
The Third Word
Deuteronomy 5:11

When I went to school as a child, I had the advantage of a 
good name.  My five older brothers and sisters who preceded me 
were good students.  They weren’t troublemakers, and had 
established a good reputation for themselves among other 
students as well as with teachers.  So I was always welcomed 
with a favorable first impression.

All six of us went through the same relatively small school 
system for the whole of our education: the same elementary 
school, the same junior high school, and the same senior high 
school.  Two teachers in particular have the distinction of teaching 
all six of us.  For all of those years, I considered it a privilege to 
bear my family name, a name well known in the self-contained 
suburban community in which we lived.  My name meant 
something, even to people who didn’t know me personally.  Thus I 
have always appreciated the wisdom of,

Prov. 22:1  “A good name is to be chosen rather than great 
riches, and favor is better than silver or gold.”

So it is that one of our family rules when we were training our 
children was simple, you never make fun of someone’s name.  A 
person’s name is not fair game for jokes, it was not to be 
ridiculed.  It’s a household rule we still enforce, because to insult 
the name is to dishonor the person. 

With that wisdom, it is not hard for me to understand the 
importance of this third commandment, this third word of God’s 
law.  Names are important because, in one sense, the name is 
the person.  It is not just a label used to identify someone. Rather, 
a person and his name cannot be separated.  To honor the name 
is to honor the person.  To malign the one is to harm the other.  

That principle is all the more true with reference to God.  
When we consider the name of God, we are considering nothing 
less than God himself.  God’s name is not merely his reputation 
nor his identification.  God’s name is God!  God is his name.  And 
so we read, for example,

Deut. 14:23  “And before the Lord your God, in the place that 
he will choose, to make his name dwell there, you shall eat the 
tithe of your grain, of your wine, and of your oil, and the firstborn 
of your herd and flock, that you may learn to fear the Lord your 
God always.”

When God is presents, his name dwells in that place.  Note 
that same idea in the warning given in,

Deut.28:58  “If you are not careful to do all the words of this 
law that are written in this book, that you may fear this glorious 
and awesome name, the Lord your God, 59 then the Lord will 
bring on you and your offspring extraordinary afflictions, afflictions 
severe and lasting, and sicknesses grievous and lasting.”

Over and over again in the Scripture, we are called upon not 
merely to fear God, but to fear his name.  And they are one and 
the same thing.  Just two examples,

Psalm 103:15  “Nations will fear the name of the Lord, and all 
the kings of the earth will fear your glory.”

Rev. 15:4  “Who will not fear, O Lord, and glorify your name?  
For you alone are holy.  All nations will come and worship you, for 
your righteous acts have been revealed.”

Please note the parallelism there, the connection.  To fear 
God’s name is to glorify God’s name.  To glorify God’s name is to 
worship him.  To worship God is to honor his name, and thus the 
third commandment, describing and defining the attitude of our 
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worship.  Put in the negative,
v.11  “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in 

vain.”

Put positively,
Heb. 12:25  “...let us offer to God acceptable worship, with 

reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a consuming fire.”

Remember what I mentioned before about the first four of 
these commandments, describing and defining our worship of 
God.  Who we worship, the first commandment; how we worship, 
the second commandment; and now, why we worship.  The way 
in which we worship.  The attitude of our heart as we worship.  
We worship with reverence and awe, fear and trembling, seeking 
above anything and everything else, to honor the glory of God as 
he is revealed and made known to us by his name.

In other words,
I. ATTITUDE MATTERS.
Please don’t look at these commandments merely as a list of 

prohibitions.  A catalog of “don’ts,” things you can’t do.  And most 
especially, don’t look at this as a list of “don’ts” that have no 
positive meaning.  Just rules and regulations, legalistic obligations 
that constrain you for no particular reason that you can figure out.  
Please don’t look at these commandments that way.

Don’t look at them as the means by which you earn God’s 
favor, either.  The law is not the means by which you are saved, 
for as an unbeliever, the law convicts you of your sin and then 
leads you to Jesus that you might be saved through faith in him, 
apart from your own attempts at law-keeping.  So don’t ever begin 
to think that this exposition of the ten commandments is intended 
to encourage you to think that you can do good enough to earn a 
place for yourself in heaven. 

Instead, remember the great emphasis I have stressed in this 
book of Deuteronomy.  God has redeemed his people.  God has 
saved Israel, he has delivered them out of the house of bondage, 
out of the land of  Egypt.  God is giving these commandments to 
a people whom he has already saved.  They are already God’s’ 
people.  As the commandments began,

v.6  “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land 
of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”

Therefore, on that basis, because of that great work of God in 
redemption, therefore, now, as God’s people, this is how you 
honor him. This is how you serve him.  This is how you love him.  
And attitude matters.

A. You must always speak of God with reverence and 
awe.

Remember how Jesus teaches you to pray, the first petition of 
the Lord’s Prayer, “Hallowed by thy name.”

Hallowed means to be set apart with honor, to be consecrated 
or considered holy and sacred.  To hallow God’s name is to 
always, always speak of God with reverence.  To hallow God’s 
name is to hallow God, to honor, adore and worship him.

So we read things like this,
Ps. 29:1 “1 Give unto the Lord, O you mighty ones, Give unto 

the Lord glory and strength. 2 Give unto the Lord the glory due to 
His name; Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.”

“Give unto the Lord the glory due his name.”  That’s what we 
do in worship.  And with your words, that is what you must always 
do, when you speak of God.  

Ps. 8:1 “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the 
earth! You have set your glory above the heavens.”
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People of God, when you speak of God, you must always bear 
in mind that exalted glory.  When you speak of God, you must 
always have the greatness of God’s name in the forefront of your 
mind.  Like the four living creatures whom John saw in his vision 
of heaven,

Rev. 4:8  “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was 
and is and is to come!”...11 “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to 
receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and 
by your will they existed and were created.”

So what is required by this commandment is your words.  But 
even more than that, in a much more broad context,

B. You must live your whole life for the honor and glory of 
God.

Just as God’s name represents his whole being, your words 
are to represent your whole life.  So we read this fascinating 
description of true religion,

Micah 4:5 “For all the peoples walk each in the name of its 
god, but we will walk in the name of the Lord our God forever and 
ever.”  

“We will walk in the name of the Lord our God.”  God’s name 
is connected with your life, not just your words.  That means that 
you will walk in his ways, according to his laws.  

Your whole life must be devoted to God’s glory.  And that 
would include your attitude, the motives of your heart which show 
forth in the practice of your life.  They must all be directed at 
God’s glory and his honor.

This is the very essence of biblical Christianity, as we hear 
summarized by the Apostle Paul in,

Rom. 11:36 For from him and through him and to him are all 

things. To him be glory forever. Amen.”

“To him be glory forever.”  That’s what this commandment 
requires, that attitude, that commitment.  That dedication of your 
whole life.  And your worship.  Attitude matters.  And in that 
context,

II. WORDS MATTER.
Words have meaning, if I may contradict one of the basic 

tenets of postmodern philosophy.  Words have definition.  They 
have content.  They have purpose.  And just as we say positively 
that you must use your words to honor and glorify the name of 
God, so negatively,

A. You must not speak lightly or irreverently of God’s 
name.

Now, there are obvious examples.  Profanity, as we call it.  
Cussing.  Using some of those four letter words that you should 
have been taught not to use.  Using the Lord’s name in vain, in an 
empty or meaningless way.

Yet people do it all the time.  Carelessly and thoughtlessly, 
they refer to God by his name.  Sometimes even with intentional 
and deliberate blasphemy.  And the main thrust is carelessness.  
Using God’s name carelessly, in vain.  Without thought and 
purpose.

One of the most common expressions that people speak 
carelessly and thoughtlessly are actually words that ought to be 
used as you pray, “O my God.”  That’s a genuine and humble 
prayer, a petition.  Crying out to God for help in time of need.

But how horrible it is, and offensive to God, when people say 
those words are an irreverent expression of surprise or even 
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horror.  And they do it all the time.  People of God, when you refer 
to “My God” or “O God” be sure that you are speaking of God and 
to God with a desire to hallow his name above all other names.  
Don’t say those words carelessly when something alarms you.  
Likewise the expressions, “God Almighty”, “in God’s name” and 
“for God’s sake” are good and pleasing expressions of genuine 
prayer.  So don’t ever use them carelessly or superficially just to 
make a point!

Think further about the meaning of the word “vain,” empty.  
Using God’s name in a way that is ordinary, common.  That’s the 
meaning of the word “profane.”  Speaking about the glory of God 
through his name, without thought to what you are actually 
saying.  We do that often by using substitutes for God’s name, 
thinking that by using euphemisms you can avoid violating this 
commandment.  But substituting a euphemism for God’s name 
still means that you are calling upon God’s name, just that you 
aren’t willing to speak God’s real name as if it were offensive to 
do so.  It would seem that by definition, a euphemism for God’s 
name is necessarily taking the Lord’s name in vain, for by using a 
cheap substitute you certainly cannot claim to be speaking of the 
great and glorious honor of his name!

And what are those cheap substitutes?  Those light and 
irreverent names that are actually empty and vain, thus 
dishonoring God?  Look up the word ‘gosh’ in your dictionary.  Or 
golly.  Definition:  “A euphemistic variant of the name of God is 
used to express mild surprise or delight."  That’s profanity, 
speaking God’s name lightly.  Dishonoring God’s name by using a 
cheap substitute on frivolous occasions.  

There are also those abbreviations for Jesus’ name.  Even 
words like Gee Whiz or simply Gee, to say nothing of the 
common and careless use of Jesus’ whole name on so many 

occasions.  Then there are the direct references to the attributes 
of God, especially his goodness.  Even such statements as “O my 
gracious” or “O my goodness” or “Mercy” ought not to be spoken 
unless you are consciously and reverently speaking of the 
graciousness or goodness or mercy of God.”  Those words are all 
appeals to the glory of God, and such careless and flippant 
appeals are very much the sort of thing that this commandment 
has in mind.

And since God’s name includes all that by which he makes 
himself known, it is to take God’s name in vain to speak lightly of 
his works.  And so we carelessly speak about things “in heaven’s 
name” or more simply, just “on earth.”  People of God, don’t fool 
yourself by pretending that you aren’t calling upon God when you 
call upon his works.  When you invoke the name of heaven, you 
are actually invoking the presence of God seated upon his throne.  
When you invoke the name of earth, you call up the presence of 
God made evident in his kingdom upon earth.  So don’t do it.  

The Shorter Catechism sums it up well.  “The third 
commandment requires the holy and reverent use of God’s 
names, titles,  attributes, ordinances, Word, and works.”

Now, if you make yourself sensitive to these things, you will 
probably catch yourself far more often than you can even 
imagine, using God’s name in vain.  And let me go back to the 
reason why you ought to make yourself sensitive to these things.  
And there is nothing legalistic about it at all.  The reason is that 
since God’s name is his glory, everything you say about God and 
every time you make mention of God, you want to honor and 
glorify him.  Attitude matters.  Words matter.  So, beloved, guard 
your mouth so that when you speak of God or of his glorious 
works or attributes, you are doing so with a sincere and conscious 
desire to promote and exalt his glory.
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B. You must not use God’s name with hypocrisy.
That is to say, you must speak God’s name with your lips by 

dishonor him with your lives.  Jesus makes himself pretty clear,
Mat. 15:8  “This people honors me with their lips, but their 

heart is far from me; 9 in vain do they worship me, teaching as 
doctrines the commandments of men.”

Hypocrisy.  Then, thirdly in my list,
C. You must not swear by any other name or by any 
created thing.
Swearing means to invoke God’s name to attest to the 

truthfulness and sincerity of your words.  And in the typical effects 
of sin, we often invoke the name of things other than God.  And 
that is clearly what is before Jesus when he declares,

Mat. 5:33  “Again you have heard that it was said to those of 
old, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform to the Lord 
what you have sworn.’ 34 But I say to you, Do not take an oath at 
all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God, 35 or by the earth, 
for it is his footstool, or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great 
King. 36 And do not take an oath by your head, for you cannot 
make one hair white or black. 37 Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ 
or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from evil.”

As we read in,
James 5:12  “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.”

Along those same lines, you must avoid taking rash oaths, not 
knowing fully or understanding well what you are obliging yourself 
to do.  And when you do take an oath in God’s name, invoking 
God’s presence, keep it!  For carelessness that leads to breaking 
the oaths means that you are taking the Lord’s name in vain! 

So, if you took a marriage oath, in the presence of God, 
recognize that violating that promise, even in your mind or heart, 
means among other things that you have taken God’s name in 
vain.  If you took a membership vow in this church, likewise you 
call upon God to witness your promises and commitments.  Do 
not take his name in vain by breaking those promises.  

Fourthly, in my list of sins against the third commandment,

D. You must not invoke God’s name with superstition or 
presumption.
Let me explain.  Superstition means that you cherish some 

idea or conviction about God that is grounded in your own ideas, 
often somewhat magical or sentimental.  Superstition means that 
you think about God is ways that go well beyond what the Bible 
says about God.  

In essence, God becomes a good-luck charm.  Your religious 
experience becomes just a superstitious appeal to good luck or 
good fortune.  And you use God’s name in the process.Actually, 
the superstition of luck in any form is a way in which we dishonor 
God’s name, thinking there is power to change the course of your 
life by something other than God’s own power.  

Many formal religious ceremonies are nothing but 
superstitions, from incense and candles to certain incantations 
and religious rituals that we create and concoct in our own 
imaginations.  We are such a people of habit, however, that it is 
easy to fall into the danger of superstitious vanity, believing 
without reverence for God that by merely going through certain 
motions or uttering certain formulas we can call upon the power of 
God.

Presumption, or speaking presumptuously of God or for God, 

Page �  of �5 7



means that that you try to speak for God when God has not 
spoken.  You speak presumptuously when you go beyond what is 
written in Scripture.  You speak presumptuously if you claim to 
speak for God when God has not spoken!  That is what is so 
wrong with the modern day continuation of those apostolic gifts of 
revelation--prophecy and tongues.  What a presumption today it is 
for so called prophets to speak words of prophecy, “thus says the 
Lord,” when no such inspired prophecy has come from God.

It would be presumption for me, or for the Session, to impose 
upon you regulations or requirements that went beyond those in 
Scripture, as well, or to exercise any authority based upon our 
own ideas that do not come directly from Scripture.

Let me identify one more, though I could mention many more.  
One final example of taking the Lord’s name in vain.

E. You must not speak lightly or falsely of God’s  word.  
This would refer to hypocrites who claim the Bible to be God’s 

word but who intentionally neglect it, pervert it, or twist it to suit 
their own selfish purposes.  There are those who use the Bible to 
defend themselves, even to justify their sin.  Others would simply 
speak against God’s word, as less than trustworthy, less than 
reliable or truthful, thus accusing God of the very same thing.  As 
our Larger Catechism expounds this third commandment it refers 
to, “misinterpreting, misapplying, or any way perverting the word, 
or any part of it, to profane jests, curious or unprofitable 
questions, vain janglings, or the maintaining of false doctrines.”

And perhaps, closer to home, there is the temptation to be 
careless about the Bible, to fail to give your close attention to it 
when you read it yourself or hear it read in church.  When you 
receive the Word of God without your full and careful attention, 
you are violating this third commandment.

That’s a lot, isn’t it?  Maybe you are thinking to yourself, “that’s 
just legalism.”  But it is not.  It is how God calls us to love him, 
love which is shown by our reverence of his name.  By the 
recognition of his glory every time you speak.

Maybe you are thinking, “Nobody takes this commandment 
that seriously.”  But beloved, you need to take seriously the call to 
glorify God in every way, in all that you do and say.  You need to 
take seriously the call to worship God with reverence and honor, 
every time you speak of him.

And there is a warning, a reminder of the righteous judgment 
of God.  Actually,

III. A WARNING AND AN INVITATION.
v.11b  “…for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes His 

name in vain.”

Ultimately, and this speaks to those who are not Christians 
whose sins are not redeemed by the blood of Christ, ultimately 
there will be no forgiveness.  And the strength of warning is given 
with this commandment.  God will not have his name to be 
dishonored!  “The Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes His 
name in vain.”

And, in fact, we know what God will accomplish himself at the 
end of the age.  Speaking of Jesus he declares,

Phil. 2:9  “Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed 
on him the name that is above every name, 10 so that at the 
name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth 
and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

So what shall you say to all this?  Let me give three brief 
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applications.  First, if you are not a Christian, let the demands of 
this law teach you about the perfect holiness of God and of his 
demands that you honor him as such a God.  And under the 
condemnation of your sins, plead for forgiveness.  Trust in his 
grace and mercy to forgive you your sins that you might be saved!

Second, if you are a Christian, learn to love this law!  Learn to 
recognize how you treat lightly God’s holy name, even if you are 
unaware of it.  Recognize your sin, and repent.  Turn from it and 
seek God’s help to control even the words that you speak.  And 
do so, beloved, not under the threat of condemnation.  Do so 
because this is the way that God has said that you should show 
your love and gratitude to him.

And third, in the big picture, live your life, your whole life, for 
the honor and glory of God.  Ask him to show you, to teach you, 
exactly how to do that.  And honor his name with your lips even 
as you do with your lives.  Let your whole life demonstrate the 
sincerity of those words we read in,

Ps. 8:1  “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the 
earth!”
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