
“Of Oaths and Vows” 
(WCF 22.5-7) 

 
 
 

WCF 22.5  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.   
V.  What are vows?   

A.  A vow is very similar to a promissory oath.   
1.  Promissory oath:  “Containing a promise or binding declaration of something to be done or 

forborne (Webster, 1913).   
2.  Vow:  “A solemn promise made to God . . . 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 
poverty” (Ibid.).   

 
B.  When we make a vow, we must do so with the same care, and perform it with the same 

faithfulness, as we do an oath.   
1.  “Thus the LORD will make Himself known to Egypt, and the Egyptians will know the 

LORD in that day. They will even worship with sacrifice and offering, and will make a 
vow to the LORD and perform it” (Isa. 19:21).   

2.  “When you make a vow to God, do not be late in paying it; for He takes no delight in 
fools.  Pay what you vow!  It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow 
and not pay.  Do not let your speech cause you to sin and do not say in the presence of the 
messenger of God that it was a mistake.  Why should God be angry on account of your 
voice and destroy the work of your hands?” (Ecc. 5:4-6).   

 
WCF 22.6  It is not to be made to any creature, but to God alone:  and, that it may be 
accepted, it is to be made voluntarily, out of faith, and conscience of duty, in way of 
thankfulness for mercy received, or for the obtaining of what we want; whereby we more 
strictly bind ourselves to necessary duties, or to other things, so far and so long as they may 
fitly conduce thereunto.   
VI.  How are we to make vows?   

A  An oath is made before men, but a vow is made to God only.   
1  “Make vows to the LORD your God and fulfill them; let all who are around Him bring gifts 

to Him who is to be feared” (Ps. 76:11).   
2  “Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, as follows:  ‘As for you and your wives, 

you have spoken with your mouths and fulfilled it with your hands, saying, “We will 
certainly perform our vows that we have vowed, to burn sacrifices to the queen of heaven 
and pour out drink offerings to her.”  Go ahead and confirm your vows, and certainly 
perform your vows!  Nevertheless hear the word of the LORD, all Judah who are living in 
the land of Egypt, “Behold, I have sworn by My great name,” says the LORD, “never shall 
My name be invoked again by the mouth of any man of Judah in all the land of Egypt, 
saying, ‘As the Lord GOD lives’”’” (Jer. 44:25-26).   

 
B  If our vow is to be acceptable, it must be made:   

1  Voluntarily:   
a.  It must be something we truly want to do from our heart.   
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b.  “When you make a vow to the LORD your God, you shall not delay to pay it, for it 
would be sin in you, and the LORD your God will surely require it of you.  However, if 
you refrain from vowing, it would not be sin in you.  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” (Deut. 23:21-23).   

 
2  In faith:   

a.  We must believe that God is faithful to give us the grace to keep our vows, and if He is 
pleased, to grant us that for which we seek Him.   

b.  “And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must 
believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him” (Heb. 11:6).   

c.  “But he who doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and 
whatever is not from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23).   

 
3.  When it is our duty:   

a.  When entering into office:  elder, deacon.   
b.  Entering into covenant:  church membership, marriage, baptismal vows.   
c.  To show our thankfulness to God for mercies received:  “Offer to God a sacrifice of 

thanksgiving and pay your vows to the Most High” (Ps. 50:14).   
 

4.  To obtain some mercy from God:   
a.  “Then Jacob made a vow, saying, ‘If God will be with me and will keep me on this 

journey that I take, and will give me food to eat and garments to wear, and I return to 
my father’s house in safety, then the LORD will be my God.  This stone, which I have 
set up as a pillar, will be God’s house, and of all that You give me I will surely give a 
tenth to You” (Gen. 28:20-22).   

b.  “She made a vow and said, ‘O LORD of hosts, if You will indeed look on the affliction 
of Your maidservant and remember me, and not forget Your maidservant, but will give 
Your maidservant a son, then I will give him to the LORD all the days of his life, and a 
razor shall never come on his head’” (1 Sam. 1:11).   

c.  “I shall come into Your house with burnt offerings; I shall pay You my vows, which my 
lips uttered and my mouth spoke when I was in distress” (Ps. 66:13-14).   
 

C.  In our vows, we bind ourselves to obey God more strictly, or to do something we would 
otherwise not be bound to do.   
1.  We bind ourselves more strictly to duty.   

a.  It was David’s duty to house the ark of God, but he vowed he would make the greatest 
effort to do so.   

b.  “Remember, O LORD, on David's behalf, all his affliction; how he swore to the LORD 
and vowed to the Mighty One of Jacob, ‘Surely I will not enter my house, nor lie on my 
bed; I will not give sleep to my eyes or slumber to my eyelids, until I find a place for 
the LORD, a dwelling place for the Mighty One of Jacob” (Ps. 132:1-5).   

 
2.  Or we may bind ourselves to do something that is not necessarily a duty – although in 

vowing to do it, it becomes our duty – to receive some mercy from God.   
a.  “I shall come into Your house with burnt offerings; I shall pay You my vows, which my 

lips uttered and my mouth spoke when I was in distress” (Ps. 66:13-14).   
b.  One example might be fasting – fasting is something required in certain circumstances, 

but we may fast more often to receive something we earnestly desire from the Lord.   
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c.  Another might be additional praise, thanksgiving or service for answered prayer.   
 
WCF 22.7  No man may vow to do anything forbidden in the Word of God, or what would 
hinder any duty therein commanded, or which is not in his own power, and for the 
performance whereof he hath no promise of ability from God.  In which respects Popish 
monastical vows of perpetual single life, professed poverty, and regular obedience, are so far 
from being degrees of higher perfection, that they are superstitious and sinful snares, in which 
no Christian may entangle himself.   
VII.  What are the things we must not vow?   

A.  We must not vow to do anything forbidden by God’s Word (commission) or that would 
keep us from doing our duty (omission).   
1.  In other words, we cannot make a vow to do anything sinful.   

a.  The Jews did this when they took an oath to kill Paul:  “When it was day, the Jews 
formed a conspiracy and bound themselves under an oath, saying that they would 
neither eat nor drink until they had killed Paul.  There were more than forty who formed 
this plot.  They came to the chief priests and the elders and said, ‘We have bound 
ourselves under a solemn oath to taste nothing until we have killed Paul’” (Acts 23:12-
14).   

b.  Herod did the same when Salome’s dance pleased him, and he promised to give her 
anything she asked – up to half of his kingdom.  After counseling with her mother, 
Herodias, she asked for the head of John the Baptist:  “And although the king was very 
sorry, yet because of his oaths and because of his dinner guests, he was unwilling to 
refuse her” (Mark 6:26).   

 
2.  A sinful vow must be broken.   

 
B.  We must not vow to do something which is not in our power to do (not within our 

authority), and which we are not able to do (impossible for us).   
1.  Those under authority may not vow to do something without the approval of their head.   

a.  “Then Moses spoke to the heads of the tribes of the sons of Israel, saying, ‘This is the 
word which the LORD has commanded.  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.  Also if a woman makes a vow to the 
LORD, and binds herself by an obligation in her father's house in her youth,  and her 
father hears her vow and her obligation by which she has bound herself, and her father 
says nothing to her, then all her vows shall stand and every obligation by which she has 
bound herself shall stand.  But if her father should forbid her on the day he hears of it, 
none of her vows or her obligations by which she has bound herself shall stand; and the 
LORD will forgive her because her father had forbidden her.  However, if she should 
marry while under her vows or the rash statement of her lips by which she has bound 
herself, and her husband hears of it and says nothing to her on the day he hears it, then 
her vows shall stand and her obligations by which she has bound herself shall stand.  
But if on the day her husband hears of it, he forbids her, then he shall annul her vow 
which she is under and the rash statement of her lips by which she has bound herself; 
and the LORD will forgive her.  But the vow of a widow or of a divorced woman, 
everything by which she has bound herself, shall stand against her.  However, if she 
vowed in her husband's house, or bound herself by an obligation with an oath, and her 
husband heard it, but said nothing to her and did not forbid her, then all her vows shall 
stand and every obligation by which she bound herself shall stand.  But if her husband 
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indeed annuls them on the day he hears them, then whatever proceeds out of her lips 
concerning her vows or concerning the obligation of herself shall not stand; her husband 
has annulled them, and the LORD will forgive her.  Every vow and every binding oath 
to humble herself, her husband may confirm it or her husband may annul it.  But if her 
husband indeed says nothing to her from day to day, then he confirms all her vows or all 
her obligations which are on her; he has confirmed them, because he said nothing to her 
on the day he heard them.  But if he indeed annuls them after he has heard them, then he 
shall bear her guilt.’  These are the statutes which the LORD commanded Moses, as 
between a man and his wife, and as between a father and his daughter, while she is in 
her youth in her father's house” (Num. 30:1-16).   

b.  “It is here taken for granted that all such persons as are . . . at their own disposal, and 
are likewise of sound understanding and memory, are bound to perform whatever they 
vow that is lawful and possible; but, if the person vowing be under the dominion and at 
the disposal of another, the case is different.  Two cases much alike are here put and 
determined” (Matthew Henry).   

c.  Children may not vow to do something their parents do not approve of; or a soldier, his 
superior officer (if it interferes with his duty).   

 
2.  We may not vow to do things we are unable to do.   

a.  Westminster uses the classic example of the monastic vow of poverty, chastity and 
obedience.   
(i)  How can we vow to be poor when Scripture commands us to be industrious so that 

we might give to the poor?   
(a)  “He who steals must steal no longer; but rather he must labor, performing with 

his own hands what is good, so that he will have something to share with one who 
has need” (Eph. 4:28).   

(b)  The Lord blesses some with wealth.  It isn’t more virtuous to be either rich or 
poor.   

 
(ii)  How can a vow of chastity make us more virtuous when God’s command to most is 

to marry because He hasn’t given us the gift of contentedness?   
(a)  God gives some the ability to be content without marriage.   
(b)  But He hasn’t given this gift to all:  “Yet I wish that all men were even as I 

myself am.  However, each man has his own gift from God, one in this manner, 
and another in that.  But I say to the unmarried and to widows that it is good for 
them if they remain even as I.  But if they do not have self-control, let them 
marry; for it is better to marry than to burn with passion” (1 Cor. 7:7-9; cf. Matt. 
19:11-12).   

 
(iii)  How can we take a vow of absolute obedience to men when we are commanded 

not to become the slaves of men?  “You were bought with a price; do not become 
slaves of men” (1 Cor. 7:23; cf. 1 Pet. 4:2).   

(iv)  Monastic vows of poverty, chastity and obedience are not praiseworthy, but 
superstitious (because not commanded) and sinful (because contrary to the Word).   

 
b.  If we have no assurance from the Lord that we will be able to do something, we must 

not vow to do it:  to make such a vow would be to bind ourselves to sin.   


