be 

made with the like religious care, and to be performed with the like 
faithfulness” (WCF 22.5).   

 
WCF 22.2  The name of God only is that by which men ought to swear and therein it 
is to be used with all holy fear and reverence; therefore, to swear vainly or rashly by 
that glorious and dreadful name, or to swear at all by any other thing, is sinful, and 
to be abhorred.  Yet, as in matters of weight and moment, an oath is warranted by 
the Word of God, under the New Testament as well as under the Old; so a lawful 
oath, being imposed by lawful authority, in such matters, ought to be taken.   
II.  Both in the Old Covenant and the New, we are to swear only by the name of 

God.   
A.  How were oaths and vows used in the Old Covenant?   

1.  They were used as acts of worship.   
a.  What does it mean to swear an oath?   

(i)  To swear means to bind yourself with an oath (TWOT 899).   
(ii)  The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament defines it in this way, 

“To swear in the Old Testament was to give one’s sacred unbreakable 
word in testimony that the one swearing would faithfully perform some 
promised deed, or that he would faithfully refrain from some evil act. . . .  
Occasionally one swore that he freely acknowledged a truth and would 
continue to acknowledge it in the future.  This was the case when 
Abraham in Gen. 21:30, 31 caused Abimelech to swear to the truth that he, 
Abraham, had dug, and hence owned, the well called Beer-sheba” (900).   
 

b.  God commanded His people to swear only by His name.   
(i)  Often, swearing an oath meant calling upon someone who was greater or 

more worthy than the one swearing to bear witness to the truth of the oath.  
For the Israelite, this could only be God, as David said when he refers to 
the oath he made to Shimei, “But when he came down to me at the Jordan, 
I swore to him by the Lord, saying, ‘I will not put you to death with the 
sword’” (1 Kings 2:8; Ibid.).   

(ii)  This is why God required that they swore only by His name:   
(a)  “You shall fear only the Lord your God; and you shall worship Him, 

and swear by His name.  You shall not follow other gods, any of the 
gods of the peoples who surround you, for the Lord your God in the 
midst of you is a jealous God; otherwise the anger of the Lord your 
God will be kindled against you, and He will wipe you off the face of 
the earth.”   

(b)  To swear by a false god was to give it the dignity and worship that is 
due to God alone, which amounts to idolatry.  The Lord rebukes Judah 
through Jeremiah the prophet, by saying, “‘Why should I pardon you?  
Your sons have forsaken Me and sworn by those who are not gods” 
(5:7).   
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c.  Once having made an oath, those who swore had to pay, whether what they 
swore was wise or not.   
(i)  They could only legitimately break an oath if what they vowed was sinful.   

(a)  If this case, they were bound to break it, since to keep it would be sin.   
(b)  For example, if Jephthah had really vowed to sacrifice his daughter, 

that vow would have been far more sinful to keep than to break (Judges 
11).   

 
(ii)  If one vowed foolishly, that vow needed to be kept.   

(a)  When the Gibeonites heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and Ai, 
they deceived the leaders of Israel into making a covenant with them 
that they would not destroy them.   

(b)  Later, when they found out who they really were, they had to keep 
that covenant which they had made because they had sworn to them by 
the Lord (Joshua 9).    

(c)  Our Lord tells us, “You shall not make false vows, but shall fulfill 
your vows to the Lord” (Matt. 5:33).   

 
2.  Second, oaths and vows were also abused in the Old Covenant.   

a.  God regulates oaths and vows in the third commandment.   
(i)  You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the 

LORD will not leave him unpunished who takes His name in vain” (Ex. 
20:7).   

(ii)  What does it mean to take the Lord’s name in vain?  It means to lift it up 
to emptiness, either by blaspheming it or by calling on Him to bear 
witness to an oath or vow which you have no intention of keeping.   

 
b.  Blasphemy is a violation of the third commandment:  To speak evil of God.   

(i)  When Israel left Egypt, there was a certain man – the son of an Israelite 
woman, whose father was an Egyptian – who fought with an Israelite.  
While so doing, he blasphemed God’s name and cursed.  He was taken 
into custody until they knew what the Lord would have them do with him.   

(ii)  The Lord said to Moses, “Bring the one who has cursed outside the 
camp, and let all who heard him lay their hands on his head; then let all 
the congregation stone him.  And you shall speak to the sons of Israel, 
saying, ‘If anyone curses his God, then he shall bear his sin.  Moreover, 
the one who blasphemes the name of the LORD shall surely be put to 
death; all the congregation shall certainly stone him.  The alien as well as 
the native, when he blasphemes the Name, shall be put to death’” (Lev. 
24:10-16).   

 
c.  Swearing falsely is a violation of the third commandment.   

(i)  Another way the people of Israel used God’s name in vain was by taking 
oaths or making vows, and not paying them.  This was to call God to bear 
witness to a lie.  To do this was to take up God’s name in an empty and 
vain way.   
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(ii)  The Lord said in Leviticus 19:12, “You shall not swear falsely by My 
name, so as to profane the name of your God; I am the LORD.”   

(iii)  He said through Moses, in Numbers 30:2, “If a man makes a vow to the 
LORD, or takes an oath to bind himself with a binding obligation, he shall 
not violate his word; he shall do according to all that proceeds out of his 
mouth.”   

(iv)  And again in Deuteronomy 23:23, “You shall be careful to perform what 
goes out from your lips, just as you have voluntarily vowed to the LORD 
your God, what you have promised.”   

 
d.  Of course, any misuse of His holy name is also forbidden, such as using it as 

a common curse word.   
 

B.  Do oaths and vows continue in the New Covenant?   
1.  Jesus tells us they do.   

a.  He says, “Again, you have heard that the ancients were told, ‘You shall not 
make false vows, but shall fulfill your vows to the Lord’” (Matt. 5:33).   
(i)  Literally, He says, “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You 

shall not swear falsely (or break your oaths), but you shall pay your oaths 
to the Lord.’”  It appears that Jesus has in mind both oaths and vows.   

(ii)  He is condensing and distilling the third commandment and its 
exposition from other parts of the Old Testament in order to compare and 
contrast what the teachers of the Law were saying and what the Law of 
God really meant.   

 
b.  But then He says, “But I say to you, make no oath at all, either by heaven, for 

it is the throne of God, or by the earth, for it is the footstool of His feet, or by 
Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King.  Nor shall you make an oath by 
your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black.  But let your 
statement be, ‘Yes, yes’ or ‘No, no’; anything beyond these is of evil” (vv. 
34-37).  Is Jesus telling us here that the third commandment is no longer 
binding and that oaths and vows are no longer a part of worship?  No.   
(i)  On the surface, it appears as though He is forbidding the use of oaths and 

vows, when He says, “But I say to you, make no oath at all.”  James 
appears to understand it in the same way in his letter, where he writes, 
“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; so that you 
may not fall under judgment” (5:12).  Here, he is merely quoting Jesus.   

(ii)  But we can’t assume that Jesus would quote the express and clear will of 
His Father in one breath, only to contradict it in the next.  Jesus tells us in 
Matthew 5:18, “until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or 
stroke shall pass away from the Law, until all is accomplished (5:18).  He 
did not come to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it (v. 17).   

 
c.  Jesus is not contradicting what His Father declared.  Rather He is 

condemning the practice of swearing by things other than the name of God.   
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(i)  The practice He was addressing was swearing by heaven, by earth, by 
Jerusalem, and by the hairs of the head, and not by the name of God.   

(ii)  The Jews thought that if they took oaths in this way, they would only 
appear to others as though they were sincere, but believed that God would 
not hold them accountable for them because they were not using His 
name.   

(iii)  Jesus reminds them here that whatever they thought they were swearing 
by, they were actually swearing by God.  Heaven is His throne, the earth is 
His footstool, Jerusalem is His holy city, the hairs of the head, both as to 
their number and color, are all sovereignly under His control.   

(iv)  To swear any oath without intending to keep it is to swear falsely, and to 
swear falsely is a serious sin.   
(a)  In Zechariah 5:3-4, we read of a curse which the Lord was bringing 

upon His people, partly because of their false oaths.  He writes, “‘This 
is the curse that is going forth over the face of the whole land; surely 
everyone who steals will be purged away according to the writing on 
one side, and everyone who swears will be purged away according to 
the writing on the other side.  I will make it go forth,’ declares the 
LORD of hosts, ‘and it will enter the house of the thief and the house of 
the one who swears falsely by My name; and it will spend the night 
within that house and consume it with its timber and stones.’”   

(b)  The Lord also said to His people through Malachi the prophet, “‘Then 
I will draw near to you for judgment; and I will be a swift witness 
against the sorcerers and against the adulterers and against those who 
swear falsely, and against those who oppress the wage earner in his 
wages, the widow and the orphan, and those who turn aside the alien, 
and do not fear Me,’ says the LORD of hosts” (3:5).   

(c)  The Lord puts false swearing in the same category as sorcery, 
adultery, and the oppressing of the widow and the orphan.   

 
(v)  It’s no wonder that Jesus warned His people against taking their vows 

lightly.   
(a)  He doesn’t condemn the taking of oaths, but only the abuse of making 

them without intending to pay them by swearing by other things.   
(b)  This is why He tells us that when we make a vow, we should simply 

say what the truth is, or what we intend to do:  either yes this is true, or 
no it isn’t; or yes I will do this, or no I won’t.   

(c)  When we do this, we are calling the God who sees and hears 
everything to bear witness to what we say.   

 
2.  This understanding is further strengthened by the many examples in the New 

Testament of oath taking.   
a.  The author to the Hebrews tells us that in his day the taking of oaths was a 

common practice:  “For men swear by one greater than themselves, and with 
them an oath given as confirmation is an end of every dispute” (6:16).  God 
did the same, swearing to Abraham that He would surely bless him, as He 
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had earlier promised him (vv. 13-14).   
b.  Paul took an oath to show the Corinthians how seriously he meant what he 

said:  “But I call God as witness to my soul, that to spare you I came no more 
to Corinth” (2 Cor. 1:23).   

c.  In the book of Revelation, we see an angel, who “standing on the sea and on 
the land lifted up his right hand to heaven, and swore by Him who lives 
forever and ever, who created heaven and the things in it, and the earth and 
the things in it, and the sea and the things in it, that there shall be delay no 
longer” (10:5-6).  Should he swear if swearing is a sin?   

d.  The Lord does not forbid oaths and vows, but actually commends them to us 
through Christ’s teaching and through example.  They were not part of the 
Ceremonial Law and so now abrogated, but of the Moral Law (third 
commandment) and so continually binding.   

 
3.  Because they continue, they may be imposed on us through lawful authority.   

a.  “So I contended with them and cursed them and struck some of them and 
pulled out their hair, and made them swear by God, ‘You shall not give your 
daughters to their sons, nor take of their daughters for your sons or for 
yourselves’” (Neh. 13:25).   

b.  “Then Ezra rose and made the leading priests, the Levites and all Israel, take 
oath that they would do according to this proposal; so they took the oath” 
(Ezra 10:5).   

c.  When lawful authority requires it, we must take an oath.   


