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“Catechism Review:  Pray, Praise and Give Thanks”


The Second Sunday after Pentecost							 June 14, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								          Exodus 3:13-15
Epistle Lesson										  James 3:1-12
Gospel Lesson									        Matthew 5:33-37


The hymn we just sang was written by Francis of Assisi, who lived at the end of the 1100’s and the beginning of the 1200’s AD.  You some time see Francis of Assisi depicted in people’s gardens, sometimes near a birdbath.  He’s depicted as a man in a brown robe, occasionally he’s holding up his hand and there will be a bird on his finger or on his shoulder.  St. Francis of Assisi served God by serving the humblest of God’s creatures.  He began the Franciscan order, and Francis of Assisi felt that all of life should be praising God.  Whenever anybody looked at a Christian, their eyes should be immediately diverted to God—to his ability to create and to his goodness.  St. Francis of Assisi used to walk through the woods, and he would preach to the birds and he would preach to animals.  He called the sun and the moon his brother and his sister.  He lived a life where he just reveled in God’s presence and God’s beauty and God’s goodness.  Through everything he did, he tried to give glory to God.  And that’s why he wrote this hymn, “All Creatures of Your God and King”—praise God all the time, everything you do. 

I used that as a sermon hymn today, because we come to the Second Commandment.  Under the theme, “Pray, Praise and Give Thanks,” I want to preach the Second Commandment to you as a very positive thing.  The encouragement from God to live life as Francis of Assisi suggested life should be lived.  So the Second Commandment is:  You will not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.  

I want to review a little bit from last week, for those of you who weren’t here last week.  (And I do know who you are)--but just so we’re all on the same page here.  The Bible does not actually call the Commandments Commandments.  The phrase “The Ten Commandments” does not exist in the Bible.  They are called The Ten Words—The Ten Statements.  Not only are they not called Commandments, they are not stated as imperatives.  The Second Commandment, as we call it, is a simple statement made in the future tense.  “I will be your God and you will be my people.  And the way you use my name will demonstrate the sacredness of our relationship and the intimacy of our relationship.”  This second statement is not so much a second separate thing, as it is a second way of stating the first statement.  The first statement says, “I will be your God and you will be my people, and I will be the central fact of your life.”  And the second statement says, “The way you use my name will be a clear indication of the fact that I am the central fact of your life.” 

So the Second Commandment isn’t a list of words you can’t say.  It is a simple statement that the way one uses God’s name will let the world know whether God is the central fact in that person’s life or not.  It is a warning that the mouth will eventually give away what is in the heart.  It is God’s desire that our use of his name will be a clear witness to the world of the sacredness of our relationship with God and the intimacy of our relationship with him.  It is his desire that the way we use his name will be a leavening for goodness wherever our voice is heard.  That when people hear us speak, God will not be demeaned through our language.  In fact, he will be lifted up and praised through our language.  

Here’s a simple example of what the issue is.  Let’s say you have an acquaintance, who has a strange way of speaking about his wife.  He calls her, “My old lady.”  When he sees that she has called him on his cell phone he says, so everybody could hear, “Oh, I wonder what the old bag wants now!”  When you invite him to an event, he asks if he is expected to bring along his ball and chain.  When someone at work misunderstands his communication he says, “This is as bad as trying to talk to my wife!”  When you ask what his wife thinks about an issue he says, “I don’t know.  I talk to her as little as possible.”  When you speak appreciatively about something your wife has done for you, he responds, “Boy, if my old lady did that I’d really be suspicious.”  In a great annoyance he one day informs you that she is about as dumb as the rest of her family.  And he is constantly making comments comparing other women’s attractiveness to his wives plainness.  What do your ears tell you about this man’s attitude toward his wife?  What are you learning?  Does it appear from his words that he loves, honors, and cherishes his wife?  Does it make things better when he assures people that he says these things without really thinking about them?  He says, “I don’t even think about it when I talk about her that way.”  Does that make it better?  Does it make things better when he says, “Oh, this is just my habit.  It’s just the way I talk.  I learned it from my father.  It doesn’t mean anything.”  Does that make it better?  Now, one day you overhear this acquaintance talking with your wife, and he calls her “Honey,” as he is explaining to your wife that his wife doesn’t really understand him very well.  Now do you think this guy has a problem?  Does this man have problems with boundaries, as well as problems with his attitude toward his wife?  

You see, the point of the Second Commandment isn’t really that hard to understand.  When another person is central to our life, in an intimate way, we are careful to express this relationship in our language.  It’s not a hard concept.  And this is the point of the Second Commandment—our use of God’s name will indicate the sacredness of our relationship with him and the closeness of our relationship with him.  

Well, the interesting thing is that God doesn’t actually have a name.  This is the point of the Old Testament lesson for today.  Moses says to God, “Well, God, I mean if I go to Egypt and I ask these people to come with me to the Promised Land, and they’ll say, `What’s the name of this God?’  So what is your name?  How can I tell them about you unless I know your name?”  And God tells Moses that he doesn’t need a name, so he doesn’t have a name.  Being the only God there is there is no danger of confusing him with another, so he doesn’t have a name.  He simply tells Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.”  This is somewhat difficult to translate.  It could come out, “I AM WHO I WILL BE.”  “I WILL BE WHO I WILL BE.”  “I AM WHAT I DO.”  “I AM HOW I MAKE MYSELF KNOWN.”  “I AM WHO I AM” is as good as any other way to state it.  But the point is, God is saying, “I don’t have a name.  I simply am who I am.”  

A United States judge once said, “I can’t define pornography, but I know it when I see it.”  It is similar with God:  We can say, “I know that God doesn’t have a name as such, but I know him when I see what he is doing, and it is pretty easy to know when someone is referring to him, whether or not he has a name.”  God’s name is any word that is used to make notice of him, and the list is pretty long.  The Muslims say that God has ninety-nine names.  Well, I have no great interest in the number ninety-nine, but in a way the Muslims are correct in that God has many, many names—many ways by which he is known.  Every one of the names by which God makes himself known should be used only with respect, and should be used often with respect.  

Luther put it this way:  “We should fear and love God that we may not curse, swear, use witchcraft, lie, or deceive by his name, but call upon it in every trouble, pray, praise, and give thanks.”  This Commandment does not actually deal with common, vulgar language that we hear so often anymore--common, vulgar language which amounts to coarse and inappropriate references to sexual acts, bodily waste, private body parts, insulting references to people’s parentage, and so forth.  That’s another issue.  That’s vulgar language.  

This Commandment deals with honoring God by avoiding improper use of his name and practicing proper use of his name.  It is a common human fault to want to sound strong and intimidating by cursing in connection with God’s name.  But to do so is to throw God under the bus, so you can look threatening.  Don’t do that.  Don’t do that.  Why would you want to do this?  Why would you want to exalt yourself, and make yourself look important and threatening by demeaning God’s name?  Why do that?  

It is a common, human fault to swear by God’s name when it is totally unnecessary, and it cheapens God’s name so we can sound bold by being profane.  Don’t do that.  Why would you want to cheapen God’s name to make yourself look big and smart?

It is a common, human fault to resort to magic or witchcraft or the occult for any number of reasons.  Don’t get God’s holy name mixed up in that foolishness.  Why would you want too?  God is the creator of the universe, the redeemer of humanity, the giver of life.  Why would you want to take his name and connect it to all of this foolishness?  It is so silly.  Why would you want to do it?

It is a common, human fault to lie to other people.  It is a common human fault to deceive other people.  Why would you want to do this in the first place, let alone why would you want to do it in God’s name?  Why would you want to make the creator of the universe a co-conspirator in your dishonesty?  Don’t do that.  

So Luther says, “We should fear and love God that we do not curse, swear, use witchcraft, lie or deceive by his name.”  But there’s something that Luther left out there, and I think it needs to be mentioned.  It is a common human fault to use God’s name in careless exclamations.  It seems like I’m constantly harping on this with the young people in Catechism instruction.  I hear it a lot there and they must get it from some place.  I come to Catechism instruction and I hear things like, “Oh my God!  Your hair looks so cute!”  And most of the time they aren’t talking to me.  Maybe they talk that way because at home they hear things like, “Oh God!  Now what?”  I come to Catechism instruction and I hear somebody say, “Oh my God!  That girl in the third row thinks you’re cute!”  They must get it from some place.  Maybe at home they hear things like, “Oh for God’s sake!  What have you done now?”  We can say that we do this without thinking about it, out of habit, and we can say that it doesn’t mean anything.  But you see that is the very point.  It profanes God’s honor to use his name in thoughtless and meaningless ways.  Try this on.  How would you like it if I had hundreds of little stickers printed up with your picture on them, and your name on those stickers?  I carried these stickers with me wherever I went, and I stuck them all over the place.  And you found little pictures of yourself and your name on mailboxes, stop signs, bathroom walls, car windows, water fountains, bulletin boards, tree trunks, tavern signs, restaurant menus, garbage cans, and so forth.  Every place you went you found these little stickers with your picture and your name on them--would you be pleased?  Would you be pleased?  What if you complain to me about it and I told you, “Ah, I just do that without thinking.  It doesn’t mean anything to me.  I just do it without thought.”  Would that make it better?  Or would you still feel cheapened, because someone has used your image and your name pointlessly in all sorts of unimportant matters.  

Luther tells us that we should think about who God is and how he is central to our lives.  Then we should ask ourselves if we really want to dishonor God in how we speak of him and how we use his name.  We can make ourselves look big and threatening and make ourselves look cool by belittling other people.  But do you want to do that with your Creator?  Do you want to do that with him who offered himself on the cross for your sins?  Do you want to do that with the Lord of Life who gives you life day by day?  Do you want to do that with the God who has given you the promise of life for eternity?  

Luther said, “On the other hand, we should call upon it in every trouble—pray, praise and give thanks.”  Use God’s name often when you talk to him in prayer.  Pray often.  A long time ago I made the commitment that I would thank God every time food is set before me.  I don’t follow through 100%.  There are times I forget or whatever.  But basically, whenever I sit down to eat I offer a prayer of thanks to God, to thank him for what he has set before me.  I’ve done this in Murray’s; I’ve done this in Ruth Chris Steakhouse; I’ve done it at the State Fair; I do it any place.  In my research for my sermon this week, I ran into an interesting statement from the Rabbi’s.  The Rabbi said, “God gives us food for daily sustenance, and the only thing he asks in return is that we thank him for it.  To begin a meal without thanking God is to steal from God.”  Interesting concept.  Interesting concept.  

Use God’s name often in prayer to thank him.  Use God’s name often in praising him in worship.  That means come to worship.  It’s not your duty; it’s your blessed opportunity to come and sing praises to him who has made you, made this world, redeemed you and gives us life day after day.  This is not a burden.  It’s not some duty.  It’s a great opportunity to come with your friends and sing, “All hail King Jesus!” like we did earlier.  To sing in the words of St. Francis of Assisi, “Alleluia!  Oh, praise Him!”  And you don’t have to be in church to do this.  I enjoy going out at night and looking at the stars and I don’t really care if anybody else is around me or not.  I look at the stars and I just applaud.  I say, “Oh thank you God.  This is fabulous!”  You look at a garden, you look at things growing out there, and you say, “Look at what God has done!”  “Praise God for this fabulous day!”  It takes no more energy to say, “Praise God for this fabulous day,” then it takes to say, “Pretty nice weather.”  

In the way we speak, pray, praise, and give thanks--when we use God’s name in these ways we witness to our relationship with God, and this is the witness of our language.  Have you ever gotten the impression that someone is a real jerk from the way that a friend of yours has spoken about this person?  “Marge is always making Mary sound like a real pill.”  And then you meet Mary and you discover for yourself that Mary is a pretty fine person.  It is amazing how our speaking can poison the well, so to speak, and make other people not think well of people when we downgrade them.  Have you ever met someone and said, “I have heard so many good things about you that I have wanted to meet you for quite some time.”  “Betty is always making Barbara sound so interesting--making her sound like such a nice person.”  And then you meet Barbara and you discover that she is indeed an interesting person—an exceptionally nice person.  It is amazing how our speaking can smooth the way by putting another in a good light.  It will be the same thing with the way we use God’s name—and which will it be? 

Everybody will eventually meet God.  Everybody will eventually meet God.  Some people will finally meet God and they will say, “From the way my Christian friends spoke about you, I never had a very favorable picture of you.  But now I meet you, and I wonder what was wrong with them that they didn’t give me a better impression of your power, of your kindness, of your goodness, and your intimate involvement in their lives.”  

Or will this someone meet God and say, “From the way my Christian friends spoke about you, I have been dying to meet you for a long time.  I thought they might be exaggerating your power, your goodness, your kindness, but I am delighted to see that they were not.  You are everything they led me to believe.”  

“I will be your God, and you will be my people and the way you use my name will demonstrate the sacredness of that relationship and the intimacy of that relationship as well.”  Amen.
