
A second helping of sermon: 
What does James mean by “do not swear”? 

But above all, my brothers, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth  or by any other oath, but 
let your “yes” be yes and your “no” be no, so that you may not fall under condemnation. 

James 5:12, ESV 
 
Since we did not have time to cover it in the sermon today, I wanted to offer a few written 
thoughts on what this verse is speaking about.  
 
In modern American English, “swearing” usually refers to using a handful of strong words that 
are rated PG-13 or worse. The Bible does speak about “unwholesome talk” (see for example 
Ephesians 4:29), but the context here is different.  
 
In this passage, James is warning his readers against taking oaths, an ancient practice in which 
a person promised to do or refrain from doing something by invoking the name of a deity and 
risking the deity’s wrath if the oath is not fulfilled. In English we might say, “I swear on my 
mother’s grave,” or, like Prince Humperdinck in The Princess Bride, “I swear it will be done!” 
The warning here to avoid oaths closely mimics the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 5:34-37. 
 
The issue of oath-taking in the Bible is somewhat complex, with examples in both the Old and 
New Testaments of oaths being offered in seemingly appropriate ways. And in modern times 
most Christians do not object to, for example, taking an oath to tell the truth in a courtroom. 
Rather, the context here (let your “yes” be yes and your “no” be no) puts the focus on a simple 
idea: an oath shouldn’t be necessary for us to speak truthfully with the people around us. If we 
are going to live mature lives of integrity – lives of genuine faith – then everyone in our sphere 
of influence should be able to take us at our word.  
 
A person who can only be trusted when swearing an oath is very untrustworthy indeed. People 
who “lets their ‘yes’ be yes” avoid two pitfalls: the error of rashly overpromising something 
they can’t deliver, and the error of failing to persevere in doing what they said he would do.  
 
James is teaching that rather than fearing a deity to whom an oath is made, we should instead 
fear the true God who hears all that escapes our tongues (recall the great forest set ablaze by a 
small fire – James 3:5!), and holds us to a standard of truth-telling befitting his holiness and 
our roles as sons and daughters in his family. 

 
 


