The 10 Commandments for the 21st Century #3

“Watch Your Mouth!”

Exodus 20:7

Have you ever stopped to consider how much truth is in the songs we teach our children? Once a famous theologian was asked what was the most profound theological statement he had come across in his study, and he said, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so,”
There is another children’s sang which we adults need to remember from time to tine. It is almost insulting in its simplicity, but its magnitude is powerful.
O, be careful little eyes what you see, 

O, be careful little eyes what you see,
For the Father up above is looking down in love, 

So be careful little eyes what you see.
The song continues with “little ears,” “little hands,” and “lit​tle feet.” We must be careful what we do, because God is watching us. Not only that, but the world is watching us as well.
But the verse of that song which speaks directly to the third commandment deals with the mouth—“O, be careful little mouth what you say,” God cares how we talk, as Exodus 20:7 says, “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.”
You might be more familiar with the King James Version of this verse: “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.” What is meant by taking the Lord’s name “in vain”? “Vain” means empty, idle, insincere, phony, frivolous, lacking in reality or truth. To take God’s name in vain would be to treat God lightly, irreverently, or insincerely.
 It can also mean using His name lightly, without thinking, flippantly, deceitfully, or profanely—what is commonly referred to as “swearing.”
 

His concern goes much further than simply “swearing”—unacceptable words usually consisting of four letters—and into many aspects of our speech, One resource on the Ten Commandments mentions no less than twelve violations of this third commandment.  We will not be quite that specific this morning, but I would like to consider three areas of wrong speech which, unfortunately, can be as problematic for Christians as those outside the body of Christ. We will see that Solomon was right in Proverbs 21:23, “He who guards his mouth and his tongue keeps himself from calamity.”
False Speech

The first area prohibited by the third commandment is false speech. We often think of sinful speech as “profanity,” which we call “swearing” or “cussing” (we will deal with this in a few moments), but profanity includes more than that. Leviticus 19:12 states, “Do not swear falsely by my name and so profane the name of your God. I am the Lord.” 
Profaning the name of the Lord in this case deals with swearing falsely, either by lying in court (which we call “perjury”) or by using God’s name to back up a promise we fail to keep.

Regarding the former we read in the Lord’s words in Jeremiah 7:9-11,

“Will you steal and murder, commit adultery and perjury, burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which bears my Name, and say, ‘We are safe’—safe to do all these detestable things? Has this house, which bears my Name, become a den of robbers to you? But I have been watching!” declares the Lord.

Perjury is named in this passage. Oaths are often solemnized by upholding the right hand, by placing a hand on the Bible, by using the name of God. Perjury is swearing to a statement known to be false or willful utterance of false evidence under oath. To testify wrongly is a violation of both the third and the ninth commandments. God’s name is never to be so abused.

This is not to say that all oath-taking is wrong. Many passages, like Deuteronomy 6:13, affirm that we must swear by his name. The grand objection to all oaths based on Matthew 5:34-37 and James 5:12 miss the point that our Lord is refuting the false tradition of the scribes and Pharisees who permitted oaths if they were by any creature, or if they did not expressly use God’s name or true statements were involved. Jesus responded by saying, do not swear unnecessarily or arbitrarily unless some just and cogent necessity constrains you. But these lawful oaths must be made, as Jeremiah 4:2 teaches, “in a truthful, just and righteous way.”

Regarding the latter Jesus taught in Matthew 5:33-37,

“Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.’ But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.”

What kind of misuse of God’s name is envisaged? The commandment certainly forbids…false swearing, that is, taking an oath and breaking it. It is better, Jesus taught, not to swear at all. Honest people do not need to make promises by oath; a simple yes or no should be enough.

For example, someone says, “So help me, God, this is true,” then proceeds to tell a deliberate falsehood. The reinforcement of a lie with the use of God’s name violates the third commandment.

Of course, we should never lie, whether we use God’s name or not. Paul writes in Ephesians 4:25, “Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body.” Even if the name of God does not pass through our lips, we bear the name of Christ in our lives, so we must be careful not to be guilty of false speech, thereby giving our Lord a bad name.

Flippant Speech

The second way this commandment is violated is flippant speech. This means talk that is frivolous, superficial, or even glib. Now, this is not wrong in and of itself. There is a place for humor, for lightheartedness, for fun. I am the last person who thinks Christians ought to always be drab and dull.

Where we need to draw the line, though, is using God’s name this way. Literally, taking God’s name “in vain” means to misuse it, or to use it for no real purpose.
 This would include any use or involvement of God’s name that is empty, frivolous, or insincere.
 In this case we can understand the opposite of the third commandment is found in the words of Jesus in what we call The Lord’s Prayer, “Hallowed be Thy name.” Michael Horton writes, 

With much of popular preaching and evangelism conforming to the mentality of the bumper sticker that sports “God is my copilot,” there ought to be little wonder why God’s name is not hallowed in our society. For it is not hallowed in our churches.

As the old saying goes, “Familiarity breeds contempt.” It is possible to be too familiar with God, referring to Him as “the Man Upstairs,”
 or using phrases such as, “Oh my God!” (shortened in text speak as “OMG”), “Good Lord!” or “Jesus Christ!” The third commandment and the entire Bible for that matter, take names seriously. The name of a person expressed his or her character. The Lord’s name, therefore, stands for His. To use His name superficially or contemptuously is to insult Him.
 When we use God’s name flippantly, we fail to take God seriously.

There is a yet more serious misuse of God’s name. Since a name stands for a person and that person’s character, we misuse God’s name whenever our behavior is incompatible with his character. To call God “Father” and mistrust him or to call Jesus “Lord” and disobey him: this is also to misuse his name.

Lip service—saying something but not meaning it, halfheartedness, glib promises, merely going through the motions, and the failure to take God seriously—are all condemned. Singing hymns and reciting The Lord’s Prayer but not meaning it is condemned as lip service, one of the most common forms of violation of this command.

The “vain” or “empty purposes” to which God’s name may be put include to fill in the gaps in our speeches or prayers; to express mild surprise; and to use that name when no clear goal, purpose, or reason for its use is in mind, whether it be in prayer, in a religious context, or absent-mindedly invoked as table grace when no real heart, thankfulness, or purpose is involved. When God’s name is used lightly, what will we do in times of great distress? Proverbs 18:10 says, “the name of the Lord is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe.”

Filthy Speech

The third application of the third commandment is filthy speech. Proverbs 10:32 speaks of this area of obscenity. Solomon writes, “The lips of the righteous know what is fitting, but the mouth of the wicked only what is perverse.” Paul has strong instruction to Christians of such speech in Ephesians 5:3-4,
But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. Nor should there be any obscenity, foolish talk, or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving.

Notice that Paul goes beyond “obscenity” to “foolish talk” and “coarse joking” The Greek word for foolish talk is morologia, from which we get the English word “moron.”
 We can see in this verse that dirty jokes and suggestive consents are as prohibited as outright obscenity. All of these are off-limits to the child of God.

Another area within impure talk is cursing. This is “cussing,” which takes in all unacceptable words for a given society. This is the wishing of harm to another person, and is in our day summarized in the wrong use of the word “damn” (the verb form of “damnation”) and “hell.” These are legitimate words in their proper perspective—in fact they are biblically taught truths—but cursing places these ideas in the wrong hands.
When a person says to another, “Damn you!” they are actually taking the place of God, who is the only Judge of mankind. No one has the right to pronounce damnation upon anyone. Only God can do that. Even the phrase, “God damn you” is presumptuous, for we are telling God what to do. Again, where do we get that right? How does that display the love of Christ in our lives? James writes in James 3:9, “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth comes praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be.”
The injunction, “Go to Hell!” or “To Hell with” something or someone, fails into the same category. Hell is a real place—a place of eternal damnation—but we have not the right to send anyone there. As Paul writes in Romans 12, “Give place for God’s vengeance—don’t take it yourselves.” I think the other improper uses of the word “hell” fall under the category of “foolish talk.” It doesn’t make sense; it is truly moronic! 

Often such speech is called “profanity.” Profanity is the term commonly used when defining the irreverent; it is the disregard, the defamation of anything considered reverent.
 We considered this sense of the term earlier. It is interesting to note how this word came about. An old Latin name for a church or cathedral is the word fane. Adding the Latin form pro, “in front of,” to “fane” gives the word “profane,” literally, “out in front of the church.”  There is some wry humor in the fact that some language was called out-in-front-of-the-church speech, or profane language.  The minister stood in the pulpit using the language of God for the things of God inside of the church building, and godless men picked up the vocabulary, took it outside the doors of the church, and fouled the air with its use.

My father used to carry a card in his wallet while he drove truck (an occupation notorious for its bad language) that read, “Profanity is the attempt of the feeble mind to express itself forcibly.” How true! So much of swearing is plain ignorance! The third commandment certainly forbids profanity.

Such language has been described as “very often the sin of thoughtlessness.”
 Yet a great many people think there is nothing in swearing. Bear in mind that God sees something wrong in it, and He says He will not hold men guiltless, even though society does.

In our day, people abuse the sacred name of God and of Jesus Christ almost everywhere and at almost every level of society. People swear at home, at work, in school, on the plane, in the armed services. A man misses his plane, he calls upon God to damn everybody. He hits his thumb and takes the name of Christ in vain. A man swears at his enemies in anger, and at his friends in good humor. Men (and women) swear when they are mad, when they are glad, and when they are sad. A man swears at his wife, at the children, at the weather, at the dog, at the policeman, at the traffic, and at things in general. He swears willfully and thoughtlessly. Almost everyone is guilty of swearing. Men swear, women swear, children swear. Presidents, judges, teachers, policemen, generals, even some preachers take God’s name in vain. Yet, every time a person uses God’s name carelessly, willfully, or even thoughtlessly to give vent to his feelings, he insults God His Maker, and God will not excuse him for doing so. That is exactly what is meant by the statement, “He will not hold him guiltless that takes his name in vain.” God will not excuse a man for abusing His name for there is no excuse for this insulting habit.
 D. L. Moody writes, 

When a man blasphemes, he shows an utter contempt for God. I was in the army during the war, and heard men cursing and swearing. Some godly woman would pass along the ranks looking for her wounded son, and not an oath would be heard. They would not swear before their mothers, or their wives, or their sisters; they had more respect for them than they had for God!

While the third commandment is stated negatively—do not misuse God’s name—Jesus gave the positive alternative as we mentioned earlier: “hallowed be thy name.”
 We must take God’s name seriously.

The third commandment, then, has much to say to us in the twenty-first century. God tells us simply, “Watch your mouth!” We would do well to employ the principle of David in Psalm 141:3, “Set a guard over my mouth, O Lord; keep watch over the door of my lips” or in Psalm 19:14, “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer.”
I encourage each of us to pray this every day. It heightens our awareness of what we say, and it points us to the power of the Holy Spirit within us to control the tongue. James tells us how destructive the tongue can be, and unless we watch it, we can do such damage.
On the other hand, with our mouth we can build others up, show lost ones the Savior, and praise our Father in Heaven. When our mouths are full of God’s love and His praise, it is surprising how the wrong kinds of talk find no room in our lives.
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