






This message is rated “S” for 
swearing.  !
I’m not going to be cussing or even 
using swear words, but I will use 
the word, “swear” a lot in order to 
make the point Jesus is trying to 
make in the text we’re looking at. 
So if you’re Mr. Super-Sensitive 
Christian or Mrs. Uber-Spiritual 
Christian, close this PDF NOW!!!   !
The passage in question is Matthew 
5:33-37. This passage is actually 
very personal and special to me. It 
was the first Bible lesson I recall my 
mom sitting me down to teach. I 
even remember the day. I think I 
was 10, maybe 12 years old at the 
time and I had formed a swearing 
habit. I don’t mean that in the sense 
that I cussed a lot, but in the sense I 
literally swore about any and 
everything I did to verify the 
truthfulness of my statement or 
actions. So every statement out of 

my mouth almost always ended 
with, “I swear I will do it.” Or “I 
swear I did it.” !
One morning, my mom overheard 
me in a conversation where I must 
have sworn more times than is 
allowed in a day because she 
immediately called me into the 
house to talk to me. I was pretty 
sure I was about to get some old-
skool spanking, but mom had 
something else in mind.  She wasn’t 
angry and she didn’t even 
reprimand me for what she just 
heard. She simply asked why it was 
I felt the need to swear a lot.   !
After breathing a sigh of relief, I 
explained to her that I did it so 
often because I really wanted 
people to believe what I was saying.  
She nodded knowingly and calmly 
opened the Bible next to her to the 
passage I mentioned earlier. Here’s 
what she read to me, Matthew 



5:33-37 “Again, you have heard that 
it was said to the people long ago, 
‘Do not break your oath, but fulfill 
to the Lord the vows you have 
made.’ 34 But I tell you, do not 
swear an oath at all: either by 
heaven, for it is God’s throne; 35 or 
by the earth, for it is his footstool; 
or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of 
the Great King. 36 And do not 
swear by your head, for you cannot 
make even one hair white or black. 
37 All you need to say is simply 
‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this 
comes from the evil one.” !
This passage really struck me as 
profound, (perhaps in part because 
I just escaped a butt-whipping). I 
never considered the fact that Jesus 
had an opinion on something like 
swearing, and it meant all the world 
to me because even at age 10, I 
wanted Jesus to like me.  Now I’d 
like to say I never swore again after 
that conversation, but that would 
be a lie. At the time however, 
hearing that passage was so freeing 
because I felt like I was finally given 
an out. I no longer had to swear to 
verify my statements and over the 
years, superficial and uncalled for 
swearing has just about completely 
dropped out of my life as I’m 
learning to let my yes be my yes and 
my no be my no.  !
CUSSING, VOWS, 
AND OATHS !

So let’s jump into the passage. First 
of all, I should clarify up front what 
we’re talking about here because 
the word “swearing” has two usages 
in the Bible. The first one we’re 
familiar with and often have a 
problem with is when someone 
swears using words that are 
abusive, violent, profane or even 
blasphemous.  !
It’s offensive because God’s name is 
casually used in the same sentence 
with a cuss-word to describe 
someone’s frustration about a 
casual topic, like the weather. By 
the way, this kind of swearing is 
what resulted in many of us having 
soap for our entrée because mom or 
grandma wouldn’t stand for that 
kind of language in her kitchen!    !
That’s the first kind. The second 
context in which swearing is used is 
when an oath or a vow is being 
taken. In these instances, to swear 
means to make a solemn 
declaration by invoking a deity, a 
sacred person or thing, to confirm 
the honesty or truth of one’s 
declaration.  !
In too many cases however, even 
this kind of solemn swearing is 
taken too lightly.  !
So you’ll hear some people swear by 
God’s name, or by their mother’s 
grave, or Children’s heads, or by 
something precious to them in 



order to verify the truthfulness of 
their statement. For some people, it 
comes out like this, “As God is my 
witness, I’m going to….”  !
Another form of swearing that 
sounds innocent enough but is just 
as problematic, is when you hear 
people (usually kids) say, “I cross 
my heart and hope to die…”  !
I’m often like, “Really? Death? Do 
you really HOPE to die if this 
doesn’t come true?” When you 
swear like this or by the name of 
something or someone greater than 
yourself, you’re essentially inviting 
this thing or person to be a witness 
to the truthfulness of your 
statement or to avenge it if it’s a lie. !
It’s this latter kind of swearing that 
Jesus is speaking of in Matthew 
5:33-37, the type of swearing that 
has to do with taking an oath or 
making vows by calling on the 
name of someone or something 
greater to bear witness.  !
Jesus is addressing a group of 
people who had adopted a flippant, 
superficial, sometimes uncalled-for 
swearing that was being used in 
order to make an impression, or to 
spice daily conversation. !
Now before we get into His 
teaching on the topic, let’s back up 
a little and see what the Old 
Testament had to say to the people 

Jesus would have been speaking to. 
There were three passages in the 
O.T that made clear what the law 
had to say about swearing an oath. 
In Leviticus 19:12, it says, “Do not 
swear falsely by my name and so 
profane the name of your God. I am 
the Lord.” In Numbers 30:2, it says, 
“When a man makes a vow to the 
Lord or takes an oath to obligate 
himself by a pledge, he must not 
break his word but must do 
everything he said.” And in 
Deuteronomy 23:21, it says, “If you 
make a vow to the Lord your God, 
do not be slow to pay it, for the 
Lord your God will certainly 
demand it of you and you will be 
guilty of sin.” !
Now please note that in each one of 
these instances, the command isn’t, 
“DON’T SWEAR”, rather the 
instruction is to treat oath swearing 
and vows as a solemn, very serious 
act, and to be truthful and faithful 
to do whatever it is you have sworn 
to do. !
IS THERE EVER A  
GOOD TIME TO 
SWEAR? !!
That perspective is very important 
to grasp in order to understand 
what Jesus is teaching in this 
passage in Matthew. It’s important 
because by the time Jesus arrives 
on the scene, two big shifts had 



occurred that affected the way 
people were now thinking about 
and treating oath swearing.  !
Number one: Rather than reserving 
the swearing of oaths for only 
occasions of great importance and 
lasting significance, a casual 
attitude had crept in so that 
virtually any kind of oath, used in 
almost any and every kind of 
purpose was now acceptable.   !
So people had begun swearing 
oaths about everything. They swore 
about paying back their debt on 
time. They swore about their job 
punctuality. They swore about the 
amount of money in their bank 
accounts. It had become ridiculous 
and eventually led to meaningless 
commitments and frivolous deals. 
The very thing that should have 
been a mark of integrity, which 
prompted confidence, became a 
mark of deceit that prompted 
skepticism. !
That’s the first shift. The second 
downward shift had to do with the 
teachings of the Scribes and 
Pharisees. These men had 
downgraded God’s laws about oath 
swearing to fit their own 
conveniences. So when they read 
Leviticus 19:12, where it says, “Do 
not swear falsely by my name...” 
they conveniently re-interpreted 
the passage to mean something 
different. So while it was NOT 

OKAY to swear falsely by God’s 
name, it was totally okay to swear 
by ANY OTHER NAME. The 
thinking and teaching was that if 
you leave out God’s name when you 
swear, your oath will be less 
binding.”  !
This of course led people to start 
swearing by any and everything. So 
they would, “swear by heaven (or 
earth)”. They would swear by the 
great city of Jerusalem, or by the 
temple, or the altar in the temple, 
or by their head. They did so in the 
same manner that people today 
swear by their, “mother’s grave” or 
by their “children’s life” and so on. !
Now to be clear, the act of swearing 
itself isn’t what’s being condemned. 
  
After all, in the scriptures you will 
find great men of God who swore 
oaths and covenants to God, calling 
on Him to witness the truthfulness 
of their sincerity. In 2 Corinthians 
1:23 and Galatians 1:20, the apostle 
Paul calls God as a witness against 
His soul to verify that his 
statements were true. In Acts 18:18, 
Paul takes a vow during his 
ministry. In Revelation 10:5-7, a 
massive angel standing in the sun 
swore by God that the end was 
about to be fulfilled and the end 
would be delayed no longer. In 
Hebrews 6:13-17, God Himself 
swore, and since there was no name 



greater than His by which to swear 
by, He swore by Himself. !
So the issue Jesus is addressing in 
Matthew 5 is not a DON’T-SWEAR 
issue, the issue Jesus is addressing 
is a misconstrued and perverted 
tradition that says you can treat 
your vows and oath swearing lightly 
or haphazardly, as long as you do it 
with a lesser name than God’s.   !
It’s into that cultural 
misunderstanding of oath swearing 
and vow making that Jesus speaks 
the words we started with in 
Matthew 5:33-37. Hear it again 
with that background in 
mind….“Again, you have heard that 
it was said to the people long ago, 
‘Do not break your oath, but fulfill 
to the Lord the vows you have 
made.’ 34 But I tell you, do not 
swear an oath at all: either by 
heaven, for it is God’s throne; 35 or 
by the earth, for it is his footstool; 
or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of 
the Great King. 36 And do not 
swear by your head, for you cannot 
make even one hair white or black. 
37 All you need to say is simply 
‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this 
comes from the evil one.” !
Here’s His point. Swearing is not to 
be treated lightly, even if you think 
you’re doing it by a lesser name 
than God. If you swear by heaven, 
you’re still swearing by God’s name 
because it’s His throne. If you 

swear by earth, you’re still swearing 
by God’s name because it’s His 
footstool. If you swear by 
Jerusalem, you’re still swearing by 
God because it’s the city of the great 
king. If you swear by your head, or 
deceased loved one, or children, 
you’re still swearing by God’s name 
because God is present with those 
things by which people might 
swear, and He is the sovereign 
Creator of all. All things exist by His 
authority, so to swear an oath at all 
is to swear an oath in His name.  !
FINE. WHAT DOES 
THIS ALL MEAN 
FOR US TODAY? !!
Well for one, we can conclude from 
Jesus’ teaching that it is far better 
NOT to make a vow or swear an 
oath that we have no intention of 
keeping. To do so would be using 
the Lord’s name in vain, and you 
would be officially breaking the 
third commandment, which says, 
“You shall not misuse the name of 
the Lord your God, for the Lord will 
not hold anyone guiltless who 
misuses his name.” Exodus 20:7 !
Secondly, Jesus’ words reinforce 
the point that oath swearing should 
be reserved for only serious 
occasions of great importance and 
lasting significance.  !



Occasions in our lives that would 
call for swearing are incredibly few 
and far in between.  
Obviously when you’re getting 
married, you’re making a vow in 
God’s presence to honor those 
marriage vows, so it’s permissible 
there. In some Churches when 
you’re being ordained or officially 
being called into ministry, you 
swear an oath in God’s presence 
that you will honor your calling. 
And then in some judicial matters 
in the courtroom, you might be 
asked to swear on a Bible that you 
will tell the whole truth and nothing 
but the truth.  !
Neither of those circumstances 
conflict with Biblical teaching, nor 
would they be considered using the 
Lord’s name in vain. In fact, they 
would be permissible in those 
settings because of the solemn and 
serious nature of the occasion. !
If however,  you do find yourself in 
any of those solemn occasions 
where there is an expectation that 
you should swear to the 
truthfulness of your declaration or 
actions, then you had better ensure 
that you’re telling the truth or that 
you will see through to the end 
what you’re vowing to do, otherwise 
you’re inviting judgment on 
yourself.  !
Aside of those situations where it is 
absolutely necessary to make a vow 

or swear an oath in God’s name, 
Christ would have us take a more 
simple and honest approach about 
our vows and our oaths.  !
Here’s His instruction: Let your 
‘yes’ be your ‘yes’ and let your ‘no’ 
be your ‘no’. Simple enough and to 
the point, right?  !
It’s possible that part of the reason 
some people swear a lot and call 
God’s name into the mix is that 
they have a track record of not 
being totally honest. And so to 
compensate, they unnecessarily go 
above and beyond in their 
declarations to verify the 
truthfulness of their statement.  !
You know how you regain people’s 
trust when you’ve lost it? You start 
letting your yes be your yes.  If 
asked about something you have 
every intention of fulfilling, just say 
“yes”. If they press and ask if you’re 
sure? Just say, “yes” If you’re 
pushed even harder so they can feel 
better, stick with your “yes.” Don’t 
make them promises and don’t 
make a vow saying you’ll fulfill your 
end of the deal, just let your ‘yes’ be 
your ‘yes’ – Conversely, same holds 
true for saying, “NO” !
By the way, recognize that gaining 
people’s trust takes time and it 
takes practice. People want 
assurances and sometimes, a “yes” 



won’t suffice it. So you have to be in 
this for the long haul.  !
Train yourself daily to let your yes 
be your yes, and let your no be your 
no. In so doing, you will honor the 
Lord Jesus Christ, and ever so 
subtly, you will become more and 
more like Him!  !
And that’s a win in God’s eyes, 
worthy of praise from God Himself! !!!!
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