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Today, we’re going to look at the Third Commandment. The first two dealt with the sovereignty of God – remembering who God is and not creating any pretenders. The Third Commandment takes a different approach. The Third Commandment talks about how we are to understand ourselves in an ongoing relationship with God.

What’s the big deal? What’s the big deal about the name?

Names are significant. Knowing names and using names involves power, it involves relationship, it involves a lot of things. Let’s consider two aspects of names:

Giving a name.

My brother-in-law, Jeff, was out here for a few days. He and his wife, Carol, are expecting their fifth child. Around dinner at Hernandez Hideaway, the topic of names for the child came up. Any of you who are parents -- and many of you who are not, but either expect to be or know people who are – know how this conversation goes. Names start getting suggested and for various reasons get tossed or filed in the “possibility” section. 

People have favorite names that may or may not make the cut. In fact, there is generally a moment around the time of birth when the name has the toughest challenge: does it fit? What exactly are we fitting? We choose names because of our hopes for the child, we choose our names because of our own experiences, and we choose these names because we are bestowing something on the child. There have been some famous mis-steps in the naming department; the Zappa’s come to mind with their daughter “Moon Unit” and son “Dweezil”. That aside, the reality is that the moment of naming involves giving a gift.

Keeping a name.

We work very hard to establish “a name for ourselves” as people. We want to be respected for who we are and what we do and how we do it. We want to be the kind of people that others admire. We want to be the kind of people that others trust. We want to be the kind of people about whom the mention of our name brings about positive feelings.

It really gripes us when we find out that someone has been talking about us behind our back – because it usually means that they are saying something negative about us. When that happens, you can feel your hackles raising up, “Who are they to judge me?” “What do they know?” “They have it all wrong!” We spend time trying to undo the damage that was done by someone using our name in a critical, demeaning, or destructive manner.

Why? Why does it matter? In fact, do we not tell our children, “Don’t worry about someone gossiping about you – it makes them look bad, not you?” Why does it matter? It matters because it is disrespectful and destructive to our name.

I. The Third Commandment demands respect for the One to whom the name belongs.

It is for our benefit, not God’s.

The Third Command is for our benefit, not God’s. It is a command to respect God.

This should not be a surprise. We ask the same of each other. 

Making oaths, prayers, etc. in the name of God – to add weight or divine approval falsely or frivolously  -- fails to recognize our total dependence upon God for moment-to-moment existence. It fails to recognize the totality of blessing we experience each day as we are sustained. 

· Done deliberately, it is fraud.

· Done recklessly, it is arrogance

· Done ignorantly, it is damaging to us and to others.

Perfunctory prayer or bookend prayers – if that’s it – are a good example. You know what those are? Those are the prayers offered at the beginning of the meeting while people are getting seated and their papers together. Those are the prayers offered at the end of the meeting asking God to bless what has been decided during the meeting while people are getting up and putting their papers away. I confess that I have been a part of some of those meetings and, frankly, have run a few.  If those are the only times God is consulted and or considered, we have used the Lord’s name in vain.

It is like the true story we have told before of the pastors of a church in the middle of a building campaign who are lamenting that it’s not going well. One says to the other, “Perhaps we should pray about this.” The other says, “It isn’t that bad, is it?”

Consider, on the other hand, Jesus taking the fish and the loaves when he was about to feed the 5,000 in Matthew 14. He gives thanks. The gospels do not quote Jesus’ prayer giving thanks but it seems safe to assume He was addressing God in sober gratitude for what God had provided. 

Did you ever wonder why Jesus had to teach the disciples how to pray?

For many people, praying “in the name of Jesus” or even prayer itself is an intimidating thing. I hear many people say, “Oh, I wish I could pray with words like the pastors…”

Let me say this here and now: thank you and no, you don’t. You want to pray like you. God doesn’t want you to say my words. God wants your heart. “And when you pray, don’t be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men….But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father. …And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”

Using the Lord’s name in vain denies the reality of who God is.

Using the Lord’s name in vain suggests that God is not real, not powerful, not present, not mindful. God’s actions to that point prove that he is real, that he is powerful, that he is present, and that he is mindful.

· He proved he was real where the gods of Egypt were not.

· He demonstrated his power in multiple ways: defeating the gods, ruling over nature, thwarting the military, ruining the economy, demonstrating his authority over life and death.

· He is present with the people. They know that he’s with them.

· Further, these commandments are not so that he can go away and do other things – they are given so that the people understand what it means to belong to God.

Yet, these are the very issues at play in today’s world. Is God real? Is God powerful? Is God present? Does God pay attention? Two examples:

The President was asked about this during the press conference this week. David Gregory from NBC asked him to comment about whether he thought his judicial nominees were being held up because of religious beliefs and whether belief should inform decisions in politics. It’s a fascinating question. 

Pragmatically, the President answered in a fashion, saying that he did not believe that the judicial nominees were being held up for religious reasons, that they were being held up for their judicial philosophy. Then he went on to say how his faith is important to him.

While that is the pragmatic answer, the Third Command says that faith and decision-making are not separable. That is, the two go hand-in-hand. Judicial philosophy exists within the context of faith – not side by side and separable – or there is no faith at all. A faith without works, James says, is no faith at all.

The second example is conversations and the news reporters’ favorite quotable, “It is all the same God. It does not matter which God you pray to, just so long as you pray. They’re all the same.” Not only is that incorrect, it is dangerous and damaging. It denies what God has revealed about himself and it applies the name of God to things that are not God. It is the most insidious kind of idolatry because it substitutes a function for the person of God. People are more than function; to confuse the two is dangerous. It is how children are seduced into abduction – an adult takes on the function of a parent without being the parent. Worshipping false gods when you know the name of the real God is no different. To do so is to take the Lord’s name in vain.

The prohibition against taking the Lord’s name means that there is no other authority – whether pragmatism, freedom, ideology, economy, power or anything else – that supercedes God’s call on us. God defines who we are: we are his. That sets the framework for everything else. The United States is in danger because we insist that people deny the authority of God in their lives, saying that the LORD is lord only of their private lives. That is to take the Lord’s name in vain.

Another way of thinking about this is the frustration many veterans feel at the treatment of the flag; either it is being desecrated by burning or trivialized by making it a fashion statement. To our men and women  in service, these actions suggest a lack of seriousness about the significance of their work.


Encountering the Living God makes us immediately aware of our shortcomings.

The Third Command has an “or else” clause though it does not need one. “For the LORD will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.” That seems fairly self-evident. In the Third Commandment, God does not specify lightning bolts and a hovering presence of “gotcha,” but God does make it clear that he takes our behavior seriously. 

There is the impression that God does not want us to act like bad sitcom where some stooge is mimicking the boss while the boss stands right behind him watching. Suddenly, when no one is laughing, the stooge suddenly realizes what is happening and cringes, saying, “He’s right behind me, isn’t he?” The others can only nod in the affirmative.

That feeling of dread, that feeling of having made a complete jerk out of ourselves, that feeling of “oh, that’s going to hurt” – well, that feeling is not new to the world and is not the invention of sitcoms.

Consider Scripture’s multiple examples of human beings being confronted with the presence of the living God. 

· Genesis 15, God appears to Abram in a dream and opens with “Do not be afraid Abram, I am your shield, your very great reward.”

· Exodus 3, God says from the burning bush, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God.

· In I Kings 19, the word of the LORD comes to Elijah – after a powerful wind tore the mountain, after an earthquake, and after a fire – the word of the LORD comes to Elijah in a still small voice or gentle whisper and Elijah pulls a cloak over his face.

· Isaiah 6 (and this has to be quoted because it is too rich to summarize): “I saw the LORD seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: with two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty!”

· One of my favorites, Job, who gets his wish after demanding an audience with God to plead his case about the injustice of his suffering, answers God by saying, “I am unworthy – how can I reply to you? I put my hand over my mouth. I spoke once, but I have no answer – twice, but I will say no more.”

We have all these examples of what happens when we come into the presence of the living God and yet we forget. We get complacent as the hero of our own story. We begin to see ourselves at the center of existence. That is precisely the place where we begin to fail to honor the name of God. 

The prohibition against using the LORD’s name in vain is a matter of respect and honor: 

· God is real;

· God is powerful;

· God is present; and,

· God is mindful.

II.  “Don’t use in vain” does not mean “don’t use.”

There is a terrible temptation to play things safe and read the Third Commandment to mean, “Do not use the Lord’s name.”

The problem is that Christians just cannot avoid using the Lord’s name. Why? Because we are commanded to use it. One of our New Testament readings – familiar to everyone by now because we keep going back to it – is Matthew 28 in which the risen Christ says to his disciples, “All authority on heaven and earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations” – doing what? – “baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them all I have commanded.” 

To digress for a moment: this is one of the battlegrounds for the church today. The baptismal formula of “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” is being challenged with a substitute: Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer. On its face it does not seem to be that big a deal; however, it is huge. The change identifies God as a functionary rather than a person. It suggests that God is worshipped for what is done rather than who he is. God’s actions are worth praising, but it is God whom we praise.

A quick read of the Old Testament shows that use of the name of God is not avoided. If you were to count the number of times Yahweh (in our version the LORD) appears, you would find 6,828. Elohim is used approximately 2,600 times. 

Further, a quick read of the New Testament would reveal the name of Jesus …well, you get the idea.


Using the Name of God Rightly.

How is the name of God supposed to be used? It is to be used when recognizing that God is real, that God is powerful, that God is present, and God is mindful.

1. It is used when telling of God’s goodness.

· Psalm 8: O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth.

· Psalm 9: I will praise you, O LORD, with all my heart; I will tell of all your wonders. I will be glad and rejoice in you; I will sing praise to your name, O Most High.

· Psalm 29: Ascribe to the LORD, O mighty ones, ascribe to the LORD glory and strength. Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; worship the LORD and the splendor of his holiness.

· Isaiah 9: For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this.

· John 1, the Prologue, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.”

· In Revelation 4, worship in heaven includes “Day and night they never stop saying, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD God Almighty, who was and is and is to come.”

2. It is used when telling of God’s deeds.

· Deuteronomy 6: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them upon your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.

· Joshua 24: “This is what the LORD, the God of Israel says,…” and goes into a history of what God has done.  He sums up with, “But if serving the LORD seems undesireable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve…But as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.”

· Philippians 2: “Christ Jesus, who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.”

· Acts 4: “Rulers and elders of the people! If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, then know this, you and all the people of Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead that this man stands before you healed. He is “the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone.” Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

3. It is used when telling of our hope, found in the name of Jesus Christ.

· Proclamation of the gospel

i. In the Pentecost sermon, Peter proclaims the good news and receives this reaction: “The people were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’ Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.”
ii. In Romans 10, Paul says, “If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.
· Prayer

i. John 17: “Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you. For you granted him authority over all people that he might give eternal life to all those you have given him. Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent. I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you gave me to do. And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began.”
· Praise and worship

i. I will give you all my worship

ii. Here I am to worship
This Third Commandment reminds us that we live in relationship with God. God invites us to live in communion with him, expecting that we will honor and respect him. He has given us the gift of knowing his name. To treat Yahweh’s name with disrespect is to treat his gift lightly, to underestimate his power, to scorn his Presence, and to misrepresent to others his very nature as “The One Who Always Is.” 

To use the name of God rightly, we need to say it in the context of worship, praise, and proclamation:

· Who is your Lord and Savior?

· Who is King of Kings and Lord of Lords?

· Who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation?

· Who is the head of the body?

When we gather together to proclaim the goodness of the Lord, we remember that:

God is real. God is powerful. God is present. And God is mindful. 

We remember, as Jesus commanded us to remember. We gather at this table for the purpose of remembering the name of God and what God has done for us. We gather at this table – in the name of Jesus Christ – confessing him to be the Christ, the Son of the Living God. 

Amen?

Let us prepare our hearts for communion.
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