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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, AMEN. 

 In the year that King Uzziah died Isaiah had a vision of the Lord.  It was as if 

he had been transported up to the throne room of heaven.  The sight was awesome.  

The Lord's train filled the temple.  The door posts shook..  Angelic beings were 

hovering about the throne and calling back and forth one to another, "Holy! Holy! 

Holy!"  And smoke filled the entire house.  It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands 

of the living God and Isaiah found himself in those hands.  He fell apart.  He said, 

"Woe is me! for I am undone."  In the Bible we find God blessing and cursing.  What 

is blessed under his hand lives and prospers; what is cursed under his hand is burned 

in the fire and destroyed.  The word that indicates that the curse has fallen is "Woe."  

One of the strongest expressions of this is found in Revelation 8: 

 And I beheld, and heard an angel flying through the midst of heaven, 
saying with a loud voice, "Woe, woe, woe, to the inhabitants of the earth..." 

That cry burst from deep within Isaiah.  And here's the thing.  When he cried out 

"Woe is me," in that moment of crisis, what he focused in on was blasphemy.  Taking 

the Lord's name in vain.  "Woe is me."  Why?  "Because I am a man of unclean lips 

and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for mine eyes have seen the 

King, the Lord of hosts." 
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 Isaiah was right to see the seriousness of his situation.  And what was true for 

Isaiah is certainly true for us today.  We need desperately to heed the message that we 

have unclean lips, for I think that it can honestly be said that never before in Canada 

has there been so much taking of the Lord's name in vain.  But even more serious 

than the vanity on the lips of worldly Canadians, the blasphemy we hear in movies 

and television and experience in the culture at large, is the profanity heard in the 

church.  When Isaiah says that he dwells among a people of unclean lips he is not  

speaking about Gentiles.  He is speaking of Israel--of God's chosen.  And today, just 

as in the day of Isaiah, the Lord God Almighty is zealous to see that his name is 

hallowed, reverenced and spoken in fear.  Our Catechism rightly points out that "no 

sin is greater or provokes his wrath more than the profaning of his name."  If that is 

true of worldlings, and it is, how much more true is it of his children.   

 Now before we get to the specifics of the third commandment, which states, 

"You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain; for the Lord will not hold 

him guiltless who takes his name in vain," I want to put things into perspective.  The 

first commandment deals with the being of God and it tells us that there is one God 

and one God only and it is this God alone who is to be worshiped.  We are not to be 

like Hindoos or Moslems or humanists who worship different gods.  We are to 

worship the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God who is forever Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit.  The second commandment deals with the method of worship of the 
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one true God.  We are not to make images of God and bow down before them.  We 

are not to worship the right God in the wrong way as, for example, the Eastern 

Orthodox do with all of their various icons and images.   

 Now we might think that as good Reformed Christians we have the right God 

and we have the right method of worship, so we're home free.  "Not so fast," says the 

Lord God.  "You must also worship me in the right spirit.  You may have the right 

name on the door of the church.  You might have a sanctuary that is pleasing to my 

eye.  But if in your worship your hearts are far from me, nothing you do or say will  

be acceptable.  If your hearts are far from me in worship, you are taking my name in 

vain and I "hate and despise" such feasts." 

 Let's look at the commandment more closely and see how we can best 

understand what God would have us understand by the phrase, "taking the Lord's  

Name in vain."  What does that mean?  Well, it encompasses a number of things.   

To take the Lord's name in vain means to indulge in profanity.  Profanity is a word 

that comes from the Latin words "pro" and "fanus."  "Pro" means "out" and "fanus" 

means "temple."  We use profanity when we make no distinction between what is 

holy and what is unholy, between what is pure and what is impure.  We use profanity 

when we make the uncommon common.  Taking the Lord's name in vain also means  
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abusing God's name by cursing.  Cursing makes God's holy name a plaything and 

uses it in the service of sin and corruption.  And taking the Lord's name in vain also 

includes perjury.  Perjury  has to do with lying after promising in God's name to 

speak the truth.  God hates perjury.   

 Here are a few more things we need to be aware of if we are to keep the third 

commandment.  To take the Lord's name in vain also means to use his name 

thoughtlessly, as if it were of no importance, instead of with fear and reverence.   

We break the commandment when we make God's name of no account.  This 

commandment also forbids us both from using God's name coldly as if it were simply 

an object of discussion and from refusing to use the name of God at all.  We are not 

to forget the Lord; he has revealed his name to us and we are to use it in the proper 

way.   

 Let me give you a number of examples of what it means to take the Lord's 

name in vain.  Sometimes you hear people use God's name over and over again in 

their everyday conversation.  It just rolls off their tongues.  They don't even think of 

what they are saying.  If you speak to them about it they will say something like, 

"But I don't mean anything by it!"  The answer to that is, "Exactly!  That's why God 

is angry with such talk.  He doesn't want his name used that way.  His name is to be 

cherished and hallowed."   
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 Sometimes it is more subtle than that.  A couple of years ago I saw an Oprah 

Winfree show.  You should try to watch her a couple of times a year.  It will give you 

a very good insight into what the world is thinking.  In any event, this was at the start 

of some sort of new age "spiritual awakening" she was going through.  Oprah was 

talking about God and bemoaning the fact that people had so many disagreements 

about who God was and how he should be approached.  She said that her "god" had 

many names.  He was called something by Christians and something else by 

Moslems and something else by Buddhists.  In fact, he had so many names he  

didn't really care which one was people used.  He was indifferent to the whole issue.  

It was amazing.  She got it exactly wrong.   

 Sometimes God's name is used politely but coldly, as if God were simply an 

object of discussion fit for dinner party conversation.  The academic discussions 

about the being and nature of God that we had in my seminary classes were often  

like that.  There was no heart involved.  And often little head.  There was little sense 

that we were discussing a God who was not only alive but present, awesome and 

responsible for granting us every breath we took, every heartbeat we had.  There was 

no sense that we were speaking in a way that angered God mightily, the God who, at 

any moment, might decide in all righteousness and justice to cast us into the pit.  We 
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used his name but we were oblivious to what we were doing.  We had no idea of the 

danger we were in or the forbearance God was showing.         

 Sometimes the commandment is broken in the house of God itself.  A person 

comes to church.  He hears the word of the Lord who is named Jehovah, the God of 

the Covenant, the great I AM.  He prays to the God whose name is El Jon, God  

Most High.  He confesses the faith, saying that he believes in El Shaddai, God 

Almighty.  He offers his gifts in the name of God the Father, God the Son and God 

the Holy Spirit.  He receives the benediction, given in the name of the Prince of 

Peace.  And yet he goes home, his heart unchanged.  He is still self-centred.  He is 

still unreconciled to his brother.  He is still at odds with the neighbour across the  

back yard fence.  He has taken God's name in vain; he has made it of no account.  He 

has heard the call of God to repent and has stopped up his ears. 

 That was the situation in the time of Amos.  The needy were being crushed.  

There was no justice in the courts.  Bribery was rampant.  And the people were as 

religious as could be.  In answer to this taking of his name in vain, in response to the 

hypocrisy, this is what the Lord said: 

 I hate, I despise your feast days, and I will not smell in your solemn 
assemblies.  Though ye offer me burnt-offerings and your meat-offerings, I 
will not accept them: neither will I regard the peace-offerings of your fat  
beasts.  Take thou away from me the noise of thy songs, for I will not hear the 
melody of thy viols. 

 7



Hypocrisy, especially hypocrisy in the church, breaks the third commandment and 

brings the chastening hand of God upon his people.   

 This is what is at stake.  There used to be a vital church in Ephesus.  It's no 

longer there.  There was a vital church presence throughout North Africa.  They gave 

us St. Augustine and Athanasius.  It's no longer there.  In Scotland, the blazing light 

of the Reformation has long since dimmed.  In Europe cathedrals have become 

museums.  And in our land--well, we may be behind Europe a bit but we're on the 

same path.  God will not honour a country or a church in which his name is not 

honoured and spoken with a heartfelt reverence and awe.  He loves his good name 

more than he loves us and he will have it used in a way that gives him the honour and 

glory. 

   What are we to do?  What are we to do when we know we are guilty and that 

God has commanded the death penalty for those who have blasphemed?  Here is 

Herman Hoeksema: 

 Can we keep this third commandment in all its implications 
perfectly?  ...the answer, according to Scripture as well as according to the 
testimony of our own consciousness is: by no means.  The Christian, the 
believer in Christ  
Jesus, has but a small beginning of the new obedience; and his old nature is 
still profane.  And according to that old nature, we still frequently violate also 
this third commandment of the law.  We hate it, and are heartily sorry for it.   
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But we do that which we hate, nevertheless.   
 And therefore, in the first place, it is a good thing that we realize by 
faith that we are not under the law but under grace, and that we may take the 
threat that is connected with this third commandment, "The Lord will not hold  
him guiltless that taketh his name in vain," to the cross of Jesus Christ our 
Lord.  In him we know that we have the forgiveness of sins and everlasting 
righteousness....  By the power of God's marvelous grace in Christ Jesus we 
have been delivered from that horrible corruption that makes us swear and 
curse and trample under foot the name of God, to drag it in the mire of sin.    

 Repent.  Confess your sin.  Leave blasphemy behind.  But that is only the first 

step.  The Christian life isn't just about emptying ourselves of sin; it is about filling  

ourselves with the good things of God.  How do we do that?  Here is Herman 

Veldkamp: 

The third commandment lays the greatest possible responsibility upon us.  
Watch your words.  Watch what you write.  Is the name of God extolled by that 
letter I write?  by that conversation I am having? by the work that I do?  Or 
would a blemish be cast upon that beautiful name?  That is the question I shall 
pose to myself from the time I awake to the time I retire to rest, the whole long 
day.  And as long as I do not do that I have understood nothing of that exalted 
command of the Lord of lords to his people Israel. 

  

 If you would keep the commandment, use God's name with fear and reverence.  

Obey his commandments.  Call upon him in true faith, with confidence and gratitude 

for what he has done for you through the life, death and resurrection of his Son.  

Speak to others about what the Lord God means to you and how he has done a work 
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in you that only an Almighty God could do.  In what you say and in what you do, let 

the love of Christ shine through.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.  
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