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Lord's Day 37 

The Swearing of an Holy Oath 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 
Q.101. May we then swear religiously by the name of God? 
A. Yes: either when the magistrates demand it of the subjects; or when necessity requires 

us thereby to confirm fidelity and truth to the glory of God, and the safety of our 
neighbor: for such an oath is founded on God's word, and therefore was justly used by 
the saints, both in the Old and New Testament. 

 
Q.102. May we also swear by saints or any other creatures? 

A. No; for a lawful oath is calling upon God, as the only one who knows the heart, that he will bear 
witness to the truth, and punish me if I swear falsely; which honor is due to no creature. 
 

Introduction 

The law of God, such is the viewpoint from which we have been discussing the law, is in harmony 
with His truth, so that it may be said that the law of God is the truth. There are no arbitrary commands 
with God. So we must not only ask in general, what is the truth upon which the law is based, but we 
must also discuss the truth that forms the basis of each of the several commandments. And thus it is 
that in the first commandment, we found that the basic truth is that God is one. And because He is one, 
therefore He comes to us with the command that we have no other gods before Him. With regard to the 
second commandment, we found that the underlying truth is that God is glorious, and because He is 
glorious, therefore He cannot be presented within the limits of the finite creature, be it wood or stone, 
or in the mind of man. And because He cannot be presented within the limits of the finite creature, 
therefore He comes to us with the demand that we shall make no graven image of Him. The third 
commandment is based on the truth that God is holy, and holiness belongs to the very essence of His 
nature. Holiness is that virtue in God by which, at all times, He is consecrated to Himself. It is true that 
negatively God’s holiness means that He is separated from all sin and from all that is creature. But 
positively, God’s holiness is that He is consecrated unto Himself as the highest good. God cannot be 
consecrated to anything else. As in the creature, holiness is to consecrate himself to God, so in God, 
holiness is to consecrate Himself unto Himself.  

Now because God is holy, His name is holy. God’s name is His being. In the broadest sense, the 
name of God is all that may be known of Him. Just as all that is known of us is our name, our reputation, 
so all that is known of God is His name, His reputation. In the narrow sense, the name of God has been 
compressed within the limits of our human language. In the narrowest sense, His name is Jehovah. 
God’s name is holy. The sin of the third commandment is profanity. The sinner is profane. All profanity, 
in whatever form, is violation of the holiness of God’s name. In its courser form, we have it in cursing 
and swearing. Profanity in its courser form is when the name of God is made a play thing, when it is used 
as a mere interjection. Profanity in its courser form is when we meet in God’s house for worship, when 
His word is discussed, and we pay no attention. But in its broader sense, profanity means all irreverence. 
All irreverence is profanity. We profane the name of the Lord every time we come into contact with that 
name and it does not fill our heart with fear and reverence, springing from the principle of love. This we 
discussed in the former Lord’s Day.  

Now, this thirty-seventh Lord’s Day is an appendix to the preceding. It has to do with the oath. The 
question of the oath is a very practical question, because God’s people in the world sooner or later will 
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come face to face with the demand to take an oath, or with the temptation to take an oath profanely. In 
the third commandment, it is sin when we become guilty of perjury, that is of swearing to a lie, or if we 
swear rashly for small insignificant things. But the question in this Lord’s Day is: may we swear at all? 
The question is: may we swear religiously? The real question is: is it possible to swear religiously? You 
cannot murder religiously. You cannot steal religiously. But is it possible to swear an oath religiously? 
That is the question.  

To that question, there have always been some that answer in the negative. Mennonites, Quakers, 
etc., have always said that a Christian may not swear at all. In other words, their standpoint is that a 
Christian cannot swear religiously. Our Reformed fathers have answered that question in the 
affirmative. They said that an oath may be a good work. Don’t forget that we are discussing the good 
works of the Christian. Our fathers did not say that when an ungodly man swears an oath before an 
ungodly magistrate that they are then performing a good work. But they said a Christian may swear 
religiously. 

 

Theme: The Swearing of a Holy Oath 

1. It’s Character 

2. It’s proper place and sphere 

3. The ideal of God’s people with respect to such swearing 

 

1. It’s Character 

An oath is calling upon God. Just as in prayer, we call upon God, so also in swearing an oath, we call 
upon God. That is its essence. In our country an oath is usually taken by raising the right hand and 
saying: so help me God. In some circles, it is taken by laying a hand upon the Bible. But whatever may be 
the form, taking an oath is calling upon God. In the oath, I express that I am conscious of the fact that I 
am standing before the face of God. In the oath, I express that I am standing before the face of that God 
who is holy, who always speaks the truth, in whom is no lie, and that I am conscious of being in His 
presence when I testify. Being conscious of the fact that he is standing before the face of God, he that 
swears an oath calls upon God, not only as a witness to the truth of what he says, but also as his judge. 
He that so calls upon God says: what I say is so true that if you should bring me before the face, before 
the tribunal of God, He would say the same thing. He that swears an oath says: so help me God; and 
also, so judge me God.  

Now an oath may be wicked. It is wicked when we swear to a lie. Perjury is sin. But an oath may 
also be wrong in other cases. An oath may be wrong when we speak the truth. When we tell things 
about others to slander them and to make their faults public, then what we say may be true, but if, 
because there is doubt in our mind whether people have believed what we said, we swear an oath, it is 
perjury. For that reason, it is just as corrupt to swear on any occasion that may come about. We have 
such occasions when we feel that people have not believed us, and we say: I will swear to it. You find 
that especially amongst habitual liars. Usually, it is the habitual liars that feel that they have lost the 
confidence of others and try to regain it that are always ready to swear to most anything. That is sinful.  

An oath may be assumed to affirm or to deny the truth of what has been said. But it may also be 
used to support a promise. I am inclined to think that an oath to support a promise is always 
presumptuous for the simple reason that we cannot conceive of circumstances under which we have all 
the conditions of the promise under control. God can make a promise and swear by Himself. He can 
swear that He will save the elect because He has all the conditions under His control. But who are we? 
We do not have control of the conditions of what we promise. For that reason, the Church has always 
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held that any oath bound society is corrupt. Not only because we may not promise anything under oath, 
but also in an oath bound society, we promise what we may not promise. If a man joins the union, he 
swears an oath. And what does he swear? He swears that he will hold the union above every other 
relation. So that he really swears off his Church, his wife, his family, his every relation. That is not a 
religious oath. That is a wicked oath. The same is true of secret societies. In secret societies, we not only 
swear to what we may not, but we also swear blindly. And it is evident that if the Christian has sworn 
such an oath, there is only one way out, and that is that he break that oath, and that he get on his knees 
and confess his sin in swearing such an oath.  

The question has been asked if we may ever break an oath. Of course we may, if we have sworn 
wickedly. So there are many oaths which the Christian may never think of swearing. But the question is, 
is it possible to swear a holy oath? Or is the oath in itself to be condemned? We are speaking of the 
good works of the Christian. Can the oath be placed in the category of good works? Good works are 
those that proceed from faith, that are done to His glory. So the question is: can the swearing of an oath 
be a good work that proceeds from faith? Can it be a good work according to the law of God? And, can it 
be a good work whereby God is glorified? That is the question. It is not the question, if anyone that 
swears is performing a good work. That depends upon whether he is a Christian.  

But the question is: is an oath ever a good work? And then it is evident that it is. For in the first 
place, Scripture teaches that God swears, and what God does can certainly be a pattern for what His 
people may do. In the second place, in the Old Testament, the oath was incorporated into the law. 
When one was suspected of a certain crime, he was put under oath according to the law. Now the point 
is not, if the Christian is still under the law, but whether anything that is sinful could be incorporated 
into Old Testament law. We also find the oath in the New Testament. When Jesus stood before the high 
priest, the high priest said to Him: “I adjure thee by the living God, that thou tell us whether thou art the 
Christ, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus answered: “Thou hast said.” He submitted to the oath. Jesus 
did not condemn the oath. He submitted to it. So also we find that saints swore. Abraham swore. Paul 
used the oath. So, there can be no question that the oath in itself is not sinful. A Christian can swear an 
oath and perform a good work, on condition that the swearing of that oath proceeds from faith, is 
according to the will of God, and to His glory. But not if the purpose is to gain the confidence of others. 
You understand if you stand in court before the magistrate and neither the one that takes the oath, nor 
he that performs it is thinking of what he is doing, then it is nothing else but taking the name of God in 
vain. But the oath as such is not sinful. 

2. It’s Proper Place and Sphere 

In turn, we can also see where the oath belongs. The Mennonites and others say that we may not 
swear at all. For they say, Jesus says swear not at all, but let your communication be, Yea, yea; nay, nay. 
And the Lord adds: whatsoever is more than these cometh of evil. So they say that Jesus very positively 
says, and the Apostle James repeats it, swear not at all. And we must so read this word that the Lord 
condemns all oaths.  

We must not explain this word as is usually done, that the Lord condemns all trivial oaths. The 
interpretation that Jesus is combating swearing lightly, that He is combating the light use of the oath, 
does not hold ground. It is said that the Pharisees made light use of the oath, that they swore by literally 
everything, and that Jesus is opposing this light use of the oath, and not the oath as such. But this 
interpretation does not hold, for the Lord does not mention any trivial oaths. Besides, we cannot change 
the positive statement of Jesus, “Swear not at all,” and make it read, “do not use the oath lightly.” 
Certainly the passage in James 5:12 cannot be explained that way, because James does not have the 
Pharisees before him. So that we cannot explain this word of Jesus as referring to trivial things.  
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Neither does it mean that the Lord condemns swearing by other objects. That is corrupt. We often 
do that. We often say, “by George,” or “by Gully.” It is really swearing by the saints when we say: by 
George or by Gully. Even though we do not mean it as an oath, we are nevertheless using the language 
of the oath. We must also get away from that language. We must learn a new language.  

Now the Lord does not mean to say that we may not swear by George or by Gully, or by the temple, 
or by heaven, or by earth, but by God only; for He evidently means to say that swearing by these things 
is really the same as swearing by God. You cannot swear by anything connected with God, but you are 
swearing is by God Himself. If you swear by heaven, you swear by the throne of God, and if by earth, you 
swear by His footstool. Jesus first says: “it has been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear 
thyself, but thou shalt perform thine oaths unto the Lord.” And then Jesus says: “But I say unto you, 
swear not at all.” Also that interpretation therefore does not hold.  

We must understand this; that although the oath in itself is not sinful, it nevertheless presupposes 
sin. In the sphere of perfection, the oath has no place. If we all speak the truth in love, there will be no 
room for the oath. In heaven, and in heavenly perfection, there will be no oath. In heaven we will never 
be asked to swear an oath. Why? Because in heavenly perfection, our life will have become one great 
oath. When every moment we shall be God-conscious, we will need no oath. When all shall have 
become God-conscious, so that all speak the truth in love before the face of God, our life will be one 
great oath.  

The oath, although good in itself, belongs in the sphere of imperfection. It belongs in the sphere 
where people do not speak before the face of God. And therefore it belongs first of all by the 
magistrate. It belongs to the magistrate because he has the sword, and the magistrate is in the sphere 
where people do not speak before the face of God. The magistrate may not look upon all as speaking 
the truth in love. The magistrate does not rule over the Church, but over the world, and the world is full 
of deceitful men. Therefore God gave the magistrate the sword. He may not throw that sword away and 
say, “I trust you all.” He must punish the evil doer. Men are liars in themselves, and the magistrate must 
put them under oath. The Christian magistrate, and he is the only one who can take an oath religiously, 
places you before the face of the Lord. The Christian magistrate, when he takes an oath, says to him that 
performs the oath: by nature you are a liar, therefore I bring you before the face of God. The wicked 
magistrate cannot take an oath religiously. To swear, as is done in our day, by saying: I speak the truth 
and nothing but the truth, so help me God, is nothing but profanity. Only the Christian magistrate can 
take an oath religiously. But the magistrate places you before the face of God, whether he means it or 
not. The magistrate may take an oath. Not because he is better, but because he has the sword, and he is 
in the wicked world. When the child of God performs the oath, what does he do? He says to the 
magistrate, yes, I agree with you, by nature I am not before the face of God, but by grace, my 
conversation has again become: Yea, yea; nay, nay. 

3. The Ideal of God’s People with Respect to Such Swearing 

But that is not what the Lord means when He says: swear not at all. The Lord is not speaking to the 
world, and He is not putting down certain police orders. He is addressing the Church. He is speaking to 
the spiritual people of His kingdom. You cannot take a rule which God has laid down for His spiritual 
people and apply it to everyone. There are many that do this.  

There are many people that fight to apply a purely Christian institution unto the general public. So 
for example, there are many that fight to put the Bible in the public school. The Bible has no place in the 
public school, but they say it might have a good influence upon them. No, the Bible only has a good 
influence for the people of God. You cannot send your child to the public school and send the Bible after 
it. God does not work that way.  
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So it is with the oath. The Lord is speaking to the spiritual children of His kingdom. He is addressing 
them that are poor in spirit, that mourn, that are meek, that hunger and thirst after righteousness. They 
are regenerated, and they are always before the face of God, in principle. So, when the Lord speaks to 
them, He is not laying down another law to them, but He is laying down the spiritual principles that 
should control the lives of His spiritual children. He is laying down the underlying principles of the 
kingdom of heaven. Not as a law, but as they are written in their hearts. To the poor in spirit, to them 
that mourn, to the meek, to them that hunger and thirst after righteousness, Jesus can say, not as a sort 
of an eleventh commandment, but as an expression of what lives in the hearts of His spiritual children: 
“Swear not at all.” And, paradoxical as it may sound, when Jesus says, “Swear not at all,” He means, 
swear at all times. Let your lives be one continual oath. The people of God speak the truth in love. Why 
do they need a special oath, if they speak the truth in love?  

The oath presupposes evil, deceit, the lie. Because men cannot truth each other, therefore they are 
put under oath. Now when the Lord says, “Swear not at all,” He means to say, “Let your whole life be 
one continual oath.” He means to say, “Speak at all times as living before the face of the Lord. Let that 
characterize your lives.” If that characterizes your life, you have no need of the special oath. Or as Jesus 
says at the end of the chapter: “Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is 
perfect.” That is the ideal. And if that is the ideal, then we must not swear at all. Jesus means to say: let 
your lives before God be such that the oath will not be necessary, because your life has become one 
great oath. Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect. If we look at in 
that light, we stand condemned, not only because we swear wrongfully, but because it is of our 
imperfections that the oath still finds a place.  

Therefore, the positive truth is, that we must banish all lies and deceit from our midst, and speak 
the truth in love, so that special oath will not be necessary. Then this instruction is rich in spiritual 
principle. For there is not one here that can put his hand in his bosom and say, I am clean. Shame must 
cover our faces when we think of all the slander and back-biting and deceit that is still found among us. 
Brothers of the same house call each other liars to their faces. These things would never happen if we 
always lived consciously before the face of the Lord. What deviltry, what slander, what back-biting, what 
deceit would be banished if our lives would be one continual oath. We must confess that our yea is not 
always yea, and I do not always speak the truth in love. Our prayer must be: Lord forgive my sins, and 
lead me till I reach that perfection in which my life shall be one living oath before the face of God. 

/recorded by M.Swart, approx 1930/ 


