Pre:
When I read that Gen. Stanley McChrystal was fired from his command post in Afghanistan, I thought, “He can’t be surprised at this.” Anyone who has served in the armed forces knows the drill. When you sign up, one of the things you agree to is to be obedient to your superior officers. When you make inflammatory comments in a civilian magazine about the commander-in-chief, his other officers and his policies, you have to know what’s coming next. 


I am not going to try to defend either side of the politics of this, but what I want you to think about is how important it is to understand the commitments you have made. Especially to your commander-in-chief.  Who is your commander in chief? 

If you’ve been with us the past couple of weeks, you’ve heard these words repetitively: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me. . . .etc.”


God has saved you. God has called you out of whatever kind of slavery you were living in and has placed you on a journey with God’s people.  For your part, if you are a follower of Jesus, a Christian, you have cast your lot in with God’s army.  A book that I was reading this week went so far as to say that we are “commandeered for purposes beyond ourselves.” Like generals in the US army, our highest aspiration is to please our commander in chief, who is not the President of the US, but the God of the universe, whom we know through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 


So, if you are on that journey, if you have cast your lot in with God and God’s people, the Ten Commandments are your marching orders.  Listen to the first three commandments. 
Now a passage from the New Testament, with a powerful message about God’s name. 

God’s Top Ten: Do Not Take the Lord’s Name in Vain

Exodus 20:1-7, Philippians 2:1-11

Trivia question: what’s the oldest profession in the world? 


Taxonomy. Taxonomy is the science or perhaps more appropriately the art of naming and categorizing. And it’s the job that God gave to Adam, the first human. And it is something that humans seem to love to do. We name our children, of course. But we also name our pets. Some people name their homes, or their cars. Eric and I call our GPS Rebecca. Well, we borrowed the name from my granddaughter Sarah who lives in California. When we were having a Hamilton clan get together last summer, we had our GPS with us, and Sarah said the voice sounded just like their GPS and they called their GPS Rebecca. So, Rebecca it was. 


Names can be fun. The act of naming can also be very powerful. In the Bible, names often reflect the character of the person, and as a person grows in faith and commitment, often the name changes (because the person has changed!). Sometimes, as in the case of Simon Peter, a name is given prophetically. As Simon grew in his faith, he eventually became the solid rock Peter that Jesus said he would be. 

Sometimes the names we give miss the mark. For instance there was an item from the lost-and-found column of a Midwestern newspaper: “Lost dog, brown fur, some missing due to mange, blind in one eye, deaf, lame leg due to recent traffic accident, slightly arthritic. Goes by the name of ‘Lucky.’” 


Names are important to us, and as human beings, we name everything and everybody, except One. 


There is a Name that is above every name. A name not given by us, but revealed to us. A Name that we enter into as we undertake this journey of faith called the Christian life.

Entering into the Name of God is what this journey is really all about. When Moses met up with the burning bush, he was really meeting up with God. And the first thing Moses said was, who are you? What’s your name? When I go to my people and tell them I am going to lead them out of Egypt, what name shall I drop? Who do I represent? And God said to Moses, “Here’s what you’ll say to the Israelites: ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 


I AM.

In Hebrew, Yahweh. 

So, let’s review the first three commandments:


1. no other gods


2. no idols


This is the third commandment: you shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God. Or as the old King James says it, you shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.

God’s name has been given to us. We must not ‘take it’ in vain. 

Have you thought about your Christian life in that way? You have taken God’s name. Kind of like when a child takes on his or her adoptive parents’ name.  You have taken God’s name. You are under God’s authority. You are a part of God’s family. So, don’t use it wrongly; don’t take God’s name in vain. That is, frivolously, lightly, or thoughtlessly. 
Next weekend I will be in Iowa, celebrating my Aunt Louise’s 100th birthday. When I was born, I was given my Aunt Louise’s name as my middle name. That has always created a natural bond with my Aunt. I hope in many ways to grow into that name as I grow older. For one thing, I aspire to her longevity. And she is a person who has strength of character; she is someone who has dealt well with the transitions and losses in her life. I think that is the mark of a strong person. So, not only was I given her name, I have also taken her name. 
As a Christian, you have taken God’s name. You are baptized in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. So, you shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God. Don’t take the name of the Lord in vain. Instead, grow into the name. 
The ancient Hebrews were so concerned about this commandment that they didn’t even want to say or write God’s name. They would substitute another descriptive name instead. And some Orthodox people still hold to that tradition. God’s name is holy and we must not speak it in vain. 

But is that what the commandment means? Watch your mouth? (Or, I’ll wash it out with soap?)
Most people today must not think this is what it means, because God’s name is used carelessly every day, in what would seem to be completely unrelated topics. Oh, my God! 

What does it mean that the ancients were so afraid to speak God’s name at all and that people today toss God’s name around as if it were a used up cigarette butt?

Perhaps we really don’t get what the third commandment is all about. Loose lips are just a symptom of a deeper problem. In a book called The Truth about God the authors say this: “So much of the time we speak as if God did not matter, as if nothing decisive has transpired between us in having been given God’s name. Our speech to God and neighbor becomes loose.” (Hauerwas, Willimon, 47) As Jesus once said, “The good person out of the good treasure of the heart produces good, and the evil person out of evil treasure produces evil; for it is out of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks.” (Luke 6:45)
So, to make wrong use of the name of God isn’t just about what we call “swearing” or using “four letter words.”  There are a whole lot of people who pride themselves in never saying a foul word, but who still take the Lord’s name in vain. Because taking the Lord’s name in vain is a much bigger issue: it means that you are saying you’re a Christian in here and living as if you’re not, out there in the world.  

I am told, for instance, that in WWII, German soldiers wore uniforms that had these words printed on them: “Gott mitt Uns” (God with us.) And one of Hitler’s goals was to take over the German church. A number of Christian theologians who disagreed with Hitler were killed. But before we get too hard on the Nazis, let us ask this question: Do American Christians today try to baptize their own life choices with a frosting of bad theology? Do we have our own version of “Gott mitt Uns” emblazoned on our clothing?  Ours is the society where a person will pay $1200 to buy another person’s place in line to buy a $400 cell phone. And yet that same person most likely will cry poor when the offering plate comes around. 

You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God. You shall not take God’s name in vain. 

After the American Civil War the managers of the infamous Louisiana Lottery Company approached Robert E. Lee and asked if he’d let them use his name in their corrupt swindle. They promised he would become rich. 

Astounded, Lee straightened up, buttoned his gray coat, and shouted, “Gentlemen, I lost my home in the war, I lost my fortune in the war. I lost everything except my name. My name is not for sale, and if you fellows don’t get out of here, I’ll break this crutch over your heads!”

God’s name is not for sale. You cannot own it for your own purposes. You can only enter into it and allow God to make you into the person that God has called you to be. 

You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God. The God who brought you out of the Land of Egypt. The God who has provided for you every step of the journey. The God who has called you and has given you the Holy Spirit.
You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God. So, don’t be coming in here saying you’re a Christian, and then go back out there and act as if God didn’t matter in your life. Live into the Name. 
6

