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Timothy Weiner – January 12, 2014 (Evening Service)

Welcome, everyone! I feel so blessed to be here today, teaching from the pulpit. It truly is an honor to be on the other side of the stage. Standing here, looking at you all; Sitting in my room the other night writing this message; fretting over the details and the wording, and whether or not I have expressed the message that I feel God has given me to preach tonight with clarity and brevity; all of these things have taken my four years of Bible school and suddenly made them very, very short.

For those who don’t know me, or who know only my face I will take just a moment to share who I am: My name is Tim Weiner, and I’ve attended this church all of my life, essentially. In the fall of 2010, I began my attendance at Northpoint (then Zion) Bible College, and I am still enrolled there to this day. When I came home for Christmas break, Pastor asked me if I’d be willing to share with you tonight, and I immediately felt led to accept.

This is my first time preaching: ever. I’ve conducted a few devotionals, or quick services, but never actually preached from behind a pulpit. As such, I ask you to bear with me this evening and understand that until tonight everything I’ve learned has been theoretical; only today does it become actual. My style of speaking is very different from what you are probably used to: Pastor Wayne is very lively when he preaches. However, I find it easier to work out what I’d like to say ahead of time, word for word, and use the paper to preach. It may be a little unorthodox, but I’m in good company. Jonathan Edwards, a famous preacher in the Great awakening, preached this way (although, he was said to be even more dry than I), as did Charles Spurgeon. When I think of preaching, I am reminded that the Bible says teachers will be judged more strictly, and I do not want in any way to misrepresent the Gospel with which I have been entrusted to teach. With that in mind, I would encourage you to be patient and listen; hopefully my thoughtful word-craft will temper my stationary manner. Despite it all, I know that if this is truly the Word of God as I believe it to be, then He will bless it. With that out of the way, let us begin.

[OPEN IN PRAYER]

The text I would like to visit with you today is an old one, familiar to many both inside and outside the Christian faith. Many quote it, recite it, and measure others by their adherence to it, but I would wager that many do not know the true meaning of it and, in a great irony, apply all their efforts to keep it vainly to the wrong thing. Turn with me, if you will, to the book of Exodus, chapter twenty. In this famous passage we find the Decalogue: the Ten Commandments. Many people know them and can recite them by heart, and even more recognize them when they see them inscribed on a monument, or written on a poster such as the one in our very entrance. It is here, in Exodus 20, that the 10 tenets which form the backbone of the Mosaic covenant are gifted to the Israelite people as God stands above them on Mt. Sinai.  For those who are unfamiliar with them, or for those who could use a refresher, I will summarize the ten (summarize, only because several of them go into great detail which I do not have time to expound upon just now).

1. You shall have no other gods before the Lord.

2. You shall not make graven images (that is, carved idols or physical representations of a deity).

3. You shall not take the Name of the Lord in vain.

4. Remember the Sabbath and keep it holy.

5. Honor your father and mother, that your days may be long.

6. You shall not murder.

7. You shall not commit adultery.

8. You shall not steal.

9. You shall not bear a false witness against your neighbor. (This is generally accepted to mean “do not lie”.)

10. You shall not covet your neighbors things; be they possessions, traits, or relationships.

Many people who do not even call themselves Christians will hold themselves to these standards, and Christians all the more are always straining to keep them. Some are easier than others, but let me direct your attention to Exodus 20:8. The third commandment reads: “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.”

Many people simplify this command, saying that to curse using the name of God would break this rule. That would mean that getting frustrated and blurting out “I swear to God...” or perhaps hitting your thumb with a hammer and exclaiming “Gosh-Darnit!” (in more colorful language). Some even extend it so far as to substitutions such as the one I just used. (If you are one of those people, I apologize and would urge you to understand that this is a teaching example. I didn’t mean to offend anyone.) This would seem, to many, to be one of the easier rules to follow. Omitting cursing from our vocabulary is relatively painless, and while for many it may require time and effort, you rarely feel the worse for it. That being said, most people who judge themselves by this rule would say they pass and go on about their day. 

What if I were to tell you, though, that it is not so simple. Would you be surprised if I were to tell you that this interpretation of the text is inaccurate? Before you all pick up stones and prepare to cast me out from among the brethren, I ask you to be patient and let me explain. I promise, I’m not going to teach you anything other than orthodox Christian doctrine; teachings that have existed for thousands of years, but have fallen by the wayside in this age of folk theology and tickled ears, however well-intentioned it may have been.

Let me start by analyzing the words themselves: “You shall not take the Name of the Lord God in vain.”

This verse, being from the Old Testament, was originally written in Hebrew. That being said, it would benefit us to look at the words used by the original authors.

The word translated “take” is the Hebrew Tis-sah. It is otherwise translated “carry, lift up, or take up.” Furthermore, the word for “in vain” –The Hebrew lass-saw– has a wide variety of related words and translations. They translate “worthless, futile, emptiness, evil, and false,” among others to similar affect. What does this mean? Allow me to explain bit by bit.

First, let us be clear about what it means to “take the Name of the Lord.” The name of the Lord, to the Jewish people, was one of the most sacred things. It was so sacred, in fact, that they would not speak it audibly. They would substitute “the lord,” or “god,” by saying “Adonai,” “El,” or “Elohim.” Sometimes, they would simply say “hashem” Which translates literally to “the name.” In writing, they realized that there were times when the Name of God had to be used to give the statement proper effect. In order to convey the authority of the one True God, and to attribute statements undebated as coming from Him, they would use His Name. However, they would omit the vowels so that it could not be spoken if the text were to be read aloud. The consonants Y-H-W-H would be read “the lord” or “the name.” 

So what is the name? Well, when God meets Moses in the burning bush, Moses asks who he should say sent him to Pharaoh? He asks the name of the God who commissioned him to lead Israel. The Lord famously replies “I am that I am.” It sounds cryptic, but what he was saying was “I am the God who is. The God which exists, and which will always exist. The True God.”

This name was used for the most holy purposes. It is the name we see throughout the commandments and prophets. Jesus, in Luke’s account of His arrest, uses the name of God to reveal to Himself. He asks the arresting guards whom they seek and they reply “I am He.” When he utters these words, the guards are literally floored by the power it conveys. It says they draw back and fall to the ground. The purpose of the name is to invoke reverence and holy fear of the omnipotent God.

Those four letters –called the “tetragramaton” by scholars– are used in this very verse. When it says “the name of the Lord your God” it says “eth shem YHWH elohay-kah”. This says clearly to the reader which name is not to be taken in vain by attaching that very name to the sentence. 

With this knowledge, let me expand a little bit: when it says “take (carry) the name (the most holy name) of the Lord your God” what is it saying? Again, to properly understand we must look to Old Testament times.

To the ancient Jews, the name of God represented His very presence. This is supported by many instances in Scripture: in 1 Kings 9:3 God says he has consecrated the Temple by putting His name there, meaning He inhabits it. The Lord also uses his name to identify the people of Israel when he calls them in 2 Chronicles 7:14 “My people, called by my name.” It is no surprise, then, that a people called by the Name of God would be a people which he inhabits. Consider Ezekiel 36:16 where the Lord expresses concern for His Holy Name. He says to Ezekiel that the people were scattered, and wherever they went they profaned (or made evil) the holy name of God. The people of the lands they were scattered to mocked them and called them “the people of [the name], who yet had to leave their land.” By mocking the people using God’s name, they were mocking God Himself.

The implications in this are great. We, after all, are called by the name of God. If you truly believe that Christ is divine, then calling yourself by his name [that is to say, “Christian”] you are literally carrying the name of God wherever you go. Christian is a term that has been used since biblical times. In Greek, it literally means “little Christ.” This was a comment on how the believers modeled Christ in their lives, words, and behaviors. 

Now let me ask you, are you bearing that name with purpose, or are you bearing that name in vain?

If one carries the name of God, one is expected to live by a standard that God would approve of. Do you, Christian, strive to obey His laws? Do you, Christian, strive to bear the image of Christ? Do you, Christian, let it be known through your actions, your words, and your demeanor that the all-powerful, holy God of heaven has chosen you as a vessel, and has put His Spirit inside of you? Christian, do you strive to be free of sin? If I were to tell you we could be sinless by our own actions then I would be a hypocrite; I am profoundly aware of my own sin, even as I stand here today. But I say in truth that I long to be rid of it, and that I strive for holiness. Do you, Christian, do the same?

Now, forgive me. I do not mean to accuse anyone, and I certainly do not want you to think that I meet all of these criteria myself. But my intention here is to stress that we, as Christians, bear the name of God with us wherever we go, but I think many of us have forgotten and neglected the standard of living that comes along with it.

If we call ourselves Christians, but we exhibit no change from how we were when we did not, then we proclaim Christ’s transformative power to be useless and we bear His name in vain.

If we call ourselves by the Name of God, but we are ashamed to speak of what He has done for us, or how wonderful He is, if we are afraid to speak to friends and family about God because they don’t believe, or if we hide from the world that we are His, then we are bearing His name in vain!

And yet, that is exactly what we as a church have done. Not necessarily New Life Christian Center, but the American Church as a whole has largely shied away from boldly proclaiming the name of God. Those who do are often wrong, and for fear of offending them we neglect to correct the error. It is easy to see something wrong, to talk about it, and to do nothing, but it is very difficult indeed to stand boldly and proclaim the truth.

Please, let me be clear: I am not accusing anyone here of failure to honor God or His Name. What I am stating is that the zeal that burns in us while we sing praise and worship, or when we give our offerings and tithes, or when we witness to a non-believer on the street should be the same zeal that we feel whenever we are able to hold our heads high and say to whatever comes “I am a Christian. I am a child of the one true God.”

You see, to bear the Name with purpose is a wonderful thing and a tremendous privilege for those who believe. By our actions God is glorified. By our speech, God is praised. By our lives, God is magnified. Truly, we are blessed to be able to say that God has chosen to call us by His own Name, and that such an honor has been given unto us. By our lives we proclaim Christ saved us; changed us. When people look at us, and they see the joy and the peace being exuded from the Spirit of the Lord within us, then God is glorified, and his transformative power is put on display for the world to see. This is the sermon that effects the most people for the better, not some message preached in church like this one: rather the sermon of our lives.

But for many, that sermon has been preached poorly, if at all. The world has looked on the American Church. Instead of seeing where there are strong churches with bold believers, they see the weak churches with bad theology. They see the prosperity preachers and the hypocrites that call themselves children of God, but do so in vain. They have watched as the Westboro’ Baptists have named God hateful and malicious. They have watched the liberal media call our God unjust, hateful, and cruel. The have seen the hypocrites and bigots, proclaiming the name of God out of pride and out of spite, and they have assumed that we are all this way. They assume that all Christians are ignorant or foolish, that we hate gay people and that we believe in nothing but fairy tales, and the evidence they have from those many examples of the Lord’s name being used in vain is at times too much to counter.

And so they have taken to mocking us, and by virtue of their mockery they insult the God in whom we serve. The holy name is ridiculed far and wide on TV, in the Media, and on the lips of non-believers everywhere. What’s worse, we oftentimes allow it. We see it and we shake our heads, muttering to ourselves how wrong they have it and how poorly we are represented, but we do nothing to change it.

I draw your attention to the word “we”: I have used it intentionally, because I am just as guilty as anyone in this room.

We see this disgusting display of mocking God because of the poor behavior of Christians, but how do we correct it? Let me say that if we even attempt to counter the argument through wit or logic, we will be shut down. The evidence is too great, and the guilt is too apparent. So how do we counter it? I say we attack the source: the ill behavior of Christians.

If we hold ourselves to the standard of God, if we hold our Christian brothers and sisters to the very high standard that God has set for His people, and we refuse to compromise it, then we can change it. How can we honor God’s name again? 

We can love our neighbor like we are commanded in Leviticus 19. We can care for the orphan, the widow, the homeless, and the foreigners like we are commanded in Deuteronomy 14. We can honor our parents, and our elders. We can be honest. We can be joyful. We can let the word of God define us. We can be in the world, but not of it. We can be humble. We can be cheerful. We can be patient and kind. We can be merciful. We can be peaceable and self-controlled. We can be disciplined and mature. We can be friendly and polite. We can turn the other cheek. We can strive for harmony without compromising our values. We can love our enemies. We can have integrity of speech, of work, and of character. We can be educated about what we believe, and study what we are taught like the Bereans did with the message of Paul. We can be zealous without being hostile. And above all: we can hold ourselves to the standard of Christ, who came to this earth to free us from our sins.

This is a tall order, but I would urge you not to take it lightly. After all, this verse includes a stern warning: “for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes His Name in vain.” This means that carrying the Name of God, but not meeting the requirements He lays down for His people is a sin. As a sin, it should be looked at as putting a barrier between us and God for as long as it tarnishes our hearts. By breaking this commandment, we add guilt to ourselves. This is evidenced best, I think, when Christ tells His disciples that many will say to Him “lord, did we not work wonders and cast out demons in your name?” to which He will reply “depart from me, you workers of unrighteousness, for I do not know you.” He explains in Matthew 25:41 that it extends beyond doing mighty works in His name without knowing Him. Christ says if we fail to feed and care for our fellow man; if we do not feed the hungry, and care for the stranger, and clothe the naked, and aid those in need, then he will tell us to depart on the final day of judgment. God tells the Prophet in Ezekiel 36, that He will vindicate His holy name when it is profaned. God, in His holiness, cannot stand evil in His presence, and He will not allow unrighteousness to be attributed to His Name without consequence.

This may frighten you, and indeed it should. The judgment of God is not something that we want to find ourselves on the wrong side of. But do not let yourselves despair! For if profaning the name is a sin, then it is atoned for like every other sin. If bearing the name of God in vain adds to our burden of guilt, then it is removed by the blood of Christ. For Christ came to free us from the burden of sin, that we may be justified before God. Through His death, burial, and resurrection from the grave, He has made a way for our sins to be washed away. Just as it says in 1 John 1:9, “if we confess our sins to Him, He is faithful and just to forgive us of ALL our sins and to cleanse us from ALL unrighteousness.” Just like He died to cleanse us of the sins of lying, murder, adultery, idolatry, covetousness, and lust, he died to forgive us of the sin of bearing His name in vain.

But know that the sacrifice isn’t an excuse to go on sinning. Unless you believe in your heart that Jesus is Lord over your life, and you confess with your mouth that God raised Him from the dead, unless you have faith in Christ as God, and you accept His gift of sacrifice, then the burden of sin is still on you. This is what we read in the Scriptures. (Romans 10:9). Unless you allow God to transform your heart, and you let Christ be the influence over your life, then you still carry guilt.

If there is anyone here today who would say that they have, or maybe still are, bearing the name of the Lord in vain, I urge you to seek the Lord in prayer. If you apologize for your sin, and you ask Him to forgive you, then he is faithful to do so. If that is you today, I would encourage you to pray such a prayer tonight, and to think about this message during the week to come. Think of ways that you can change the way the world sees Christianity. But before you go on the internet and launch a tirade of debate, or before you try and beat the Gospel through some random sinner’s ear, look to yourselves. Look at the way you present yourself and consider how you could conform more to the image of Christ. Maybe you are perceived by your employees or students to be unmerciful? Maybe you have a reputation for gossip, or for lying, or for cheating. Maybe there are those you’ve wronged and you’ve not corrected it, or those who you have hated or been unforgiving to. There are any number of ways that we can bear the name of the Lord with purpose. And I’m sure if you take a self-inventory, they will become clear to you. Even writing this message, I was weighed down with the thought of my own shortcomings, and how I can better show the love and compassion of Christ to this world. Ghandi once said that you should “be the change you wish to see in the world.” In closing, I would say, “be the change you wish to see in the Church.” When one individual changes for the better, it makes a difference and inspires others to do the same. This is how we should bring about change in the church: not through debates or bickering.

Maybe there are some here who have not called themselves by the name of the Lord at all. Maybe there are some in the room tonight that have not believed in God, but being here tonight you have questions about the faith. If so, myself and the pastoral staff would be absolutely delighted to sit and talk with you to clear up whatever’s on your mind. Maybe there are some here who have decided they want to give their life to God; who look at the weight of sin that they carry (just as we all once did, and most people still do) and they want to be rid of it. If that’s you, I want to tell you that there is NO SHAME; none whatsoever; in being cautious. Living a life for God, as you can see by this message, is NOT something to be taken lightly. But I promise you, if you want to commit to it, then it will be the most rewarding and wonderful thing you will ever do, and I encourage you to do so as soon as possible. Come talk to myself, Pastor Wayne, Pastor Mark, or anyone really about how you can make that change. I promise you that you will not be disappointed. I’m going to pray to close the service, but the altars are open for those who would like to linger in prayer. We ask that any conversation be taken to the foyer out of respect for those who are seeking God, and we thank you for your understanding and cooperation.

[CLOSE IN PRAYER]


