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Keep the Name of the LORD Holy

I.  His name brings punishment

II.   His name brings grace

4 So Moses chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones and went up Mount Sinai early in the morning, as the LORD had commanded him; and he carried the two stone tablets in his hands.  5 Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him and proclaimed his name, the LORD.  6 And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.” 

Of the famous names associated with CBS news, the biggest and brightest on the marquee are Edward Murrow, Walter Cronkite and Dan Rather.  Dan Rather however, recently stepped down after working for the company for a total of 44 years and 24 of those as its news anchor.  It’s hard to understand why CBS would allow their best new anchor to resign.  Rather made a name as a reporter by tying himself to a palm tree so he could continue reporting from Texas during the 1961 Hurricane Carla.  His career highlights range across the spectrum of recent US history, from the 1963 assassination of President John F Kennedy to the Watergate scandal that brought down President Richard Nixon in 1974.  Why would CBS allow Rather to step down?  Some say the departure of Rather came when his reputation was tarnished in 2004 when he reported a subsequently discredited report on President Bush's military record.  

It only takes one false accusation, one misguided action, one inappropriate comment to end one’s reputation.  What about God’s name?  Do you think his name has been dragged through the mud over the years?  It seems that he gets the blame for just about everything, yet, has he ever done anything or said anything to give himself a bad name?  This morning in the second part of our summer sermon series we will explore the first petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “Hallowed be your name.”  In this petition we want to explore what God’s name is and how we can keep it holy.  

Our story this morning is from Exodus 34.  You are probably more familiar with the story that precedes it, from Exodus 20, when God summoned Moses to the top of Mount Sinai.  There the finger of God carved out two stone tablets and inscribed the words of the Ten Commandments.  During that first trip the LORD revealed is name to Moses as “the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” (Ex 20:2)  This morning’s story is the account of Moses’ second trip to the top of Mount Sinai.  If you recall the Israelites had grown impatient with Moses on the mountain. So they fashioned a golden calf and worshiped it as the god who brought them out of Egypt.  The people threw a vivacious party with drinking, dancing and shouting.  Moses, out of righteous anger, threw down the stone tablets from the LORD and smashed them to pieces.  The LORD said, “Moses, you’d better get back up here.  We have to make a new set of tablets.”  During this second trip the LORD preached another sermon to Moses on his name.  Vs5 says, “Now the Lord descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name of the Lord.”
This was not the second time Moses had been on this mountain.  Rewind forty years.  The LORD first appeared to Moses on Mount Sinai in the form of a burning bush.  There he preached another sermon to Moses, also on his name.  He revealed himself to Moses as the great “I Am.”  So what is God’s name?  On three separate occasions, God revealed himself to Moses by three different names.  God’s name is everything he reveals about himself in the Bible.  As you read through your Scriptures you will discover many names for the One True God.  Each of these titles gives us a little snapshot of who God is.  For example, I Am shows us that God is eternal and unchanging.  The LORD (Yahweh) tells us that God is loving and merciful.  Rock, Fortress and Shield are names that comfort us, showing us that God is our protector.  

If we continue to dig in Scripture we will also discover that his name is holy.  Psalm 103:1 says, “Praise the LORD, O my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name.”  In the second petition of the Lord’s Prayer Jesus prayed, “Hallowed be your name.”  In other words, “Father, your name is holy all by itself, but we pray that we too may keep your name holy.”  The heart of this petition lies in the second commandment: “You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God.”  Martin Luther, in his small catechism explains this commandment, “We should fear and love God that we do not use his name to curse, swear, lie or deceive, or use it superstitiously, but call upon God’s name in every trouble, pray, praise and give thanks.”                       

How well have we kept this command to keep our God’s name holy?  Let’s see how we measure up…  Do not use his name to curse: we’ve never done that before, except when the hammer comes down, misses the nail and hits the finger and we cry out with a phrase that really says, “God, send this hammer to hell.”   Is that use of God’s name a way to keep it holy?  Do not use his name to swear… How many of us have used the phrase, “I swear to God I didn’t do it.”  Is that using God’s name in a holy manner?  Or how many of us are guilty of saying, “O my Gosh! O my God!  Jesus Christ!”  Is that the beginning of a true prayer to the Father, or are we using God’s name flippantly to express surprise and shock?  Our LORD is holy.  His name is holy.  He expects his name to be used in a holy manner.  

What about these names that we find in the Bible?  What do they tell us about God?  The Righteous Judge, the God of wrath, the Upright and Almighty One… What pictures do these names paint in your mind?  When you examine your sins against his name, it’s not a pretty picture… And when we hear the LORD’s sermon to Moses we start to shudder.  “Yet he (the LORD) does not leave the guilty unpunished.  The guilty… that’s you and me…and according to the LORD, he will not let us go unpunished.  And then he continues, “He punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.” (Ex 34:7)  You may first be asking yourself, “How can the Judge punish children for something their fathers did?  That’s not fair!”  You have to remember, in those days, a family often consisted of three or four generations in one household.  Those heads of the house who blatantly violate God’s covenant and thus show that they reject the Lord as their King will bring down judgment on themselves and their households that follow in the footsteps of their idolatrous fathers.  For an example, read the story of Achan in Joshua 7 or Korah, Dathan and Abiram in Numbers 16.

The LORD is serious about sin.  He is serious about his holy name.  He demands punishment for those who sin against his holy name.  And yet in vs6,7 the LORD declares that he will forgive your iniquities, transgressions and sins.  That covers any kind of sin you can commit.  Whether your sins are blatant and outward rebellion, sins of ignorance or daily sins, the LORD forgives you.  And so we repent with the words of the prophet Isaiah and say, “For our offenses are many in your sight, and our sins testify against us. We acknowledge our iniquities, rebellion and treachery against the LORD, turning our backs on our God, uttering lies our hearts have conceived.” (Is 59:12,13)

And the LORD responds, “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin.”  How can this holy God, who demands punishment for the sinner, be so compassionate, patient, and forgiving?  How do we rationalize this apparent contradiction in the LORD?  How can we harmonize his justice and grace?  Your human mind cannot rationalize it.  You must believe it by faith.  And faith looks at the cross.  The cross is where the LORD’s demand for punishment and free grace meet.  This is why we sing with the hymn writer, “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to your cross I cling.” (Christian Worship 389:3)

The cross is where God’s law and his love intersect.  The Father punished his Son for your sins against his name.  Isaiah is pretty clear on that picture, “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities, the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  It was the LORD’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer.” (Is 53:5,10)  Not you, not me, but him… he was made to suffer, to be punished, to die, in your place.  At the cross is where God’s name is kept holy.  At the cross we see the God who is faithful, who does not change, who does not contradict himself, but keeps his promise to punish and forgive.  At the cross we see the God who overflows in love to thousands, an unlimited number of people and generations, God’s love is boundless.  Psalm 108:4 captures the thought, “For great is your love, higher than the heavens; your faithfulness reaches to the skies.”  At the cross we see the LORD who is slow to anger, he can be angry when his name and Word are abused, but he is patient, longsuffering, so that you may repent, turn back to him and be forgiven.  At the cross we see the LORD who forgives your wickedness, rebellion and sin.  God’s name is holy by itself.  All we have to do is look at the cross.

So how can we sinners keep his name holy?  For starters, we can follow Luther’s words, We should fear and love God that we do not use his name to curse, swear, lie or deceive or use it superstitiously, but call upon God’s name in every trouble, pray, praise and give thanks.  College students who are away from home often only call their parents when they need money.  Call on your Heavenly Father when you need money, when you’re troubled, hurting or need help against temptation.  But don’t pray to him just in those circumstances.  Talk to him about everything.  Paul in 1Thessalonians 5:17 reminds us to pray continually.  When Jesus healed the ten lepers, one came back immediately to thank his Savior.  May we be just as quick to offer thanks when he does answer yes to our prayers.  These are ways to keep the name of the LORD holy.

I’m sure that most of us here have done the proverbial stick-your-foot-in-your-mouth.  If you have not, just wait… it’ll happen.  I pray that it will not ruin your career or tarnish your reputation.  When you open your mouth to speak God’s name treat it with respect, honor, and awe.  His name is holy.  That name saved you from punishment and brought you grace and forgiveness.  It is fitting that we ask him to help us keep his name holy when we pray, “Hallowed be your name.”  Amen.

