Oaths
I thought that the swearing of oaths was based on a biblical principle. I was
shocked to discover that the opposite is true. The Bible actually states that it is
not a sin, to abstain from taking oaths. Which just proves the following proverb.
There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.
(Pro 14:12 & 16:25)
I think it is because our oath becomes our ‘accuser’. We place ourselves in
bondage to that oath. If we manage to keep the oath, we appear to have spoken
out in pride or arrogance; if we fail to keep the oath, our promise makes us liars.
We have no control over the future or circumstances, and even with best
intentions we can fail to do what we promised, through no fault of our own.
These verses and examples from scripture, clearly demonstrate what evil can
result from such promises and oaths.
“If a person sins in hearing the utterance of an oath, and is a witness, whether he
has seen or known of the matter – if he does not tell it, he bears guilt. Or if a
person swears, speaking thoughtlessly with his lips to do evil or to do good,
whatever it is that a man may pronounce by an oath, and he is unaware of it –
when he realizes it, then he shall be guilty in any of these matters. And it shall
be, when he is guilty in any of these matters, that he shall confess that he has
sinned in that thing; and he shall bring his trespass offering to the Lord for his sin
which he has committed, a female from the flock, a lamb or a kid of the goats as
a sin offering. So the priest shall make atonement for him concerning his sin.”
(Lev 5:1,4-6)
“If a man makes a vow to the Lord, or swears an oath to bind himself by some
agreement, he shall not break his word; he shall do according to all that proceeds
out of his mouth.” (Num 30:2)
“When you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not delay to pay it;
for the Lord your God will surely require it of you, and it would be sin to you.
But if you abstain from vowing, it shall not be sin to you. That which has gone
from your lips you shall keep and perform, for you voluntarily vowed to the Lord
your God what you have promised with your mouth.” (Deu 23:21-23)
“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.” (Mat 5:33-37)
Therefore be patient, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. See how the farmer
waits for the precious fruit of the earth, waiting patiently for it until it receives the
early and latter rain. You also be patient. Establish your hearts for the coming of
the Lord is at hand. Do not grumble against one another, brethren, lest you be
condemned. Behold, the Judge is standing at the door! My brethren, take the
prophets, who spoke in the name of the Lord, as an example of suffering and
patience. Indeed we count them blessed who endure. You have heard of the
perserverance of Job and seen the end intended by the Lord - that the Lord
is very compassionate and merciful. 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. (Jam 5:7-12)

1

An oath with the Hivites - causes years of constant trouble for Israel
Moses repeatedly instructed Israel, on how they were to treat the wicked
unrepentant people who occupied their promised land of inheritance.
“When the Lord your God brings you into the land which you go to possess, and
has cast out many nations before you, the Hittites and the Girgashites and the
Amorites and the Canaanites and the Perizzites and the Hivites and the Jebusites,
seven nations greater and mightier than you, and when the Lord your God
delivers them over to you, you shall conquer them and utterly destroy them.
You shall make no covenant with them nor show mercy to them. Nor shall you
make marriages with them. You shall not give your daughter to their son,
nor take their daughter for your son. For they will turn your sons away from
following Me, to serve other gods; so the anger of the Lord will be aroused
against you and destroy you suddenly. But thus you shall deal with them:
you shall destroy their altars, and break down their sacred pillars, and cut down
their wooden images, and burn their carved images with fire.”
“For you are a holy people to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen
you to be a people for Himself, a special treasure above all the peoples on the
face of the earth. The Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because
you were more in number than any other people, for you were the least of all
peoples; but because the Lord loves you, and because He would keep the oath
which He swore to your fathers, the Lord has brought you out with a mighty
hand, and redeemed you from the house of bondage, from the hand of Pharaoh
king of Egypt. Therefore know that the Lord your God, He is God, the faithful God
who keeps covenant and mercy for a thousand generations with those who love
Him and keep His commandments; and He repays those who hate Him to their
face, to destroy them. He will not be slack with him who hates Him; He will repay
him to his face. Therefore you shall keep the commandment, the statutes, and
the judgments which I command you today, to observe them.” (Deu 7:1-11)
“When you go near a city to fight against it, then proclaim an offer of peace to it.
And it shall be that if they accept your offer of peace, and open to you, then all
the people who are found in it shall be placed under tribute to you, and serve
you. Now if the city will not make peace with you, but war against you, then you
shall besiege it. And when the Lord your God delivers it into your hands, you shall
strike every male in it with the edge of the sword. But the women, the little ones,
the livestock, and all that is in the city, all its spoil, you shall plunder for yourself;
and you shall eat the enemies’ plunder which the Lord your God gives you. Thus
you shall do to all the cities which are very far from you, which are not of the
cities of these nations. But of the cities of these peoples which the Lord your God
gives you as an inheritance, you shall let nothing that breathes remain alive,
but you shall utterly destroy them: the Hittite and the Amorite and the Canaanite
and the Perizzite and the Hivite and the Jebusite, just as the Lord your God has
commanded you, lest they teach you to do according to all their abominations
which they have done for their gods, and you sin against the Lord your God.”
(Deu 20:10-18)
Joshua is deceived, but still keeps his oath.
And it came to pass when all the kings who were on this side of the Jordan, in the
hills and in the lowland and in all the coasts of the Great Sea toward Lebanon –
the Hittite, the Amorite, the Canaanite, the Perizzite, the Hivite, and the Jebusite
– heard about it, that they gathered together to fight with Joshua and Israel with
one accord. But when the inhabitants of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to
Jericho and Ai, they worked craftily, and went and pretended to be ambassadors.
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And they took old sacks on their donkeys, old wineskins torn and mended, old
and patched sandals on their feet, and old garments on themselves; and all the
bread of their provision was dry and moldy. And they went to Joshua, to the
camp at Gilgal, and said to him and to the men of Israel, “We have come from a
far country; now therefore, make a covenant with us.”
Then the men of Israel said to the Hivites, “Perhaps you dwell among us; so how
can we make a covenant with you?” But they said to Joshua, “We are your
servants.” And Joshua said to them, “Who are you, and where do you come
from?” So they said to him: “From a very far country your servants have come,
because of the name of the Lord your God; for we have heard of His fame, and all
that He did in Egypt, and all that He did to the two kings of the Amorites who
were beyond the Jordan – to Sihon king of Heshbon, and Og king of Bashan, who
was at Ashtaroth. Therefore our elders and all the inhabitants of our country
spoke to us, saying, ‘Take provisions with you for the journey, and go to meet
them, and say to them, “We are your servants; now therefore make a covenant
with us.” ’ This bread of ours we took hot for our provision from our houses on
the day we departed to come to you. But now look, it is dry and moldy. And these
wineskins which we filled were new, and see, they are torn; and these our
garments and our sandals have become old because of the very long journey.”
Then the men of Israel took some of their provisions; but they did not ask
counsel of the Lord. So Joshua made peace with them, and made a covenant with
them to let them live; and the rulers of the congregation swore to them. And it
happened at the end of three days, after they had made a covenant with them,
that they heard that they were their neighbors who dwelt near them. Then the
children of Israel journeyed and came to their cities on the third day. Now their
cities were Gibeon, Chephirah, Beeroth, and Kirjath Jearim. But the children of
Israel did not attack them, because the rulers of the congregation had sworn to
them by the Lord God of Israel. And all the congregation complained against the
rulers. Then all the rulers said to all the congregation, “We have sworn to them
by the Lord God of Israel; now therefore, we may not touch them. This we will do
to them: We will let them live, lest wrath be upon us because of the oath which
we sworn to them.”
And the rulers said to them, “Let them live, but let them be woodcutters and
water carriers for all the congregation, as the rulers had promised them.”
Then Joshua called for them, and he spoke to them, saying, “Why have you
deceived us, saying, ‘We are very far from you,’ when you dwell near us?
Now therefore, you are cursed, and none of you shall be freed from being slaves
– woodcutters and water carriers for the house of my God.” So they answered
Joshua and said, “Because your servants were clearly told that the Lord your God
commanded His servant Moses to give you all the land, and to destroy all the
inhabitants of the land from before you; therefore we were very much afraid for
our lives because of you, and have done this thing. And now, here we are, in your
hands; do with us as it seems good and right to do to us.” So he did to them,
and delivered them out of the hand of the children of Israel, so that they did not
kill them. And that day Joshua made them woodcutters and water carriers for the
congregation and for the altar of the Lord, in the place which He would choose,
even to this day. (Jos 9:1-27)
David avenges the Gibeonites (Hivites), Joshua’s covenant is everlasting.
Now there was a famine in the days of David for three years, year after year; and
David inquired of the Lord. And the Lord answered, “It is because of Saul and his
bloodthirsty house, because he killed the Gibeonites.”
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So the king called the Gibeonites and spoke to them. Now the Gibeonites were
not of the children of Israel, but of the remnant of the Amorites; the children of
Israel had sworn protection to them, but Saul had sought to kill them in his zeal
for the children of Israel and Judah.
Therefore David said to the Gibeonites, “What shall I do for you? And with what
shall I make atonement, that you may bless the inheritance of the Lord?” And
the Gibeonites said to him, “We will have no silver or gold from Saul or from his
house, nor shall you kill any man in Israel for us.” So he said, “Whatever you
say, I will do for you.” Then they answered the king, “As for the man who
consumed us and plotted against us, that we should be destroyed from remaining
in any of the territories of Israel, let seven men of his descendants be delivered to
us, and we will hang them before the Lord in Gibeah of Saul, whom the Lord
chose.” And the king said, “I will give them.” But the king spared Mephibosheth
the son of Jonathan, the son of Saul, because of the Lord’s oath that was between
them, between David and Jonathan the son of Saul.
So the king took Armoni and Mephibosheth, the two sons of Rizpah the daughter
of Aiah, whom she bore to Saul, and the five sons of Michal the daughter of Saul,
whom she brought up for Adriel the son of Barzillai the Meholathite; and he
delivered them into the hands of the Gibeonites, and they hanged them on the
hill before the Lord. So they fell, all seven together, and were put to death in the
days of harvest, in the first days, in the beginning of barley harvest.
Now Rizpah the daughter of Aiah took sackcloth and spread it for herself on the
rock, from the beginning of harvest until the late rains poured on them from
heaven. And she did not allow the birds of the air to rest on them by day nor the
beasts of the field by night. And David was told what Rizpah the daughter of Aiah,
the concubine of Saul, had done. Then David went and took the bones of Saul,
and the bones of Jonathan his son, from the men of Jabesh Gilead who had stolen
them from the street of Beth Shan, where the Philistines had hung them up, after
the Philistines had struck down Saul in Gilboa.
So he brought up the bones of Saul and the bones of Jonathan his son from
there; and they gathered the bones of those who had been hanged. They buried
the bones of Saul and Jonathan his son in the country of Benjamin in Zelah,
in the tomb of Kish his father. So they performed all that the king commanded.
And after that God heeded the prayer for the land. (2Sa 21:1-14)
An unnecessary oath costs Jephthah his daughter as his victory was assured
Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jephthah, and he passed through Gilead
and Manasseh, and passed through Mizpah of Gilead; and from Mizpah of Gilead
he advanced toward the people of Ammon. And Jephthah made a vow to the
Lord, and said, “If You will indeed deliver the people of Ammon into my hands,
then it will be that whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me,
when I return in peace from the people of Ammon, shall surely be the Lord’s, and
I will offer it up as a burnt offering.” So Jephthah advanced toward the people of
Ammon to fight against them, and the Lord delivered them into his hands. And he
defeated them from Aroer as far as Minnith – twenty cities – and to Abel
Keramim, with a very great slaughter. Thus the people of Ammon were subdued
before the children of Israel.
When Jepthah came to his house at Mizpah, there was his daughter, coming out
to meet him with timbrels and dancing; and she was his only child. Besides her
he had neither son nor daughter.
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And it came to pass, when he saw her, that he tore his clothes, and said,
“Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very low! You are among those who
trouble me! For I have given my word to the Lord, and I cannot go back on it.”
So she said to him, “My father, if you have given your word to the Lord, do to me
according to what has gone out of your mouth, because the Lord has avenged
you of your enemies, the people of Ammon.” Then she said to her father,
“Let this thing be done for me: let me alone for two months, that I may go and
wander on the mountains and bewail my virginity, my friends and I.”
So he said, “Go.” And he sent her away for two months; and she went with her
friends, and bewailed her virginity on the mountains. And it was so at the end of
two months that she returned to her father, and he carried out his vow with her
which he had vowed. She knew no man. And it became a custom in Israel that
the daughters of Israel went four days each year to lament the daughter of
Jephthah the Gileadite. (Jud 11:29-40)
King Saul makes a rash oath - which he doesn’t keep
Now it happened one day that Jonathan the son of Saul said to the young man
who bore his armor, “Come, let us go over to the Philistines’ garrison that is on
the other side,” But he did not tell his father. And Saul was sitting in the
outskirts of Gibeah under a pomegranate tree which is in Migron. The people who
were with him were about six hundred men. Ahijah the son of Ahitub, Ichabod’s
brother, the son of Phineas, the son of Eli, the Lord’s priest in Shiloh, was wearing
an ephod. But the people did not know that Jonathan had gone.
Between the passes, by which Jonathan sought to go over to the Philistines’
garrison, there was a sharp rock on one side and a sharp rock on the other side.
And the name of one was Bozez {height, shining}, and the name of the other
Seneh {pointed rock}. The front of one faced northward opposite Michmash, and
the other southward opposite Gibeah.
Then Jonathan said to the young man who bore his armor, “Come, let us go over
to the garrison of these uncircumcised; it may be that the Lord will work for us.
For nothing restrains the Lord from saving by many or by few.”
So his
armorbearer said to him, “Do all that is in your heart. Go then; here I am with
you, according to your heart.” Then Jonathan said, “Very well, let us cross over
to these men, and we will show ourselves to them. If they say thus to us,
‘Wait until we come to you,’ then we will stand still in our place and not go up to
them. But if they say thus, ‘Come up to us,’ then we will go up. For the Lord has
delivered them into our hand, and this will be a sign to us.”
So both of them showed themselves to the garrison of the Philistines. And the
Philistines said, “Look, the Hebrews are coming out of the holes where they have
hidden.” Then the men of the garrison called to Jonathan and his armorbearer,
and said, “Come up to us, and we will show you something.” Jonathan said to his
armorbearer, “Come up after me, for the Lord has delivered them into the hand
of Israel.” And Jonathan climbed up on his hands and knees with his armorbearer
after him; and they fell before Jonathan. And as he came after him, his
armorbearer killed them.
The first slaughter which Jonathan and his armorbearer made was about twenty
men within about half an acre of land. And there was trembling in the camp, in
the field, and among all the people. The garrison and the raiders also trembled;
and the earth quaked, so that it was a very great trembling.
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Now the watchmen of Saul in Gibeah of Benjamin looked, and there was the
multitude, melting away; and they went here and there. Then Saul said to the
people who were with him, “Now call the roll and see who has gone from us.”
And when they had called the roll, surprisingly, Jonathan and his armorbearer
were not there. And Saul said to Ahijah, “Bring the ark {ephod} of God here”
(for at that time the ark {ephod} of God was with the children of Israel).
Now it happened, while Saul talked to the priest, that the noise which was in the
camp of the Philistines continued to increase; so Saul said to the Priest,
“Withdraw your hand.” Then Saul and all the people who were with him
assembled, and they went to the battle; and indeed every man’s sword was
against his neighbor, and there was very great confusion. Moreover the Hebrews
who were with the Philistines before that time, who went up with them into the
camp from the surrounding country, they also joined the Israelites who were with
Saul and Jonathan. Likewise all the men of Israel who had hidden in the
mountains of Ephraim, when they heard that the Philistines fled, they also
followed hard after them in the battle. So the Lord saved Israel that day, and the
battle shifted to Beth Aven.
And the men of Israel were distressed that day, for Saul had placed the people
under oath, saying, “Cursed is the man who eats any food until evening, before I
have taken vengeance on my enemies.” So none of the people tasted food. Now
all the people of the land came to a forest; and there was honey on the ground.
And when the people had come into the woods, there was the honey, dripping;
but no one put his hand to his mouth, for the people feared the oath.
But Jonathan had not heard his father charge the people with the oath; therefore
he stretched out the end of the rod that was in his hand and dipped it in a
honeycomb, and put his hand to his mouth; and his countenance brightened.
Then one of the people said, “Your father strictly charged the people with an
oath, saying, ‘Cursed is the man who eats food this day.’ ” And the people were
faint. But Jonathan said, “My father has troubled the land. Look now, how my
countenance has brightened because I tasted a little of this honey. How much
better if the people had eaten freely today of the spoil of their enemies which
they found! For now would there not have been a much greater slaughter among
the Philistines?”
Now they had driven back the Philistines that day from Michmash to Aijalon. So
the people were very faint. And the people rushed on the spoil, and took sheep,
oxen, and calves, and slaughtered them on the ground; and the people ate them
with the blood. Then they told Saul, saying, “Look, the people are sinning against
the Lord by eating with the blood!” So he said, “You have dealt treacherously;
roll a large stone to me this day.” Then Saul said, “Disperse yourselves among
the people, and say to them, ‘Bring me here every man’s ox and every man’s
sheep, slaughter them here, and eat; and do not sin against the Lord by eating
with the blood.’ ” So every one of the people brought his ox with him that night,
and slaughtered it there. Then Saul built an altar to the Lord. This was the first
altar that he built to the Lord. Now Saul said, “Let us go down after the Philistines
by night, and plunder them until the morning light; and let us not leave a man of
them.” And they said, “Do whatever seems good to you.” Then the Priest said,
“Let us draw near to God here.” So Saul asked counsel of God, “Shall I go down
after the Philistines? Will You deliver them into the hand of Israel?” But He did
not answer him that day. And Saul said, “Come over here, all you chiefs of the
people, and know and see what this sin was today. For as the Lord lives,
who saves Israel, though it be in Jonathan my son, he shall surely die.” But not a
man among the people answered him.
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Then he said to all Israel, “You be on one side, and my son Jonathan and I will be
on the other side.” And the people said to Saul, “Do what seems good to you.”
Therefore Saul said to the Lord God of Israel, “Give a perfect lot.” So Saul and
Jonathan were taken, but the people escaped. And Saul said, “Cast lots between
my son Jonathan and me.” So Jonathan was taken. Then Saul said to Jonathan,
“Tell me what you have done.” And Jonathan told him, and said, “I only tasted a
little honey with the end of the rod that was in my hand. So now I must die!”
Saul answered, “God do so and more also; for you shall surely die, Jonathan.”
But the people said to Saul, “Shall Jonathan die, who has accomplished this great
deliverance in Israel? Certainly not! As the Lord lives, not one hair of his head
shall fall to the ground, for he has worked with God this day.” So the people
rescued Jonathan, and he did not die. Then Saul returned from pursuing the
Philistines, and the Philistines went to their own place. (1Sa 14:1-46)
Herod’s foolish oath - John the Baptist is beheaded for the price of a dance
For Herod had laid hold of John and bound him, and put him in prison for the sake
of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife. Because John had said to him, “It is not
lawful for you to have her.” And although he wanted to put him to death he
feared the multitude, because they counted him as a prophet. But when Herod’s
birthday was celebrated, the daughter of Herodias danced before them and
pleased Herod. Therefore he promised with an oath to give her whatever she
might ask. So she, having been prompted by her mother, said, “Give me John the
Baptist’s head here on a platter.” And the king was sorry; nevertheless, because
of the oaths and because of those who sat with him, he commanded it to be given
to her. So he sent and had John beheaded in prison. And his head was brought on
a platter and given to the girl, and she brought it to her mother. Then his
disciples came and took away the body and buried it, and went and told Jesus.
(Mat 14:3-12)
For Herod himself had sent and laid hold of John, and bound him in prison for the
sake of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife; for he had married her. Because John
had said to Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.”
Therefore Herodias held it against him and wanted to kill him, but she could not;
for Herod feared John, knowing that he was a just and holy man, and he
protected him. And when he heard him, he did many things, and heard him
gladly. Then an opportune day came when Herod on his birthday gave a feast for
his nobles, the high officers, and the chief men of Galilee. And when Herodias’
daughter herself came in and danced, and pleased Herod and those who sat with
him, the king said to the girl, “Ask me whatever you want, and I will give it to
you.” He also swore to her, “Whatever you ask me, I will give you, up to half my
kingdom.” So she went out and said to her mother, “What shall I ask?” And she
said, “The head of John the Baptist!” Immediately she came in with haste to the
king and asked, saying, “I want you to give me at once the head of John the
Baptist on a platter.” And the king was exceedingly sorry; yet, because of the
oaths and because of those who sat with him, he did not want to refuse her.
Immediately the king sent an executioner and commanded his head to be
brought. And he went and beheaded him in prison, brought his head on a platter,
and gave it to the girl; and the girl gave it to her mother. When his disciples
heard of it, they came and took away his corpse and laid it in a tomb.
(Mar 6:17-29)
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