A Religion Not Empty
James 5:12 — Above All, A People of Truth

  James consistently has been concerned with the speech of the congregations to whom he wrote.  He has repeatedly warned them to turn away from the sins of speech to which they were prone.  They must embrace patient listening rather than fitful anger (1:19); warm greetings rather than favoritism (2:3ff); words that lead to blessing rather than just empty words of blessing (2:15ff); a controlled tongue rather than a blazing fire (3:1ff); peaceful rather than militant words (4:2ff); and loving rather than evil speech (4:11; 5:9).  James caps off these lessons by emphasizing the best of all speech: the truth.
Truth (in love) is the Duty of Every Christian

We are in a culture where ‘yes’ does not necessarily mean ‘yes’ and ‘no’ does not necessarily mean ‘no.’  Contracts are broken.  Handshakes mean nothing.  Advertising is expected to be deceptive.  Law is what you can get away with.  The truth is a precious commodity.  Therefore, Christians must fight to be truth-tellers.  Christians must demonstrate a useful religion and a controlled tongue by telling the truth.  We must strive to be honest and open.  We must strive for clarity rather than obscurity.
Old Testament and Gospel Background

James’ exhortation, though brief and somewhat isolated in his letter, has a rich history both in the Old Testament and in the teachings of Jesus.  In the Old Testament, swearing before God and before man was a solemn occasion that could bring either immense blessing or extreme curse (Exodus 20:7; Leviticus 19:12; Numbers 30:3).  Though the Law rarely required someone to swear, the Law forcefully held the oath-taker to his oath (Exodus 22:10-11; Ecclesiastes 5:4).  By the time of Jesus’ ministry, swearing had become for many a mask for deception rather than a vehicle for truth (Matthew 23:16-22).  As a result, Jesus laid down the Kingdom ethic for Kingdom people: you have no need to swear as one characterized by truth all the time (Matthew 5:33-37).  The God of Truth births people of Truth.
Judicial Oaths Not Prohibited (In My Opinion)

Are ‘swearing’ and ‘oaths’ prohibited under all circumstances?  Some would say ‘yes.’  ‘James’ (and Jesus’) instruction is universal and clear.  James’ exhortation would even apply in the circumstance of a judicial (or vocational) oath.  Hence, Christians must refuse to swear (take an oath) in a court of law.  Many courts have accommodated this belief by offering the option to ‘affirm’ rather than ‘swear.’  But even if a court does not offer this option, Christians must never support the taking of an oath.’

Respectively, I disagree.  First, I think that Matthew 23 helps us understand that the exhortation is not universal, but addresses particular historical circumstances.  Second, I believe Christians actually diminish their testimony when refusing to swear in a court of law.  Submitting to the law and truth in a world of sinners elevates a Christian witness.  Third, I believe that the testimony of the NT prevents us from applying James’ exhortation in such a universal way (Matthew 26:63-64; Romans 1:9; 2 Corinthians 1:23, etc.).  Oath-taking is still a solemn, reverential (but infrequent) exercise in worship.  However, Christians must tell the truth, and be known as people that tell the truth, with or without an oath.
Application

1. Awash with advertising, media reporting, and even ‘church marketing,’ Christians must not reset the bar of truth.  Cleverly devised omission is not the truth.  Ambiguous words are not tools of the truth.  And of course, ‘justified’ lies are not the truth.  Christians must orient (or reorient) ourselves to our Covenant God who has revealed Himself truthfully through Jesus Christ our Lord.
2.
Truth is not opposed to love; love is not opposed to truth.  Christians are to speak and live both.  We are to repent when we do not and seek anew the God of Love and Truth.
