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Exodus 20:7 (NIV) says,
“You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord
will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.”

This is one of the Ten Commandments—foundational moral laws
given by God to Israel through Moses. It’s a command many of us
know well. Often, we think that taking God’s name in vain means
only using it as a curse word or swearing falsely. But the biblical
meaning goes much deeper.

The phrase “take the name of the Lord in vain” (Hebrew: shav,
meaning “empty,” “false,” or “worthless”) means more than
careless or irreverent speech. It means to treat God’s name—or
by extension, His character and authority—with disrespect or
insincerity. This includes hypocrisy: professing to follow God but
living in disobedience. This is a serious offense because God’s
name represents His holiness, justice, mercy, and covenant
faithfulness.

When you say, “Today, I’ve decided to follow Christ with all my
heart,” or “I am a new creation,” you are calling on the name of
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the Lord to guide and save you (Romans 10:13, NIV: “Everyone
who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”). But if you
continue in sin—stealing, lying, sexual immorality, or any other
unrepentant behavior—you are essentially calling on God’s name
while rejecting His Lordship. This is what it means to take His
name in vain: claiming His salvation but refusing true repentance
and transformation.

Look at Genesis 4:25-26 (NIV):
“Adam made love to his wife again, and she gave birth to a son
and named him Seth, saying, ‘God has granted me another child
in place of Abel, since Cain killed him.’
At that time people began to call on the name of the Lord.”

Here we see that “calling on the name of the Lord” means
sincerely seeking God and living under His authority, not just
uttering words.

In Exodus 34:5-7 (NIV), God reveals His name and character to
Moses:
“The Lord descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and
proclaimed the name of the Lord. The Lord, the Lord, the
compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in
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love and faithfulness, 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 parents to the third and fourth generation.”

God’s name here reflects His perfect balance of mercy and
justice. While He is compassionate and forgiving, He is also holy
and will hold sinners accountable. This balance is critical for
understanding why it’s serious to take His name in vain: you
cannot call on His mercy without honoring His justice by
repenting.

Consider this analogy: If you order a car from overseas with an
agreement to pay on delivery, but when the time comes, you
refuse to pay and claim you never intended to buy it, the seller
will rightfully take legal action. God’s justice works similarly. If
you call on His name for salvation but refuse to turn from sin, God
will hold you accountable. This may result in divine discipline or
consequences (Hebrews 12:6, NIV: “The Lord disciplines the one
he loves.”).

The writer of Proverbs understood this well:
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Proverbs 30:8-9 (NIV):
“Keep falsehood and lies far from me; give me neither poverty
nor riches, but give me only my daily bread. Otherwise, I may
have too much and disown you and say, ‘Who is the Lord?’ Or I
may become poor and steal, and so dishonor the name of my
God.”

Here, sin such as stealing is equated with dishonoring God’s
name—another form of taking it in vain.

Therefore, if we call on the name of Jesus Christ—the only name
under heaven given to save us (Acts 4:12, NIV)—we must truly
mean it. We must turn from wickedness (2 Timothy 2:19, NIV:
“Everyone who confesses the name of the Lord must turn away
from wickedness.”). Genuine repentance involves turning away
from sin and embracing a transformed life empowered by the
Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38).

Don’t casually say the name of Christ if you’re not ready to live
according to Him. Genuine faith means a changed heart,
repentance, baptism, and receiving the Holy Spirit (Romans
12:1-2).
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May the name of our Savior, Jesus Christ, be praised forever.

Amen.
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