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     Out of the depths of time, while he stood in front of a burning bush in his very first encounter with 

the living God, Moses was asked by God to go to the people of Israel and tell them that God wanted to 

bring them out of slavery in Egypt.  And Moses responded “When I tell people about you and they ask 

me ‘What is God’s name?”, what shall I say to them?”  And God said to Moses, “Say this to the people of 

Israel, ‘The Lord, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, this is my name forever, 

and so I am to be remembered throughout all generations.”  Now Lord is the English translation of the 

Hebrew word Yahweh, and this is the name God personally uses in Scripture.  From the verb “to be”, it 

expresses the essence of God’s character-that God is a self-existent, self-sufficient Sovereign who 

depends on no one and nothing, but rather the One on whom all depends. 

     In other places in the Bible, God adds suffixes to God’s name so that we can better understand God’s 

character and nature.  Yahweh-Yireh means “the Lord will provide”, Yahweh-Rophe is “the Lord heals”, 

Yahweh Kaddesh means “the Lord of holiness”, and Yahweh Shalom means ‘the Lord of peace.”  And 

then when God came to us in human form, God asked Mary to call her Son Jesus, which means Savior, 

and He was given the title of Christ by the early Church, which means the Anointed One of the world.  In 

all these cases, the names of God reflect the character, nature and essence of the Holy One who is truly 

Lord of all. 

     Paul Dickinson is an author who has a hobby of collecting strange and unusual names.  He says that 

sometimes, names can be prophetic.  So for instance, Joe Bunt became a baseball coach.  Goforth and 

Ketchum, two guys, became police officers and partners.  And the classic one, Dan Druff became a 

barber!  Now most of us do not have names that predict our futures like these.  But our names do 

matter-they do stand for something, good or bad-that is why Mother Teresa, Hitler, and Martin Luther 

King Jr. are all names that mean something to us right away.  Our names speak to our reputation and 

our character.  My name matters to me, and I would guess that your name matters equally to you.  If 

that is the case, you and I can only imagine how much God’s name matters to God. 

     And so we continue this morning our sermon series on the ten commandments, and specifically look 

at the third commandment, “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.”  The people of 

Israel actually took this commandment very seriously.  They refused to say or write the name of the 

Lord, so that they would not take the chance of writing that name inappropriately.  In other words, in 

their writings, they would only spell the consonants of God’s name, Yahweh, but not the vowels.  And in 

worship, they would never say God’s name out loud, even to praise God.  This is because of this third 

commandment, because they knew how precious the name of God was.   

     And yet things have changed over the centuries, at least among non-Jewish people-I think we are all 

well aware that the third commandment is one of the most broken commandments today on a daily 

basis in our culture.  People use the name of God as a punctuation mark whenever they are amazed at 

something, as in “O God!”  They use the name of Jesus Christ as a swear word when something goes 

wrong.  How do you think God feels when God’s name is used in this way?  Jesus’ name is meant to be 

the most special name in the whole world, and yet people shout it out when they get cut off in traffic!   I 



mean, how would you feel if I used your name as a swear word!  Imagine if I was hammering something 

at my house and I hit my thumb with the hammer and I yelled out Rich Lord!  How do you think Rich, 

who is our moderator, would feel if people constantly misused his name in that way?  Actually, knowing 

Rich, he would probably see it as a compliment, but I think the rest of us might not like it so much if 

someone used our names as a swear word all the time! 

     So why do people get into the habit of swearing with Jesus’ or God’s name anyways?  Perhaps we get 

started with this because others are swearing in this way around us, and then once we get in the habit 

of it, it is very difficult to break out of.  I remember one church member sharing with me how 

disappointing it was to him personally the first time he ever heard his father swear in front of him.  He 

felt like his father had let him down that day.  It takes real effort to say that I am not going to misuse 

God’s or Jesus’ name anymore, but you make an impression on those you love when you do make that 

effort.  I know of one family that decided to work on this together, so they made a swearing jar.  

Anytime anyone in the family swore, they put a dollar in it, and they all held each other accountable in a 

fun way.  And at the end of each month, they give the money to charity!  That is a good way of helping 

everyone not to misuse God’s name.   

      So instead, let us seek to use God and Jesus’ name with honor and the utmost respect, as an act of 

worship.  The Psalmist says to us “Honor the wonderful name of the Lord.”  (Psalm 29:2)  This is an 

important thing to remember when we’re worshipping together here at the church.  Have you ever sung 

a song about Jesus Christ or God, and you didn’t even think about the words because your mind was a 

million miles away?  You are just going through the motions in a half-hearted and routine way.  But I 

encourage you that when you say the name of God or Jesus or the Holy Spirit, seek to give it honor in 

your life. 

     The third commandment however is not just about how we honor the name  of God with our words, 

but how we honor the name of God with our lives.  This is what God was getting at in the passage we 

just heard from the book of Amos this morning.  Now the book of Amos was written some 500 years 

after the Ten Commandments were given to the people of Israel, and Amos himself was someone that 

God called to be a prophet, though he was not a religious professional.  And at this point in their history 

apparently, the people of Israel were very good about going to the Temple on the Sabbath to worship 

God and glorifying the name of God, though of course they would not actually say the name of God for 

fear of taking it in vain.  They were very dedicated about holding their solemn assemblies, their 

celebratory feasts, and offering their various sacrifices to God in a very righteous manner.  They loved 

singing songs about their devotion to Yahweh, and listening to the beautiful melody of the harps in the 

Temple. They figured by doing all these things, they were in good shape with God.  They then figured 

they could use the name of God to justify all the unrighteous and unjust things they were doing the rest 

of the week. 

     So God says to them through the prophet Amos, “I hate, I despise your feasts, and I take no delight in 

your solemn assemblies.  Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and cereal offerings, I will not 

accept them, and the peace offerings of your fatted beasts I will not look upon.  Take away from me the 

noise of your songs; to the melody of your harps I will not listen.  But let justice roll down like waters, 

and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”  This passage points us to the reality that people 

sometimes use the name of God to justify going out and doing evil in the world, as incredible as that 

sounds.  We see this from terrorists and racists who use the name of God to justify the terrible things 



they do.  We have seen in the recent Catholic Church scandal how ordained clergy who have been set 

aside by the Church in the name of God have done unspeakable evil in God’s name.  

     And this is what God is getting at here in the book of Amos.  There is no point in honoring the name 

of God and lifting the name of God up for praise and worship if we are shaming the name of God in our 

lives and in our actions.  What God desires more than anything else from your life and the life of every 

person and society in this world is righteousness and justice.  God wants you and me to be righteous, in 

other words, to love the Lord our God with our heart, soul and mind and strength, and to live our lives 

as if that were true.  And God wants us to be just, in other words, to love our neighbor as ourselves, and 

to seek our neighbor’s welfare.   

     Now we can go to church every Sunday, we can jump up and down yelling “Praise the Lord!  Praise 

God!” with the loudest voice you can imagine, we can tell everyone we meet that we are a Christian, a 

follower of God, a disciple of Jesus.  And God says that all of that is meaningless to me, I hate it, I despise 

it, if you are not really going to seek righteousness and justice in your life.  It is not through our mouths 

that we are most likely to take the name of the Lord in vain, it is through the example of our lives.  Now 

let me be clear that God doesn’t want followers of Jesus to just act like you are holier than thou.  Being a 

follower of Jesus is the most natural, joyful way to live that there is.  But Jesus speaks such truth when 

He said to us that “The mouth speaks what the heart is full of.”  (Luke 6:45)   It is like squeezing a tube of 

toothpaste-when the world puts on the pressure, what is inside of us is eventually going to come out.  

Now over the past couple of weeks, we have talked about seeking to put God first in our lives, ahead of 

any other idols, and when we do that, there is a pretty good chance that our actions and words will 

match up pretty well, even when we are under pressure.  But if I haven’t turned things over in my life to 

God, and if I am filled with anxiety and tension and bitterness, then when the pressure is on, both my 

words and my actions will reflect what is actually in my heart-they are not going to reflect Jesus.  So 

today I encourage you to put God first in your life, and may this be reflected in both your actions and 

your words, so that God’s name will receive all the glory, Praise be to God, Amen. 


