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As you may know, we are walking through the Ten Commandments and thinking 
about what they have to say to us.  My sense is that as we come out of Christmas and 
we begin to think about what it means to live into a life of faith, one of the things we do is 
to look at those core values and core descriptions of what it means to be people of God.  
So I decided to go back to the Ten Commandments.  We are stepping through each one, 
and today we are looking at the commandment “You shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain.”  This is from the Revised Standard version.  In the NRSV translation 
we read this morning, it says “Do not misuse the name of God.” 

 
Why is there a commandment about the name of God?  What difference does it 

make?  What’s in a name?  Sometimes when we think about the Jewish people and what 
it meant for them to talk about the name of God, we might think that it reflected the very 
nature and essence of who God is.  It reflected this so much that they wouldn’t even use 
the name of God.  The NRSV actually follows that, and instead of printing the name that 
is used, they put in LORD, capitalized, to help us recognize that the name of God was 
written there.   

 
Today we hardly ever actually use a name of God.  We tend to use “God” as the 

name of God, so we have the capital G (God) versus the small g (god).  As we begin to 
think about what it means to think about God and the nature and essence of God that 
word symbolizes, we begin to wonder why God might ask us to pay attention to how we 
use God’s name.   

 
Any of us might say that we want our name to be respected.  We like it when 

somebody knows our name.  There’s a sense of being known and respected.  We think 
about our good name in the community as being important.  Companies will say, “We can 
sell our brand because our name means something to people.”  So as we begin to think 
about why God might be asking us to pay attention, some of that is appropriate to think 
about. 

 
So what does it mean to use God’s name in vain?  Some of you may remember 

Gaston as a character out of Beauty and the Beast, the Disney animated cartoon.  For 
me, he is one of those people who demonstrates what it means to be vain or conceited in 
the human sense of that word.  When it says “don’t use God’s name in vain” it doesn’t 
mean quite that same thing, but I will get to that.   

 
The other form of “vain” can also mean “nothing” or “empty.”  So how could we use 

God’s name in a way that empties it of its meaning?  Sometimes I think it’s our vanity, our 
conceitedness, our desire to want to be great that we use God’s name to build ourselves 
up.  I think there’s an overlap between that idea of emptying God’s name and our own 
sense of vanity or desire to be greatest. 

 
We might think about how God looks at all this.  That’s where that Deuteronomy 

passage goes when it says God will not soon acquit you if you misuse God’s name, make 



it empty, less respected.  That idea of being acquitted is interesting.  It means to be 
“clean” or “innocent.”  God won’t soon see you innocent, won’t see the relationship as 
healed in the way it might be if you are using God’s name in vain, causing disrespect of 
God’s name. 

 
When I was probably about twelve, just going into Junior High, I was at that 

impressionable time in life and beginning to wonder about all these people around me 
who were using swear words.  My family just didn’t do that.  There was this temptation to 
be like everybody else.  I wondered why I couldn’t swear, too.  One time my mother and 
sister and I went to a play, and it was full of profanity.  My mother was very upset.  She 
thought this was a waste of time.  I asked her, “What’s the big deal about all of that?”  So 
she told me a story about how she had seen a man on the phone with the IRS, and when 
he got off the phone he used that curse that we often use—God, send them to hell.  She 
said he said it with such passion that she took that curse seriously.  Sometimes we say it 
simply as a way to express our anger, and in doing so perhaps we are belittling God.  We 
want God to help people know how angry we are.  But she was taking the idea of the 
curse itself very seriously.  Why would we use God’s name to curse someone, to ask 
God to send someone to hell?  As a junior higher, I’m not sure I really quite got that and 
appreciated it, and yet it makes me think about using God’s name.  So the curse has this 
double sense to it of reducing God to a servant and trying to use God’s power for our own 
purposes. 

 
However, this commandment is more than using God’s name in a curse.  In the 

Jewish tradition, I’m told, by the way we act as we live our lives, we are either showing 
respect for God’s name or not.  As a people of God, what we do reflects on God.  So if 
you want to have a good name, you have to do things that make that name good, that 
make people trust it and respect it.  They transfer that to being the people of God.  How 
does our action reflect, or not, God’s good name?  We are, in many ways, the 
representatives of God as the people of God.   

 
It’s not only how we use the name of God in a way that empties God’s name, but how 

we can bring disrespect on God’s name.  I often think the way we end up bringing 
disrespect on God’s name is by trying to use God’s name or God’s power as leverage for 
our own power.  I tend to think of God as powerful, and if I have a special relationship, a 
special way of being able to use God in my life, then maybe I can leverage that to make 
myself more powerful.   

 
We can, I think, see that through the history of humankind.  In fact, yesterday several 

of us went to Presbytery.  At that Presbytery meeting we did an exercise where we heard 
the story of Native Americans and their interactions with Europeans.  Central to that was 
something called “the doctrine of discovery.”  Way back in the 1400s, just before 
Columbus took off, there was a Pope who said, “Because it’s not within the Christendom 
that we know, anything you discover can be accumulated for us.  It will be ours.  And any 
people you meet can be subjugated, enslaved, even killed, because they are not part of 
the Christendom we know.”  Some would argue that it was a legitimation of genocide.   

 
That perspective that if you’re not part of us, and we have God on our side, then I 

don’t have to care for you seems to be a perversion of what the early church actually did 
during the time of the Roman Empire, a perversion of what Jesus showed us.  And yet, 



that temptation is to use the power of God to be our power, to give us the right to do what 
we want, even to overpower others, to enslave, to disregard, to take from.  It’s an 
incredible, sad chapter of our history and of the use of Christianity. 

 
Yet, today’s scripture tells us to not use God’s name in vain, in a way that depicts God 

in a way that God doesn’t want to be depicted.  When God sent Jesus, he was bringing 
grace, compassion, an invitation.  And yet we see in Jesus’ very disciples, as they were 
walking with him, the desire to be greatest.  Jesus, in that conversation, recognizes that 
struggle, that very human nature, to want to be the best, to have the power, control.  He 
says, “What were you talking about?”  They recognized that it perhaps wasn’t an 
appropriate thing to be talking about because nobody wants to ‘fess up.  Jesus goes on 
and tells them, “If you really want to be great, learn to serve.  Care for the least among 
you, the child, the most vulnerable in your midst.” 

 
Maybe they learned their lesson, but John wanted to turn the conversation away from 

that uncomfortable subject.  And so, he said, “We saw a guy who was using your name to 
do deeds of healing.”  I don’t think they quite got it.  It was still about being greatest.  Our 
group of disciples is the greatest.  We’re the ones.  He wasn’t following us so he 
shouldn’t be allowed to do any work that God wants done.  Jesus said, “No, if he’s doing 
good work in my name, he’s not going to say evil things about us.  If he’s doing good 
work in our name, even if it’s just giving a cup of water and respect, that’s good.” 

 
Notice the difference between the end of the commandment where it says you will not 

be acquitted for misusing God’s name, and the simple respect that God will pay attention 
to the simple act of giving a cup of water, when respect and honor is given in a simple 
way.   

 
The passage in Philippians says: “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in 

humility regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not to your own 
interests, but to the interests of others.  Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ 
Jesus, who humbled himself.” 

 
This is an invitation, as we follow Christ, to recognize the very humility that Christ 

shows us.  It goes on to say that though he could be equal with God, he did not hold onto 
that, but humbled himself to be a servant, to come among us, to be human.  He invites us 
to find that as we allow him to lead us in humility and in servanthood, we will respect the 
name of God, and make God’s name known in a way that brings God’s grace and God’s 
love into the world and into our communities. 

 
Finally, it enables us to come in humility and join together as a family of faith.  I can’t 

help but remember an image out of the Bible Project that we looked at this morning of all 
these people who had scepters and each one was being described as “ruler.”  It’s going 
to be pretty hard if we all come together and each person wants to rule the roost.  
Instead, we are invited to put that idea down and to come in humility and see how we can 
serve in God’s name.  How can I care?  How can I show compassion?  How can I 
encourage?  How can I support?  How can we live together and come together around a 
table as a people of God in humility that allows us to trust and receive the very grace of 
God?  Amen. 


