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Lord's Day 36 

The Third Commandment: Honoring God’s Name 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

Q.99. What is required in the third commandment?  

A. That we, not only by cursing or perjury, but also by rash swearing, must not profane or 
abuse the name of God; nor by silence or connivance be partakers of these horrible sins in 
others; and, briefly, that we use the holy name of God no otherwise than with fear and 
reverence; so that he may be rightly confessed and worshipped by us, and be glorified in all 
our words and works. 

Q.100 Is then the profaning of God's name, by swearing and cursing, so heinous a sin, that 
his wrath is kindled against them who do not endeavor, as much as in them lies, to prevent 
and forbid such cursing and swearing?  

A. It undoubtedly is, for there is no sin greater or more provoking to God, then the 
profaning of his name; and therefore he has commanded this sin to be punished with death. 

Introduction 

The Decalogue is in this respect similar to the Lord’s Prayer, in that it is theological throughout. 
That is, both in the Decalogue and in the Lord’s Prayer, things are concentrated about God. It is not 
about man that things are concentrated, as humanism has it. They do not even concentrate about 
Christ, as Methodism has it. All things concentrate about God. In Him all lives converge. For that reason, 
the first commandment of the Decalogue is basic, is fundamental. If you fulfill the first commandment, 
you fulfill the whole law. For that reason, the underlying purpose of the law is God.  

Accordingly there is an intimate connection between the law of God and the truth of God. The law 
of God is based on the truth of God. The law of God is not arbitrary. It is in harmony with the truth of 
God. It is not so, that God could just as well have given us some other law. The law of God is rooted in 
the truth of God, and there is a fundamental truth underlying each commandment,  

This truth we have tried to discover. The truth underlying the first commandment is that God is 
one, and because God is one, the commandment must necessarily be: “Thou shalt have no other gods 
before Me.” The underlying truth of the second commandment is that God is a Spirit, and He is infinitely 
glorious. Therefore He cannot be compressed into a finite image, whether it be carved in wood or stone, 
or impressed it on the mind. And the underlying truth of the third commandment is that God is holy, 
and therefore the law assumes the attitude which we must assume over against Him. If God is one, we 
must worship Him alone and at all times. If God is a Spirit, we cannot worship Him in outward form, but 
must worship Him in spirit and in truth. And if God is holy, we can only approach Him in an attitude of 
holy fear and reverence. Therefore, we must consider this third commandment from that point of view. 

 

Theme: The Third Commandment: Honoring God’s Name  

1. The Holy Name of God 

2. The Sin of Profanity 

3. Our Attitude toward that Name 

1. The Holy Name of God 

It seems to me that it is evident that even as the first commandment is based on the truth that God 
is one, and the second commandment on the truth that God is glorious and a Spirit, so this third 
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commandment has its fundamental truth in the fact that God is holy. The first has to do with the being 
of God, the second with His glorious attributes. The third commandment has to do with the spiritual-
ethical moral nature of God – God is holy. That is the underlying principle in the third commandment.  

That God is holy, is emphasized throughout Scripture. It is emphasized both in the Old and the New 
Testament, and it is so emphasized, that frequently, God is referred to as the Holy One. He is referred to 
as the Holy One of Israel, in distinction from the idols, which are not holy. In Isaiah we also receive an 
impression of what that holiness of God is. We read there, that the seraphim cover their faces with their 
wings, and they cry to one another: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts: the whole earth is full of His 
glory. And when the Scripture expresses what must be our attitude toward God, it says: be ye holy, for I 
am holy.  

Now holiness, negatively, is separation. It is separation from sin and corruption and guilt. But that 
negative conception is not the fundamental idea of holiness. Holiness reveals itself in separation from 
sin and impurity. To be pure, clean, separated from filth and impurity, that is what it is to be holy. But 
that is not the positive, the most profound idea of holiness. for God is eternally the Holy One, apart from 
sin and corruption. God is holy in His being, and therefore, in the positive sense, the holiness of God is 
that virtue by which God, as the only perfect One, as the only Good, and as the sole fountain of all good, 
is forever consecrated unto Himself. Holiness in us is to be consecrated to God. Holiness is that attribute 
of any nature, according to which it seeks that which is good. If all our mind, and heart, and soul, the 
whole of our nature seeks that which is good, then our nature is holy. With us, it means that with our 
whole heart, soul, and mind, we seek God. The priesthood, consecration to God, that is holiness in us. 
But that is not so in God. God is consecrated to no one. Then He would not be God. God is not a priest. 
God is His own priest. He is consecrated to Himself. Holiness with God is that He seeks Himself as the 
highest good. Just as with us, it would be unholiness to seek ourselves, so it would be unholiness with 
God to seek anything but Himself. God is holy, therefore He seeks the highest good, and that is Himself. 
That virtue, by which God is devoted to Himself and by which He demands that all else shall be devoted 
to Him, is holiness.  

This holiness of God is most naturally expressed in His name. God’s holiness stands before us in His 
name. We come in contact with God’s holiness in His name. Only in His name, do we come in contact 
with God’s holiness. We must understand that a name in Scripture, is not a mere sound, but it expresses 
what a thing is. The name of anything, is the thing itself. The name is the being.  

When Adam gives names to the creatures that come to him, the names he gives to these creatures 
are not mere sounds, mere names, without any meaning, as we give names. When Adam gives names to 
the creatures, he looks in to the essence, the nature of each creature, and expresses in human words 
what that creature is, what is the nature of that creature. That is why Adam calls his wife Eve, that is, the 
mother of all living. That is why Noah is called Noah, that is, the Comforter. That is why Abraham is 
called Abraham, that is, the father of a multitude. And that is why Christ is called Jesus, that is, Jehovah 
is Salvation. That is what He was. That is His name.  

So it is with God. Only we must make a distinction between names in the common sense, and 
names in the proper sense. Our name is creature, human being, man, woman, boy, girl, brother, sister. 
They are our common names. They are the names which we have in common with others. But alongside 
of these common names, we also have what we call our proper names. We are also called John, or 
Peter, or Henry. That is my name, that is my personal name. When you say my proper name, you touch 
my person. There is nothing closer to us than our name. When anyone mentions our name, he touches 
us. In the way anyone expresses our name, he expresses what live in his soul concerning us. When you 
mention my name, you touch my person. As long as you just say man, I pay no attention to you. But 
when you mention my personal name, I look up. If I am instructing a class of boys and I say to them in 
general: boys, you must pay attention, it has no effect. But if I say: John, you must pay attention, then 
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he looks up, he pays attention. That distinction we must make, for that we can also apply to God.  

God has written His name upon all creation. Lord, our Lord, Thy glorious name, all thy wondrous 
works proclaim; Thine the name of matchless worth, Excellent in all the earth. His name is written on all 
His creatures. That is his reputation. God has made a reputation for Himself. He has made a reputation 
for Himself among His creatures. His name is upon all His creatures. That is His reputation, and in a 
special sense, God has revealed His name in Christ Jesus. Jesus is the revelation of the name of God. 
That name we have in Scripture. In Christ, God has revealed all His glorious virtues. And Jesus says: I 
have revealed thy name.  

But that is not all. God has, as it were, concentrated that revelation of His name in a proper name. 
God has a name which we can never express. But He also has compressed His name within the sound of 
our human language. He has revealed Himself in names by which we may mention Him. He has also 
given us names by which we can know Him, and address Him, and call upon Him. And even as you may 
mention my personal name, so it is with the names of God. When you say God, Lord, Holy One, you 
touch His person.  

One more remark. Among those names which God has given us to address Him, and to call upon 
Him, there is no name like the name Jehovah. So that if you ask: what is the meaning of the third 
commandment? the answer is: Thou shalt not take the name of Jehovah in vain. Understanding of 
course, that in that name, all the other names are included. God’s name is holy. That is, the name of God 
is pure, it is separated from all sin, and from all that is common. God’s name is not a common name, 
because God is not common. It is separated from all other names. It is separated from all sinful names. 
But it is also separated from all creaturely names. Holy is the Lord, and holy is His name. That is the basic 
truth in this third commandment. 

2; The Sin of Profanity 

Now the third commandment says: Thou shalt not take the name of God in vain. Literally it says: 
thou shalt not take up the name of the Lord in vanity, and vanity is not something that is empty. Vanity 
is that which is empty of that with which it pretends to be filled. And frequently it is filled with that 
which gives the opposite from what it seems to give. To illustrate: I give you a glass of wine, but you put 
it to your lips and find that it is nothing but colored water. That is vanity. If we live in the world and turn 
to the pleasures of the world, they seem to give what they pretend to give, but we find that, in reality, 
they poison the soul. That is vanity. An idol is vanity because it pretends to be God, and it isn’t.  

And so when the commandment says: thou shalt not lift up the name of God in vain, it means that 
you shall not so lift up that name in such a way that it does not mean what it really means. To lift up the 
name of God, is to take it upon our lips. When we take the name of God on our lips, it must be 
accompanied by holy fear and reverence in the heart.  

And so, to use the name of the Lord in vain, is profanity. As the sin of the first commandment is 
idolatry, and of the second a denial of God’s revelation, so the sin of this third commandment is 
profanity. Profanity is that state of mind by which we make common that which is holy. With regard to 
the name of God, it means that we make that name common, when it is holy. We do lift up the name of 
God in vanity. Any expression of the name of God that does not express that that name is holy, and that 
he that uses it is filled with the feeling of that holiness, is lifting up the name of God in vain.  

To vanity belongs not only cursing and swearing, though that is the most coarse, the most wicked 
form of profaning. That profanity, in its coarser form, I may expect is excluded from the Church. If this 
profanity in that form is still found with us, we will do well if we examine ourselves to see if there is any 
fear of God in us. In that narrow sense, profanity means that we make the name of God the most 
common thing conceivable. Profanity, in that form, expresses the utmost contempt for the name of 
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God. In cursing and swearing, one expresses all the hatred of his heart over against that name. So man 
uses it to express the bitterness of his heart over against adversity. Sometimes that profane sinner, in 
the way he uses the name of God, expresses his utter contempt for Him. He despises God. Sometimes 
he uses that name to emphasize his sinful thoughts. The name of God is sometimes used as a mere 
interjection. It is used to express surprise, or hatred, or envy. It is used to fill up, or in drunken revelry, 
and in that way, the sinner becomes so used to using that name as an exclamation mark to emphasize 
his words, that he uses it almost with every other word. God forbid that we should take part in thus 
using the name of God, or that we should be found in the society of them that do so. That is the boldest 
manifestation of lifting up the name of God.  

But that is not all. Any thoughtless use of the name of God is profanity. So in our prayers, we use 
the name of God to full up a gap. We cannot find words for a moment, and so we just fill in the gap by 
saying: Lord God Almighty. Any thoughtless use of the name of God is profanity. Any playful use of the 
name of God that does not say something glorious about God, is profanity. Therefore it is also profanity 
to give a silly program and then ask the minister to close with prayer. To give some silly program and 
then open and close with prayer, that is hypocrisy. That is also true of so-called Christian plays and 
drama. A Christian play is nonsense. You cannot play prayer, you cannot play the ministry of the word. 
That is profanity. That is true of our worship. It is true of our singing. Not only congregational singing, 
but also in our programs. Our choruses must not only learn to sing beautifully, but must also learn to 
sing spiritually. They must also learn to get into the meaning of the songs they sing. They must sing so as 
to fear, and praise, and glorify God. Otherwise, it is profanity. That is also why we must not have choirs. 
A choir is a matter of esthetics, and the esthetic is not a matter of worship. The esthetic is a matter of 
opera. When we sing, fear and reverence for the name of God must fill our heart. That is also true, if 
while we are busy in the service of the Lord, our young people talk and play instead of paying attention. 
If, while we are busy in the service of the Lord, we pay no attention, we are profaning the name of the 
Lord just as much as if we would be cursing or swearing. We are also guilty of profaning the name of the 
Lord as a Church. The vain use of anything that belongs to the name of God is swearing. That applies to 
all that reveals God to us. And it refers to all expressions that refer to God. So we often use the 
expression: my goodness, or my gracious. That also is profanity. That refers to God. You might just as 
well say: my God. There is only One that is good. God alone is goodness. He alone is gracious. And 
besides, it is below the dignity of the Church to learn her speech from the world. We do not want to 
swear, and so we say: my goodness. We must not learn our speech from the world. Let the world learn 
its speech from us. So also, we sometimes take a certain expression in Scripture and make a joke of it. 
We have the name of God, in a broader sense, in Scripture. And sometimes we take part of that 
revelation of God and make a joke of it. And we trample on God’s revelation. It is all profanity, of which 
God says that He will not hold them that are guilty of it guiltless.  

Notice, as in the second commandment, it is said that God will reveal His displeasure by visiting the 
iniquity of the fathers upon the children, so in this third commandment, God wants us to know that He 
is holy, and to trample on His holiness invokes His wrath. Let us use the name of God, as the catechism 
expresses it, with fear and reverence, so that He may be rightly confessed and worshipped by us, and be 
glorified in all our words and works. The underlying, deep root of sin is profanity. 

3. Our Attitude Toward that Name 

By nature we are profane. In other words, by nature our hearts are no more the sanctuary of God. 
By nature, our hearts are the sanctuary of the devil. Our heart is by nature a den of robbers, and 
because that is so, we are by nature profane. The natural man cannot use the name of God in any other 
way but in vain. In decent worldly circles, men refrain from swearing, and they imagine that they are 
keeping the third commandment.  
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The Jews conceived of the name of God as being so holy that men could not use it without abusing 
it. So they changed the name of Jahweh to Jehovah, thinking that, in that way, they could escape the 
abuse of the name of God. But that is not so. The mere keeping silent does not help. God is holy, and He 
does not give us His holy name and reveal His glory for us to pass it by in silence. If upon any occasion 
your name ought to be mentioned, and it is purposely passed by, the insult is just as cutting as if your 
name had been mentioned disrespectfully.  

God’s name cannot be omitted from any program. We cannot avoid the name of God. It is written 
everywhere, and it deserves mention. The purpose of the name of God being written everywhere is that 
we might glorify it. And passing by it is just as much swearing as the most fearful oath. We may not pass 
by that name, but we must use it. But by nature, we cannot use it in any other way but in vain. For not 
only in the outward attitude, but in the spiritual disposition of the heart to that name, must the third 
commandment be obeyed.  

And if we walk in the midst of that name thoughtlessly, without fear and reverence in our heart for 
that name, must we not then confess that last part of the third commandment: For the Lord will not 
hold him guiltless that taketh His name in vain? The Decalogue is addressed to God’s people. The Lord 
says: I am Jehovah that brought you forth out of the house of bondage. That also means: I am Jehovah 
that brought you forth out of the bondage of sin and death. God will not hold him guiltless that taketh 
His name in vain, but God has brought His people out of the bondage of sin and corruption. In the cross, 
He has blotted out all the sins of His people. The Lord Jesus also took that sin of profanity and blotted it 
out on the cross. Blotted out is the sin of our profane heart, in the blood of Christ.  

In the second place, in Christ, God once more manifested His name, and so that by the power of His 
grace, once more the heart of His people is made the sanctuary of God. And in principle, it is possible for 
that people, redeemed, delivered, and filled by His grace, to lift up the name of God, not in vanity, but as 
the catechism expresses it, in fear and reverence. Only do not cast out this third commandment as if you 
were already perfect. For although you have received a principle, whereby you can again hold the name 
of God in reverence, there is also still the old power of profanity. Even after God has made our heart a 
sanctuary, who of us must not confess, that if God would carry out His threat, He would in no wise hold 
us guiltless. The comfort is that the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all our sins. And we ought to 
leave the house of God with this new principle of life in our hearts, that we will hallow the name of our 
God. But it is well to listen to this third commandment until we shall have reached that perfection 
wherein we shall forever fear, and praise, and glorify the name of God. 


