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James 5:12  12 But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath; but your yes is to be yes, and your no, no, so that you may not fall under judgment.  
Introduction:  It is tempting to skip this verse because it seems to be randomly inserted into these closing instructions, until you get to those last three words.  I must confess that when God’s Word starts using phrases like “fall under judgment,” my ears perk up.   If the book of James has done anything for us, it should have convinced us that the Christian life is intended to be lived out and not just professed.  
James 1:22   22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.
James 2:12   12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of liberty.

James 2:17   17 Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself.

James 3:2   2 For we all stumble in many ways. If anyone does not stumble in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to bridle the whole body as well.

James 3:13 13 Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show by his good behavior his deeds in the gentleness of wisdom.

James 4:10-11 10 Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.  11 Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it.

It is vital to understand anything that God warns may cause us to “fall under judgment.”  Does this verse refer to swearing to “tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”  Should we refuse to be sworn in as a witness in court or is it speaking of cursing?
One thing is certain though; This verse has to do with the truth and the truth has to do with Christ Jesus Himself.  
John 14:6  Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.
Followers of Christ often do not take truth seriously enough.  What is our Lord’s view of the importance of “truth” in everyday life?  Is His view also yours?  To transport us back to the Sermon on the Mount, James restates Jesus’ proposition on oaths or vows very clearly.  This morning we want to know from Scripture three things: 

· What does it mean to swear by heaven or by earth

· What does it mean to let your yes be yes and your no be no

· What does it mean to fall under judgment

We are going to ask God to reveal to us how important the truth is in everyday life.  What is actually on the line when we open our mouths to speak to one another?   I have prayed that we will not feel the same way about our truthfulness when we leave this morning. 
What does it mean to swear by heaven or by earth

James 5:12 But above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath; 
But above all:  Although this command may appear random, the use of this little transitional phrase shows that it is connected to the passage at hand.  Starting in Chapter Four, James has warned us of worldliness in several of its worse forms.  

· Selfish quarreling. 

James 4:1-4  What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members?  2 You lust and do not have; so you commit murder. You are envious and cannot obtain; so you fight and quarrel..... Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God. 

· Speaking against our brothers which is actually speaking against Christ who told us to “love one another.”

James 4:11-12  11 Do not speak against one another, brethren. He who speaks against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a doer of the law but a judge of it.  12 There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your neighbor? 

· Presuming upon the future.  This is a form of worldliness that only takes into account what we think will happen based on what has happened so far.  It is trust in the world.   
James 4:13-14  13 Come now, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit."  14 Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away.

· Accumulating wealth by exploiting others. 

James 5:4-5   4 Behold, the pay of the laborers who mowed your fields, and which has been withheld by you, cries out against you; and the outcry of those who did the harvesting has reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth.  5 You have lived luxuriously on the earth and led a life of wanton pleasure; you have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter.

And Now….”above all!”  The worst one of the list so far is the one that God is about to condemn.  That makes this really bad.  If this is worse than malicious quarreling, vicious backbiting,  foolish presumption and shameless exploitation, then it is very serious.  If we think this verse is random or minor, then why is it the most important in the list?  
Do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any other oath:  What does this mean?  James is clearly quoting Jesus in this verse.  
Matthew 5:34-37  34But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; 35or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. 36And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. 37Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.

To understand this command we need to know that the Pharisees and Scribes of that day had created a legal system of oaths out of whole cloth. They had an oath for tithing, for journeying on the Sabbath, for washing your hands before meals, and many more. They had passed all of these off to the people as “commands from God,” even though they had made them up themselves.  

Jesus routinely went out of His way to violate these “so called” laws in public and then using their indignation to instruct the people.   The man healed on the Sabbath was one such occasion. 

Matthew 12:10-15  10 And a man was there whose hand was withered. And they questioned Jesus, asking, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”--- so that they might accuse Him.  11 And He said to them, "What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out?  12 "How much more valuable then is a man than a sheep! So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath."  13 Then He said to the man, "Stretch out your hand!" He stretched it out, and it was restored to normal, like the other.  14 But the Pharisees went out and conspired against Him, as to how they might destroy Him.  15 But Jesus, aware of this, withdrew from there. Many followed Him, and He healed them all,
The vowing here is just another example of the type of godless religion that is illustrated in the above story. It was ridiculously childish.  Jesus said as much on another occasion:

Matthew 11:16-19  16 "But to what shall I compare this generation? It is like children sitting in the market places, who call out to the other children,  17 and say, 'We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.'  18 "For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, 'He has a demon!'  19 "The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, 'Behold, a gluttonous man and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!' Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds."
These religionists designated certain things to “swear” by.  When they swore oaths by them their credibility could not be questioned. [“cross my heart and hope to die,” was supposed to prove we were telling the truth when I was a kid]  For the Pharisee it was a way of putting an end to the dispute and actually allowed them to deceive people because the truthfulness of things sworn in a certain way could simply “not be questioned” [according to them]. Like their other foolishness, Jesus condemned this practice soundly and so does James.  Listen as Jesus explains it in greater detail later in Matthew’s gospel. He is speaking to the Pharisees.  

Matthew 23:16-22  "Woe to you, blind guides! You say, 'If anyone swears by the temple, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gold of the temple, he is bound by his oath.' 17You blind fools! Which is greater: the gold, or the temple that makes the gold sacred? 18You also say, 'If anyone swears by the altar, it means nothing; but if anyone swears by the gift on it, he is bound by his oath.' 19You blind men! Which is greater: the gift, or the altar that makes the gift sacred? 20Therefore, he who swears by the altar swears by it and by everything on it. 21And he who swears by the temple swears by it and by the one who dwells in it. 22And he who swears by heaven swears by God's throne and by the one who sits on it.

You can now see more clearly why the Pharisees hated Christ.  He was breaking the back of their lying, legalistic power over the people.  False religion holds people in bondage just as surely as lust and sin.  Look at what Paul says about going back under man-made laws and make no mistake, these vows were man made laws. 
Galatians 5:1-4  It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery…….  4 You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.
The people of this day had the custom of dragging God in on their lies.  They swore these oaths to silence those who questioned the truth of what they were saying.  Today,  people sometimes say things like, “I swear to God” for the same reason.   Religionists say things like, “The Holy Spirit told me to tell you this,”  or  “I received a word from the Lord that…..”  Things like this are intended to put a stop to all questioning of what is being said.  I mean, really….are you going to question the Holy Spirit or God the Father?  

God’s word demands that this practice of dragging God into it with an oath must be stopped. This is the meaning of  “DO NOT SWEAR!”  

What does it mean to let your yes be yes and your no be no?
Your yes is to be yes, and your no, no:  This is the positive side of this command.  God starts by telling us what not to do and then moves on to instruct us what TO DO!   In a phrase:   TELL THE TRUTH and tell it all the time.  

Several years ago people in several states passed laws that made it illegal to tell an outright lie in a campaign ad.  In other words, the people were just sick of politicians using bold faced deception to get elected.  What a breath of fresh air….right?   But not so fast.  The laws were overturned by the courts saying that they infringed on free speech in political campaigns.  So, I guess this passage in James might be more contemporary than we might have previously thought.  

Lying is a national pastime in America. Cheating in school is a form of lying.  Creative accounting or false company projections all fall into this category.  Here in James and again with Jesus God is calling for the truth.  But what does that mean exactly?  We are not only living in a day where lying is the norm, but the existence of objective truth is seriously questioned.  But this is not a new thing.  People did not believe in truth even in Christ’s day.  

John 18:37-38  7 Therefore Pilate said to Him, "So You are a king?" Jesus answered, "You say correctly that I am a king. For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice."  38 Pilate said to Him, "What is truth?" And when he had said this, he went out again to the Jews and said to them, "I find no guilt in Him. 

Pilate was his own source of truth. Sound familiar? [That’s your truth}  He did not find guilt in Christ because he had examined Him by a standard of truth. NO, not that at all.  He found no guilt in Christ simply because he [Pilate] by his own standard and authority, “found no guilt in Him.”  So then,  let’s ask this question again:  WHAT IS TRUTH?

John 14:6   6 Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me. 

John 8:31-32   31 So Jesus was saying to those Jews who had believed Him, "If you continue in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine;  32 and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free." 

Jesus is God and God is truth.  Jesus went on in John 8 to make this clear.  

John 8:35-36  35 "The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son does remain forever.  36 "So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.  
So is it the truth that makes you free or is it the Son?  YES!

In other words, there is an objective standard of truth.  It is God.  God created reality as we know it.  He is the owner of this universe as well as its designer.  He has issued a universally binding Word.  It is the Scripture and it is true because it is breathed out by God who is the Truth.  Everything men think is weighed against and filtered through The Word of The Living God.  

For example: Did the Universe come into existence by the command of God in six literal days.  God says it did.  Men say it did not.  But, God is the standard by which truth is defined. 

Exodus 20:9-11  9 "Six days you shall labor and do all your work,  10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you.  11 "For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. 
Scripture admonishes us to stop playing games with the truth.  What you say is to conform to reality.  It is not true, for example to say that you have never been in a car accident, because you were actually driving a pickup truck at the time.  It is not true to say that we believe in Creation if it is not the creation God believes in.  It is not true to say we know Christ if all we did was pray a religious prayer.  

So the next time you are tempted to lie…take a deep breath and tell the truth.  This is more important than all the other worldliness that vies for your hearts.  Simple, unvarnished truth is humility in practice.  It is trusting God to care for you and your relationships.  It is trusting Him to provide for your needs.  It is trusting Him to vindicate your cause.  It is humility in its purest form.  

Ephesians 4:21-25  21 if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught in Him, just as truth is in Jesus,  22 that, in reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit,  23 and that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind,  24 and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth.  25 Therefore, laying aside falsehood, SPEAK TRUTH EACH ONE of you WITH HIS NEIGHBOR, for we are members of one another. 
This is what it means to let your yes be yes and your no be no.   
What does it mean to fall under judgment?
So that you may not fall under judgment:  The judgment is for not telling the truth.  The judgment is for trying to deceive others by forcing God [with an oath] to testify on your behalf.  That is what these forbidden oaths are all about.  Can you imagine the audacity of this.  Telling someone that God testifies on your behalf that you are telling the truth and therefore they may not question what you have said or done.  
The judgment is not for taking a oath before a court or giving your word to God or men.  How do I know?  The Scripture provides examples of men who took these kinds of oaths. 
· Abraham swore an oath to keep a covenant with Abimelech
Genesis 21:28-32  28 Then Abraham set seven ewe lambs of the flock by themselves.  29 Abimelech said to Abraham, "What do these seven ewe lambs mean, which you have set by themselves?"  30 He said, "You shall take these seven ewe lambs from my hand so that it may be a witness to me, that I dug this well."  31 Therefore he called that place Beersheba, because there the two of them took an oath.  32 So they made a covenant at Beersheba;

· Paul took a religious vow to fulfill certain rituals.  [Acts 18:18].  

Acts 18:18 Paul, having remained many days longer, took leave of the brethren and put out to sea for Syria, and with him were Priscilla and Aquila. In Cenchrea he had his hair cut, for he was keeping a vow.
· In the book of Revelation we even see an angel swearing a vow.  
Revelation 10:5-6  5 Then the angel whom I saw standing on the sea and on the land lifted up his right hand to heaven,  6 and swore by Him who lives forever and ever, WHO CREATED HEAVEN AND THE THINGS IN IT, AND THE EARTH AND THE THINGS IN IT, AND THE SEA AND THE THINGS IN IT, that there will be delay no longer,

Men come under judgment when they drag God in as a witness to their duplicity.  Using religious talk or the name of God to silence opposition to what they say is a serious offense to God.  

CONCLUSION: Not an oath but the clear simple truth.  This is the call of God to His children.  It is the purest form of Christlikeness.  It reveals our Savior who is the way and the truth and the life.  
· God refuses to be bound by what men say is true or untrue. We should also refuse to be bound by such things also.  We are servants of Christ not servants of men and their religions. “Let God be True!!”  We cannot be followers of Jesus who IS THE TRUTH, while we persist in deception of any kind. 
· Christ expects His children to have an absolute and unswerving commitment to the truth.  We do not seek to deceive “other men,” “ourselves” or “God.” “Let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes’ and  your ‘No’ be ‘No!’ ”   Begin today to be absolutely transparent before God and others.  It is humility in action and reveals the Glory of Christ in your life. 
Psalm 25:4-11   4 Make me know Your ways, O LORD; Teach me Your paths.  5 Lead me in Your truth and teach me, For You are the God of my salvation; For You I wait all the day.  6 Remember, O LORD, Your compassion and Your loving kindnesses, For they have been from of old.  7 Do not remember the sins of my youth or my transgressions; According to Your lovingkindness remember me, For Your goodness' sake, O LORD.  8 Good and upright is the LORD; Therefore He instructs sinners in the way.  9 He leads the humble in justice, And He teaches the humble His way.  10 All the paths of the LORD are lovingkindness and truth To those who keep His covenant and His testimonies.  11 For Your name's sake, O LORD, Pardon my iniquity, for it is great.
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