
S t u d y  G u i d e  t o  a c c o m pa n y  t h e  a u d i o  S e r i e S

www.ligonier.org

R.C. SPROUL



Editor: Keith Mathison

Copyright © 2004 Ligonier Ministries
P.O. Box 547500, Orlando, Florida 32854
www.ligonier.org
E-mail: info@ligonier.org
All rights reserved.

No reproduction of this work without permission.

Printed in the United States of America



Oaths and Vows by R.C. Sproul

 

3

The living God, the Creator of heaven and earth, is a covenant-keeping God.  Man, on the 
other hand, is a covenant-breaker who demonstrates this aspect of his fallen nature on a 
regular basis.  Human beings break promises and lie to themselves, to their spouses, to 
their children, to their churches, to their friends, and amazingly enough, even to God.  Our 
modern culture contributes to the problem by minimizing or even denying the sanctity of 
truth.  Lies surround us, and lies continually come forth from us.

Throughout the biblical history of redemption, men have sought to overcome the 
propensity for falsehood found within fallen human nature by taking vows before God as 
a compelling incentive for them to tell the truth.  Sometimes in the history of man, the 
taking of these vows has been abused by those who have taken frivolous or superstitious 
vows, by those who have vowed to do evil deeds, and by those who have knowingly made 
vows they cannot possibly keep.  In order to honor God as well as the sanctity of truth, 
Christians must be able to distinguish between lawful and unlawful vows.  They must also 
understand when they may take a vow as well as why they are obliged to fulfill that vow.

May this series enable you to understand the sanctity of truth and the importance of 
keeping the promises that you make before God.

Sincerely,

R.C. Sproul

Introduction
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1
Yes or No?

MESSAGE INTRODUCTION

During the sixteenth-century Reformation, the issue of oaths and vows was a matter 
of great controversy because many elements of the medieval Roman Catholic church 
centered on sacred vows.  There were vows to the priesthood, vows of celibacy, vows 
of poverty, and many others.  Some Protestants reacted to this by saying that all vows 
should be completely prohibited, while others attempted to discern the difference 
between lawful and unlawful vows.  In this lecture, Dr. Sproul examines the scriptural 
foundation for the Reformed understanding of oaths and vows.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To be able to explain the sixteenth-century origins of the controversy  
over vows.

2. To be able to explain what Jesus meant when He spoke about vows in the 
Sermon on the Mount.

QUOTATIONS

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.
         — James 5:12

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.
         — Acts 18:18

Though I dare not prescribe anything about number or time, anyone who obeys my advice will 
undertake only sober and temporary vows.  If from time to time you go to excess in making vows, 
the whole religious character of it will be cheapened by the very repetition, and will tend to lapse 
into superstition.  If you bind yourself with a perpetual vow, either you will fulfill it with great 
trouble and tedium, or else, wearied by its long duration, you will one day venture to break it.
         — John Calvin
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LECTURE OUTLINE

A. Introduction
1. The Westminster Confession of Faith includes a chapter that some may 

consider strange — a chapter titled “Of Lawful Oaths and Vows.”

2. From the perspective of the twentieth century, we may wonder why theologians 
would devote space in a creedal statement to articulate principles with respect to 
lawful oaths and vows.

3. During the Protestant Reformation, the issue of oaths and vows became a 
matter of great controversy because so much of what happened in the medieval 
church centered on sacred vows.

4. One group of Protestants in the Reformation, the Anabaptists, repudiated the 
taking of vows altogether.

5. Within the Reformed church, an effort was made to steer a course between the 
extremes of Roman Catholicism and the Anabaptists by articulating a doctrine 
of lawful oaths and vows.

B. Jesus and James on Oaths
1. In the Old Testament Book of Micah, we find this question in 6:8: “What does 

the Lord require of you?” and the answer is, “To do justly, to love mercy, and to 
walk humbly with your God.”

2. What would Jesus say if we could ask Him, “Lord, what is the most important 
thing You want from me?”

3. We don’t know exactly what He would say, but we do know what His brother 
James said.

4. In James 5:12, he says, “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.”

5. James’ words seem like an absolute prohibition against any oath-taking or 
swearing of vows.
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6. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says in Matthew 5:33–37: “Again you 
have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but 
shall perform your oaths to the Lord.’  But I say to you, do not swear at 
all: neither by heaven, for it is God’s throne; nor by the earth, for it is His 
footstool; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King.  Nor shall 
you swear by your head, because you cannot make one hair white or black.  
But let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No.’  For whatever is more than these 
is from the evil one.”

7. When we read passages such as the ones in Matthew and James, we can better 
understand the conclusion to which the Anabaptists came.

C. Scripture Interprets Scripture
1. The cardinal rule of biblical interpretation in church history is the so-called 

analogy of faith — the interpretation of Scripture by Scripture. 

2. The broader context of Scripture would suggest that in some situations it is  
perfectly legitimate to swear oaths and that Jesus is warning against the rabbinic 
interpretations of the Old Testament law — the halakah, or oral tradition of 
the Jews.

3. We know, for example, that Jesus submitted to oaths.

4. The very foundation of our salvation is based on the promises of God confirmed 
in covenants with man.

5. We also know that God called upon believers to swear their fidelity to Him by 
vowing obedience to these covenants.

6. In the New Testament, we know that the Apostle Paul took vows.

7. Our interpretation of Jesus’ words must take all of this into account.

D. The Meaning of Jesus’ Words
1. Jesus’ statement sounds as if it is set over against the law of God.

2. We know that it is not because that would be sin.

3. However, Jesus frequently disputes the traditional interpretation of the law.

4. In this passage from the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is not correcting the law; 
He’s correcting the oral tradition.
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5. He is absolutely prohibiting swearing by things that are not appropriate to 
swear by.

6. The central concern about the swearing of vows has to do with the relationship 
between sacred oaths and the sin of idolatry.

Study Questions

1. Which group of Protestants at the time of the Reformation repudiated the 
taking of vows altogether?

 a. The Anglicans

 b. The Anabaptists

 c. The Lutherans

 d. The Reformed

2. Which group tried at the time of the Reformation to steer a middle course 
between two extremes by articulating a doctrine of lawful oaths and vows?

 a. The Anabaptists

 b. The Roman Catholics

 c. The Reformed

 d. All of the above

3. In the Old Testament Book of ______________________________, we find this question: 
“What does the Lord require of you?” and the answer is, “To do justly, to love 
mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.”

 a. Exodus

 b. Micah

 c. Song of Solomon

 d. Ezra
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BIBLE STUDY

1. Read each of the following Old Testament passages.  How does each contribute to 
an understanding of oaths and vows as they were understood under the Old 
Covenant?

 a. Exodus 20:7

 b. Leviticus 19:12

 c. Deuteronomy 10:20

2. What do Matthew 5:33–37 and James 5:12 teach us about the taking of 
oaths and swearing?

3. How do each of the following passages shed light on our interpretation of 
Matthew 5 and James 5?

 a. Acts 18:18

 b. 2 Corinthians 1:23

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why did the issue of oaths and vows become a matter of controversy during  
the sixteenth century?

2. How is it possible for the taking of oaths to devolve into a superstitious 
practice?

3. Should Christians take oaths and make vows?  Defend your answer.

4. What are some of the dangers involved in taking oaths and making vows?

APPLICATION

1. Meditate on what Scripture says about oaths and vows, seeking to conform 
your mind to the Word of God.

2. Have you broken vows you have made to God?  If so, have you repented?  If not, 
do so now.

FOR Further STUDY

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:13
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2
By What Shall We Swear?

MESSAGE INTRODUCTION

Oaths and vows are made every day in trials, in marriages, in ordinations, and even in more 
mundane circumstances.  When we consider the nature of lawful vows, it is important that 
we understand that by which we are to swear.  Those who frivolously swear by all manner of 
created things are falling into idolatry at that point.  In this lecture, Dr. Sproul explains why 
it is to God’s witness alone that we may take a vow.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To be able to explain how the taking of vows is related to the Ten Commandments.

2. To be able to explain why swearing by any created thing is idolatry.

QUOTATIONS

Let our first precaution in vows, therefore, be never to proceed to any avowal without our  
conscience first making sure that it attempts nothing rash.  But it shall be free of the danger of 
rashness when it has God going before it and dictating as from his own Word what is good or 
unprofitable to do.
         — John Calvin

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.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:1
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LECTURE OUTLINE

A. Introduction
1. There are numerous contexts in which we engage in the taking of oaths and 

vows in our lives today.

2. When we are called to give testimony in a civil or ecclesiastical court, we are 
called to take an oath in which we solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole 
truth, and nothing but the truth.

3. Historically, physicians were once called upon to swear the Hippocratic Oath 
when they began practicing medicine.

4. People who become ministers take vows of ordination, and those who join  
a church usually take membership vows.

5. The most common place where we see the taking of vows today is in  
marriage ceremonies.

B. Oaths and Vows and the Ten Commandments
1. No less than seven out of the Ten Commandments involve proper oaths  

and vows.

2. Many people would recognize the relation to the ninth commandment, which 
forbids the bearing of false witness against a neighbor.

3. The third commandment is even more relevant because it forbids the taking  
of the Lord’s name in vain — in other words, making a false appeal to the name 
of God in the swearing of an oath.

4. Since the prohibition against idolatry is relevant to the taking of vows, the first 
and second commandments are also involved.

5. The seventh commandment forbidding adultery involves the breaking of the 
marriage vow.

6. The commandments against stealing and killing can be violated by breaking 
the commandment against bearing false witness.

C. Vows and Idolatry
1. Jesus said that we are not to swear by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, or one’s own head.

2. People have a propensity for swearing by things that are less than God.
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3. When we swear by something, we are saying that nothing is more special or 
sacred to us than that by which we swear.

4. This is where idolatry enters the picture.

5. When we swear by any created thing, we are swearing by something that does 
not have the attributes necessary to hear and enforce that vow.

6. That to which we swear becomes a substitute for God Himself, and that is what 
an idol is.

7. An idol is any creaturely thing that takes the place of the true God, and so when 
I swear by any created thing, I am committing an act of idolatry.

D. Vows in the Presence of God
1. There are some who disparage the whole idea of something such as a marriage 

vow.

2. According to them, a private relationship is not made any more binding simply 
by the addition of a few words and a piece of paper.

3. From a biblical perspective, however, there is no such thing as a totally private 
covenant.

4. Covenants may be made between two people, but they are made in the presence 
of God with Him as a witness.

5. When a person makes a vow in the presence of God, he is asking God to be a 
witness to that promise and also to be the enforcer of that promise.

6. As soon as we make a sacred vow such as that, we become vulnerable to the 
judgment of God.

Study Questions

1. The most common place where we see the taking of vows today is in ________

________________________________________________________________________.
 a. Ecclesiastical courts

 b. Ordination ceremonies

 c. Physicians’ vows

 d. Marriage ceremonies
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2. According to Dr. Sproul, no less than ______________________________ out of the Ten 
Commandments involve proper oaths and vows.

 a. Three

 b. Five

 c. Seven

 d. Nine

3. ______________________________ is any creaturely thing that takes the place of the true God.
 a. An idol

 b. An oath

 c. A vow

 d. Both b and c

BIBLE STUDY

1. Read Ecclesiastes 5:1–5.  Explain the basic meaning of this text in the light of 
what you have already learned about oaths and vows.

2. Read Exodus 20:1–17.  How are each of the following commandments  
connected with the taking of oaths?

 a. The first commandment (Exodus 20:1–3)

 b. The second commandment (Exodus 20:4–6)

 c. The third commandment (Exodus 20:7)

 d. The sixth commandment (Exodus 20:13)

 e. The seventh commandment (Exodus 20:14)

 f. The eighth commandment (Exodus 20:15)

 g. The ninth commandment (Exodus 20:16)

www.ligonier.org



Oaths and Vows by R.C. Sproul

14

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Explain the importance of oaths to an understanding of the Ten 
Commandments.

2. How does the taking of oaths and vows often degenerate into idolatry?

3. Why is it important for vows to be taken seriously?

APPLICATION

1.  Have you taken frivolous and idolatrous vows?  If so, confess this sin to God and 
ask His forgiveness.

2. Have you broken vows (marriage, church membership, ordination, etc.)?  If so, 
confess this sin to God and ask His forgiveness.  If the breaking of your vows has 
hurt others, do what is necessary to seek forgiveness and reconciliation.

3. Meditate on Ecclesiastes 5:1–5.  Reflect on how seriously God takes vows, 
and remember this the next time you consider making such a promise before 
God.

FOR Further STUDY

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:13
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3
In God’s Name

MESSAGE INTRODUCTION

The Westminster Confession of Faith places the taking of oaths and vows squarely in the 
context of Christian worship.  A lawful Christian vow is something that honors God 
because it proclaims His omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence.  It is exactly 
the opposite of the frivolous use of God’s name so commonly heard today.  In this lecture, 
Dr. Sproul outlines and explains what the Confession of Faith teaches regarding the 
nature of lawful vows.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To be able to state the main elements of the Confession’s teaching on  
lawful vows.

2. To be able to explain what it means to take the Lord’s name in vain and  
why such a sin should be abhorrent to believers.

QUOTATIONS

You shall fear the Lord your God; you shall serve Him, and to Him you shall hold fast, and 
take oaths in His name.
         — Deuteronomy 10:20

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 the old; so a lawful oath, being imposed by lawful authority, in such 
matters, ought to be taken.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:2

LECTURE OUTLINE

www.ligonier.org
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A. Vows and Worship
1. The Westminster Confession, chapter XXII, section 1, begins with the words, “A 

lawful oath is a part of religious worship.”

2. Modern Christians do not typically think about vows when they think about 
worship.

3. The confession references Deuteronomy 10:20, which reads, “You shall fear the 
Lord your God; you shall serve Him, and to Him you shall hold fast, and take 
oaths in His name.”

4. It is significant that the Confession sets vows in the context of worship.

5. We honor God when we take a vow in His name because by doing so we 
acknowledge His omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence.

B. Vows and the Covenant
1. The Westminster Confession, chapter XXII, section 2, continues: “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 the old; so a lawful oath, being 
imposed by lawful authority, in such matters, ought to be taken.”

2. This confessional statement repudiates the stand taken by the sixteenth-century 
Anabaptists, a stand that called for the refusal to take any vows.

3. It is important to understand that the vow is at the very heart of our  
religious experience.

4. Truth is sacred, but the Bible says that all men are liars.

5. Oaths are necessary because fallen man has a natural propensity for telling 
falsehoods.

6. God is a covenant-keeper who never lies, but the history of humanity is the 
history of covenant-breaking.

7. Because of the covenant God made with Adam and Eve, all human beings  
are now related to God by covenant whether they accept that fact or not.

8. The whole history of redemption is a history of God reaching out to a fallen 
humanity that is guilty of violating the terms of the covenant.

www.ligonier.org



Oaths and Vows by R.C. Sproul

18

C. God’s Covenant Vow
1. The very basis of our hope as Christians rests on God’s promises.

2. In Genesis 15, for example, God makes promises to Abraham.

3. Abraham wants to know how he can be sure of the truthfulness of  
the promise.

4. God condescends to the weakness of Abraham and swears on His own deity and 
integrity.

5. The main difficulty of the Christian life is not believing in God; it is believing 
God — trusting Him and taking Him at His word.

6. The very first temptation in the Garden of Eden was couched in the phrase, 
“Hath God said” — an implicit attack on the faithfulness of God’s word.

Study Questions

1. The Confession references a verse that reads, “You shall fear the Lord your God; 
you shall serve Him, and to Him you shall hold fast, and take oaths in His name.”  
What Scripture verse is this?

 a. Exodus 20:10

 b. Genesis 15:12

 c. Deuteronomy 10:20

 d. Leviticus 6:5

2. Oaths are necessary because ______________________________.
 a. We need something to guarantee God’s faithfulness to His promise.

 b. Fallen man is finite.

 c. Some people lie.

 d. Fallen man has a natural propensity for telling falsehoods.
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3. In what chapter of Scripture does God confirm His covenant promise to 
Abraham by passing through the split halves of several animals?

 a. Genesis 15

 b. Genesis 25

 c. Genesis 40

 d. Genesis 45

BIBLE STUDY

1. Read Genesis 15 and answer the following questions.
 a. What does God promise to Abraham?

 b. What is Abraham’s response to God’s promise?

 c. How does God confirm His promise to Abraham?

 d.  What is significant about the manner in which God confirms His 
promise?

2.  Read Deuteronomy 10:20 and explain what it contributes to our understanding of 
oaths and vows.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Have you ever thought of oaths and vows as a part of religious worship?  Has 
this lecture changed or affected your view of the subject?  If so, in what way?

2. In what way does the whole basis of our redemption rest upon a vow?

3. Why should Christians abhor the taking of oaths in the name of anything other 
than the name of God?
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APPLICATION

1. Reflect on the way in which vows are a part of worship and begin to implement this 
understanding into your thinking and practice.

2. Meditate on Genesis chapter 15 this week.  Consider what it means for God to 
swear by His own being.

FOR Further STUDY

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:13
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4
The Weight of a Vow

MESSAGE INTRODUCTION

In our day, people tend to take oaths and vows very lightly.  Marriage vows, ordination 
vows, church membership vows, are all broken on a daily basis.  We have forgotten that 
taking a vow before God is a weighty and solemn act that should be taken very seriously.  In 
this lecture, Dr. Sproul explains why vows taken before God must be made with godly fear 
and trembling.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To be able to explain the biblical meaning of “weightiness” or “glory.”

2. To be able to outline some of the fundamental questions that a person should 
ask himself or herself before taking an oath or vow.

QUOTATIONS

All believers have one common vow which, made in baptism, we confirm and, so to speak, 
sanction by catechism and receiving the Lord’s Supper.  For the sacraments are like contracts by 
which the Lord gives us his mercy and from it eternal life; and we in turn promise him obedience.  
But this is the form, or at least a summary, of the vow: that, renouncing Satan, we yield ourselves 
to God’s service to obey his holy commandments but not to follow the wicked desires of our flesh 
[cf. Rom. 13:14].
         — John Calvin

Whosoever taketh an oath ought duly to consider the weightiness of so solemn an act, and therein 
to avouch nothing but what he is fully persuaded is the truth: neither may any man bind himself 
by oath to any thing but what is good and just, and what he believeth so to be, and what he is able 
and resolved to perform.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:3
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LECTURE OUTLINE

A. Introduction
1. In the section of the Westminster Confession devoted to the subject of oaths  

and vows, the Westminster divines refer to God’s name as both “glorious” and 
“dreadful.”

2. In the seventeenth century, the word “dreadful” carried the connotation of 
something that was literally full of dread.

3. To say that God’s name is dreadful is to say that that name of God should evoke 
within us a sense of dread, a holy trembling.

4. This trembling is an attitude that we find throughout the Old Testament 
whenever God manifests Himself in the presence of human beings.

5. One of the most important insights into this phenomenon was offered by the 
German theologian Rudolph Otto in his book The Idea of the Holy.

6. Otto observed that in every culture, whatever is considered sacred provokes a 
sense of dread or anxiety whenever people encounter that something.

B. The Weightiness of a Vow
1. The first part of the Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter XXII:3, reads, 

“Whosoever taketh an oath ought duly to consider the weightiness of so 
solemn an act, and therein to avouch nothing but what he is fully persuaded  
is the truth.”

2. Whenever we take an oath, we ought to consider the weightiness of that act.

3. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for “glory” is kabod.

4. The word kabod literally means “weightiness” or “heaviness.”

5. This kind of metaphor continues to be used today; for example, when we 
disregard someone’s opinion, we take him “lightly.”

6. When we refer to spiritual beings as “weighty” or “heavy,” we are referring to 
their significance or importance.

7. The glory of God, therefore, has to do with God’s transcendent dignity, His 
overwhelming importance and significance.
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C. Taking Vows Lightly
1. Vows are taken very lightly in many aspects of our modern culture.

2. Marriage vows are commonly broken today.

3. In the church, ordination vows and church membership vows are taken  
very lightly.

4. In our courts of law, perjury is becoming more common, thereby undermining the 
whole basis of our courtroom testimony.

D. A True Testimony
1. When people’s lives are at stake, true testimony is obviously necessary.

2. Half-truths can be as vicious as blatant lies.

3. No one should ever testify to something unless he is fully persuaded that it is 
the truth.

E. Vowing Only the Good
1. The second part of the Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter XXII:3, 

reads, “Neither may any man bind himself by oath to any thing but what  
is good and just, and what he believeth so to be, and what he is able and 
resolved to perform.”

2. It is a sin to take an oath to do something wrong.

3. God does not permit people to take vows to do things that are forbidden by His 
Word.

4. Not only are we not allowed to vow to do evil, but if we have vowed to do evil 
that vow must be broken because keeping it would only compound the sin 
involved in taking the vow in the first place.

Study Questions

1. What German theologian wrote The Idea of the Holy?
 a. Rudolf Bultmann

 b. Wolfhart Pannenberg

 c. Jürgen Moltmann

 d. Rudolph Otto
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2. In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for _________________________________ is kabod.
 a. Grace

 b. Glory

 c. Faith

 d. Hope

3. The glory of God has to do primarily with His ______________________________.
 a. Omnipresence

 b. Aseity

 c. Importance

 d. Love

BIBLE STUDY

1. Each of the following passages of Scripture depicts an encounter between man 
and God.  How do the persons involved react in each encounter?  Why?

 a. Isaiah 6

 b. Ezekiel 2:1–2

 c. Revelation 1:12–17

2. The following texts were used by the authors of the Westminster Confession 
of Faith to illustrate the truth of chapter XXII, section 3.  Read each text and 
explain how it demonstrates the truth of this section of the Confession.

 a. Genesis 24:2–9

 b. Exodus 20:7

 c. Exodus 22:7–11

 d. Numbers 5:19–21

 e. Nehemiah 5:12
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What is your reaction to the Westminster Confession’s description of God’s 
name as “dreadful”?  Have you considered this aspect of God’s name before?

2. Why is it important to think about the significance of taking a vow before 
actually committing oneself to such an act?

3. Why are vows taken so lightly in our modern culture?  Is there a way for the 
church to counter this tendency?  If so, what is it?

APPLICATION

1. Do you experience any sense of “dread” when you come into the presence of 
God during times of prayer or worship?  If not, read the Scriptures with a focus 
on what they say about God’s holy nature.  Meditate on who He is in order that 
you might approach Him with the proper sense of respect.

2. Think about vows you have made in your life.  Have you taken them as 
seriously as you should have?  If not, repent of that sin, and take care to 
think about any future vows you may make.

FOR Further STUDY

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:13
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5
With Clarity and Good Conscience

MESSAGE INTRODUCTION

It is clear that the Bible calls us to be truthful and to keep our promises.  Unfortunately,  
all too often, men and women avoid fulfilling their promises by engaging in equivocation and 
ambiguity.  In this lecture, Dr. Sproul explains the importance of saying what we mean and 
meaning what we say.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To be able to explain what it means to take a vow in the plain and common 
sense of the words.

2. To be able to explain what it means to take a vow without equivocation or 
mental reservation.

QUOTATIONS

Who may ascend into the hill of the Lord?
Or who may stand in His holy place?
He who has clean hands and a pure heart,
Who has not lifted up his soul to an idol,
Nor sworn deceitfully.
         — Psalm 24:3–4

An oath is to be taken in the plain and common sense of the words, without equivocation, or 
mental reservation.  It cannot oblige to sin; but in anything not sinful being taken, it binds to 
performance, although to a man’s own hurt.  Nor is it to be violated, although made to heretics, 
or infidels.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:4
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LECTURE OUTLINE

A. Introduction
1. We have seen that the New Testament places a premium on the importance and 

sanctity of oaths and vows and on the general principle of truth-telling.

2. It is never funny to break a promise, and it is very painful to be reminded by a 
child that you have broken promises.

3. Children will sometimes use this against parents when it isn’t true because they 
know it is a powerful manipulative tool.

4. We are all guilty of making promises we do not keep.

B. Good Intentions
1. One way in which people break promises is by promising to do something that 

they have every intention of doing until something better comes along.

2. This is forbidden under the Word of God.

3. When we say that we are going to do something, we create a reasonable 
expectation in the other person’s mind that we will do what we said we  
will do.

C. Without Equivocation
1. The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter XXII, section 4, reads: “An oath is 

to be taken in the plain and common sense of the words, without equivocation, 
or mental reservation.  It cannot oblige to sin; but in anything not sinful being 
taken, it binds to performance, although to a man’s own hurt.  Nor is it to be 
violated, although made to heretics, or infidels.”

2. Some people take vows, such as ordination vows, with their fingers crossed.

3. Some people do this by blatantly lying; others do it by using studied ambiguity 
— giving an intentionally ambiguous answer to a question.

4. Evangelicals and Roman Catholics recently issued a document that admittedly 
did not mean the same thing to both sides, yet they claimed agreement.

5. Such ambiguity is dishonest because it rests upon equivocation.
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6. Equivocation is that fallacy in which words change their meanings in the 
middle of the argument.

7. Equivocation renders a promise meaningless.

Study Questions

1. What is studied ambiguity?
 a. Making a straw-man argument

 b. A circular argument

 c. Giving an intentionally ambiguous answer to a question

 d. The fallacy of denying the antecedent

2. ____________________________________________________________ is that fallacy in which words change 
their meanings in the middle of the argument.

 a. A non sequitur

 b. Equivocation

 c. An ad hominem

 d. Begging the question

BIBLE STUDY

1. Read Psalm 15:4.  What characteristics are commended in this Psalm?

2. How does the Psalmist praise faithfulness to one’s vows in Psalm 24:3–4?

3. Read Joshua 9:1–27 regarding Israel’s vow to the Gibeonites.  What does this 
chapter teach us about the sanctity of oaths and vows made to unbelievers?  
According to 2 Samuel 21:1–2, what was God’s response when Saul broke the 
promise to the Gibeonites?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What does it mean to take a vow in the plain and common sense of the 
words?

2. What does it mean to take a vow without equivocation or mental reservation?

3. Why must vows be kept even if they are made to heretics or infidels?

APPLICATION

If you have made a vow and knowingly used ambiguous or equivocal language, repent 
of that sin, and do what is necessary to correct the situation.

FOR Further STUDY

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:13
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6
Keeping the Pledge

MESSAGE INTRODUCTION

Men and women come up with many excuses when they break a vow or a promise.  Some 
claim that they are unable to fulfill the vow.  Others claim that the vow need not be fulfilled 
because the person to whom it was made is not a believer.  In all of these cases and many 
more, people are using illegitimate arguments to justify breaking a vow.  In this lecture, 
Dr.-Sproul concludes our study of oaths and vows by examining some of the ways in which 
people attempt to avoid their obligation to keep their vows.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To be able to explain why a lawful vow is binding even if the fulfillment of that 
vow is painful.

2. To be able to explain why lawful vows must be fulfilled even if they are made to 
unbelievers.

QUOTATIONS

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.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:5

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.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:6
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No man may vow to do any thing 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.
         — Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. XXII:7

LECTURE OUTLINE

A. Introduction
1. When churches have building campaigns, people often make financial 

pledges.

2. It is very unwise for a church to budget according to 100% of the pledges.

3. The general rule is that a church should never expect to receive more than 80% 
of the pledges that are given.

4. What does this tell us about how seriously Christians take their promises and 
pledges?

B. Painful Vows
1. According to the Westminster Confession, lawful vows are binding even if 

their fulfillment proves to be painful.

2. When a person makes a vow, he binds himself to an obligation that he cannot 
break with impunity.

3. The early church document entitled the Didache contains the following 
words: “Let your donation sweat in your hand before you give it.”

4. The phrase means that we should be careful before making a pledge because once 
the pledge is made, we have a duty to fulfill that self-imposed obligation even if it 
hurts to do so.

5. This is true even in our daily affairs in such matters as credit card debt.

6. Any time we charge something on a credit card, we have entered into an 
agreement to pay.
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7. If we do not pay, we are guilty of stealing.

8. As Christians, this part of our life should be governed by a simple rule:  
If you can’t afford it, don’t buy it.

C. Promises to Unbelievers
1.  The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter XXII, section 4, prohibits 

the breaking of vows made to infidels or heretics.

2. Some have argued that it is acceptable to break promises made to unbelievers, but 
if anything, we are even more obligated to keep those promises.

3. Christians call people to a high standard, and when we do not meet that 
standard in our dealings with nonbelievers, they use that to attack the 
integrity of Christ Himself.

D. Voluntary Vows
1. The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter XXII, section 6, asserts that a 

vow must be entered into voluntarily.

2. To force someone to make a vow is an actual denial of the vow.

3. The whole point of a vow is that it is entered into freely and in good conscience.

E. Forbidden Vows
1. The Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter XXII, section 7, asserts that no 

one may vow to do anything forbidden by the Word of God.

2. There is such a thing as an unlawful vow.

3. We are also not to make vows that are not in our power to perform.

4. When we make a vow, we must have confidence that we can keep the vow.

5. The primary target of section 7 was Roman Catholic monastic vows such as 
vows of perpetual celibacy or poverty.
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Study Questions

1. The general rule for a church taking pledges in a building campaign is to never 
expect to receive more than _____________________________________________ of the pledges that 
are given.

 a. 20%

 b. 40%

 c. 60%

 d. 80%

2. What early Christian document contains the following words: “Let your 
donation sweat in your hand before you give it”?

 a. The Confessions of Augustine

 b. The Didache

 c. The Dialogue with Trypho

 d. The Dead Sea Scrolls

3. When is it acceptable for a Christian to break a lawful vow made to an infidel  
or heretic?

 a. It is always acceptable.

 b.  It is acceptable only if the unbeliever does something that angers the 
Christian.

 c. It is acceptable only if the unbeliever breaks a promise to the Christian.

 d. It is never acceptable.

4. Under what circumstances may a person be forced to make a vow?
 a. A person may be forced to make a vow under no circumstances.

 b.  A person may be forced to make a marriage vow if a child has been  
conceived out of wedlock.

 c.  A person may be forced to make a vow of faith to a church in order to 
maintain the unity of a nation’s religious beliefs.

 d. Both b and c
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BIBLE STUDY

1. How do the following passages contribute to our understanding of oaths and 
vows?

 a. Psalm 61:8

 b. Psalm 66:13–14

 c. Ecclesiastes 5:4–6

2. What do the following passages teach about the necessity that a vow be 
voluntary?

 a. Genesis 28:20–22

 b. Deuteronomy 23:21–23

 c. 1 Samuel 1:11

 d. Psalm 50:14

 e. Psalm 132:2–5

3. How do each of the following texts of Scripture teach us about the importance of 
not taking foolish vows?

 a. Mark 6:21–29

 b. Acts 23:12–22

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Dr. Sproul noted that the general rule for churches is to expect to receive 
only 80% of any money pledged for a building campaign.  Why do such a 
significant percentage of Christians make promises to the church that they 
either cannot or will not fulfill?  Have you ever made a financial pledge to the 
church that you did not fulfill?  If so, what were your reasons?  In light of what 
you have learned, were those reasons justifiable?

2. R.C. said that the financial aspects of our lives should be governed by the 
general rule: If you can’t afford it, don’t buy it.  What is your response to this 
advice?  Why do so many people, including Christians, fail to live within their 
means?

3. What does it say to an unbeliever when a Christian breaks a promise to him?  
Can a Christian justify giving an unbeliever that message?  Why or why not?
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APPLICATION

1. Read and meditate on chapter XXII of the Westminster Confession of Faith.  
Consider the biblical reasons for the affirmations in this chapter of the 
Confession.  If you have not given serious thought to this issue before, do so 
now.  Consider your own promises to others — your spouse, your family, your 
employer, your church.  Think about the importance of transparent honesty in all 
of your words.  In the future, think carefully about the issues involved before 
making any vows to anyone.  If you do make a lawful vow, fulfill it.

2. Reflect on the membership vows you made at your present church.  Can you 
remember what those vows were?  Are you fulfilling those vows, or did you 
forget about them within a few hours of making them?  If you have not been 
fulfilling them, confess that sin and start fulfilling them today.

FOR Further STUDY

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:13
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