
Deuteronomy 14

Rev. F. van Deursen

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

You must have wondered at the Scripture reading just now. After all, I said that I would examine 
with you what Moses teaches about the third commandment in the book of Deuteronomy. You know
that this Bible book largely explains the Ten Commandments. But what do we read in Deut. 14? Not
a word about swearing and cursing, but a warning against pagan mourning, eating unclean animals 
and cooking a goat in its mother's milk. What does that have to do with the third commandment: 
"Do not misuse the name of the LORD, your God, for he will not let him go free who misuses his 
name"?

Have we turned to the right chapter for that? Yes, just look at the previous chapter, Deut. 13. Above 
that is the heading: "Against temptation to idolatry." That is clearly the second commandment. 
Deut. 15 will be about the Sabbath year – that is, the fourth commandment. So it must be that Deut. 
14 is about the third commandment.

But then it will indeed look a little odd when you see what Moses brings up. I hope that when we 
have looked at this chapter, you will also say of the third commandment with the psalmist: "Your 
commandment is limitless," Ps. 119: 96. The third commandment indeed extends far beyond 
swearing and cursing.

Let's read this command again first. Translated a little more literally it goes like this:

"You must not take (on your lips) the name of Yahweh your God for what is empty, for Yahweh will
not leave the person who takes his name (on the lips) for what is empty untouched for punishment" 
(Ex. 20:7, Deut. 5:111).

I can be brief about the name Yahweh. This is how the LORD God made himself known to Moses 
when Egypt had already begun killing off Israel. Then the Lord commanded Moses: Tell my people 
that I am Yahweh. Literally: He is. Or: He will be.

Israel did not take that name philosophically at the time, but as a child does, who has just been 
woken up from a dream of fear. But what does it hear then? Mother's sweet voice: "I am coming to 
you!" So God spoke to Israel: "I am that I am," that is, I am coming to help. I will certainly be with 
you. In each instance where you see the Lord with four capital letters in the Old Testament it is 
written in the Hebrew “Yahweh.” And in practice we can readily replace that name for ourselves 
with: Helper, Saviour, Redeemer. "The LORD is my shepherd" = "My Helper is my shepherd".

And how Yahweh made that name true! The entire history of Israel's redemption from Egypt, 
complete with the ten mighty plagues with which God forced that empire to its knees, along with 
Israel's wonderful food supply in the desert, forms one large record book about the glorious content 
of the name Yahweh.

Yes, that one name actually constitutes a summary of the entire Old Testament. All of his great fame
as Saviour through the ages, Helper and Life-Saviour speaks to us from the word Yahweh. It is 
actually a microfilm of all of God's great historical acts of redemption.

1 C Vonk. De Voorzeide Leer. Vol. Ic. Numeri, Deuteronium. Barendrecht: Drukkerij Barendrecht, 1966, p. 560.
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With this we immediately see what the third commandment means by God's name. Not merely the 
name “Yahweh,” but all of the awesome fame that God had built up over the centuries.

Because is this not how it happens with us, people? If you commit bad deeds you get a bad name. 
Good deeds give you a good name. Great deeds give you a famous name. A name in the sense of 
fame is always based on deeds. Rembrandt owes his great name as a painter to his great acts in the 
field of painting.

It is the same with God's name. The pagan regulars at the Inn of Rahab in Jericho were already 
quaking at the thought that the God of Israel would soon support his people in the fight against 
them. Incredibly, what a God that was! How did He gain that fame among those people? Well, by 
punishing powerful Egypt so badly. The mighty acts of Israel's God were not forgotten by the 
Gentiles in Jericho - forty years later (!) - Joshua 2. Because of those great deeds, He had built a 
formidable name even among these Gentiles.

Israel should remember that name at the altars it would erect in Canaan (Ex. 20:24). You ask 
yourself: What did such an altar have to do with remembering God's name? Well then, we must 
remember that the priests in Israel had a lot more to do than slaughter animals.

The tribe of Levi not only had to sacrifice, but it was also the teachers' tribe, to whom God had 
dedicated religious education in Israel. And what did that education consist of? Speaking out, tell, 
tell and tell again what great deeds God had done for His people. That is: remembering God's name.
Spread the knowledge of his actions: acts of creation and redemption, each of which testified to 
God's power and might.

Now we have first of all discussed the broad meaning of the word name in the third commandment. 
God's name: by that this commandment (and actually the entire Bible) means everything that God 
has revealed about his work of salvation and power.

Now, we cannot use that name in vain. The original text here uses the word shewa’, which indicates
the empty, the useless, the meaningless, the sinful, the wicked, the pagan, in short everything that 
stands squarely against God and life.

“You must not take the name (= the fame of God's deeds, the entire history of his power and might) 
on your lips and connect it with the empty, the sinful, the perishable, everything that belongs to the 
sphere of paganism and death."

Perhaps we now have better understood Moses' statement of the third commandment in Deut. 14. 
No, he does not mention a word about cursing and swearing, slander and committing perjury. That 
of course also falls under this commandment, but you can learn from Moses that the third 
commandment contains much more.

Look, if it was only about curses and swearing, someone might say: I don't think the third 
commandment is the hardest. I actually occasionally swear myself. But cursing - no, I almost never 
do that. Are you then outside the scope of the third commandment? Let's look again at Moses in 
Deut. 14.

"Because you are children of Yahweh your God..." This is how Moses began his explanation of the 
third commandment: with Israel's unique position or status. After all, if there were a people who had
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come to know Yahweh as the God of life and a life-saver, then it was Israel who had been redeemed
from the Egyptian tomb by Him. Yahweh's name was therefore inextricably linked with them.

Well, they now had to demonstrate that in their entire lives! Of course, also by leaving curses and 
unnecessary swearing, but even with that they were not there yet. As children of Yahweh they were 
not allowed to connect his name (= his power and might and the fame or knowledge of it) in any 
way in their lives with vanity, emptiness, paganism, meaninglessness, death and destruction.

To make that clear to them, Moses could have chosen countless examples from throughout their 
lives, but he took these three. He commanded: Now show that you are children of Yahweh

1. when you are in mourning.

2. when you eat meat,

3. when you celebrate harvest.

1. Sanctify God's name when you are in mourning

The Gentiles were very shocked when they lost a loved one through death. Then they cut hair from 
their foreheads, yes sometimes they even cut their own flesh in their grief. Yes, those people were 
also despairing. They had nothing to hope for after death. They didn't have any Helper against 
death.

But was Israel right? Didn't Abraham, when he was going to sacrifice Isaac, believe that God can 
raise the dead (Heb. 11:19)? And had not Yahweh made a great name by keeping them in Egypt 
from genocide and an Egyptian mass grave? Now, would they, as the children of that mighty 
Yahweh still give his great name as the God of life an ugly scar if they, when they mourned, were as
despairing as the pagans?

It was not that they were not allowed to cry or mourn for the beloved dead, but they were not to 
despair like the pagans. For then they would join the name of their God with death and 
hopelessness, in short, with paganism. In doing that they would sin against the third commandment.
They would make it seem as if Yahweh, Israel's Redeemer, could not stand against death!

2. Sanctify God's name when you eat meat

What did that have to do with the third commandment? Well, that is not so strange as it might 
appear at first glance. You know that God had forbidden Israel to eat the meat of a number of 
different animals. In this way He impressed on His people that they were a holy people, separated 
from the world and dedicated to the service of Yahweh.

Now, all the animals that God had declared unclean and that Israel was therefore not allowed to eat, 
were associated with death! That is, because such animals lived on the dead - like birds of prey. Or 
because they had such ugly claws, symbols of death, with which they struck down other animals. Or
because they lived in the vicinity of death, such as vultures, worms, flies and all kinds of insects 
that you find on dung heaps and in sewers. Or because they had a hoof that looks like a claw, such 
as a camel. An Israelite was not allowed to eat any such animals.
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Why not? Because they were children of Yahweh, the God with the great name of life giver and life 
guardian! By not eating such animals which accompanied death, Israel would show in the midst of 
their daily life that they were a holy people, the people of Yahweh, the God of life! As a result a 
deep gulf yawned between them and everything that even hints at death and paganism.

3. Sanctify God's name when celebrating the feast of harvest

When the heathen peoples around Israel had scarcely gathered in the harvest, they were already 
worried about the next year. In their foolish superstition, they then boiled a goat in his mother's milk
and sprinkled the milk on their newly harvested fields. That "had" to make their country fertile 
again for the following year. These blind pagans lived in such deep anxiety.

And what then would Israel do if it adopted this habit? Sin against the third commandment! Yes, 
sinning against the third commandment! Didn't Israel know Yahweh's great name and fame as a 
Saviour? Had he not certainly entered into a covenant with them? Could this covenant people with 
such a good and powerful God just after a harvest already be in fear about the next one ? And then, 
as a precaution, should they start cooking a goat in his mother's milk?

No! Because then, as a people of Yahweh, it would associate God's name with vain pagan despair 
and fear. During harvest time, Israel had to celebrate a carefree harvest festival in happiness and 
gratefulness, full of confidence in the LORD their God, and especially taking care of the widow and 
the levite.

Do you see how broadly Moses laid out the scope of the third commandment? In what area of life 
did Israel not have anything to do with this command? It touched the pattern of their entire lives.

And now, what about us? What can we learn from this rather unfamiliar scripture? As a 
congregation of the New Covenant, we are free from the Law of Moses. We are welcome to eat 
black pudding, eel, hares and rabbits. We are released from the ban on eating unclean animals. Read
in Acts 10 how the Lord told Peter in a vision of a sheet full of forbidden unclean animals with a 
voice from heaven saying, "Go ahead, Peter, slay and eat." No, we no longer live under the law of 
Moses, but are under "the law of Christ" (1 Cor. 9:21; Gal. 6: 2).

We now know much better than ancient Israel that God is the source of life and saviour, since we 
may know Jesus Christ, God's Son, who as the great Prince of Life has conquered death and has 
brought incorruptible life to light. Moses said to Israel; "You are children of Yahweh, your God." To
you I may say, "You are children of God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ."

Then it is clear how we should speak further about the third commandment. Do we limit ourselves 
to avoiding lying and cheating, oaths and perceptions, curses and slander? That is certainly part of 
it, but we will save that for another sermon. Let us now realize that Moses applied this 
commandment to our entire lives, just as in Israel.

Then we may never associate the name of our heavenly Father and the Book of his name, the Bible, 
with the vain, the empty, the meaningless, everything that belongs to the sphere of darkness and 
death.

Moses spoke about mourning as believers. Paul does that in 1 Thessalonians 4. Of course we may 
be sorrowing at the deathbeds and graves of our loved ones. The Lord Jesus also wept at the grave 
of his friend Lazarus. But to despairingly weep, despairingly mourn, as the world does ("dead is 

© 2019 Frans van Deursen, Chris Gousmett 4



dead," "with death everything is gone") - no, that does not suit God's children. With that we would 
bring down the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit with whom we are so closely linked 
as his baptized children to the vain, the totally empty. It would be as if our God and Lord were 
powerless against death! As if the resurrection of Jesus Christ were a fable. Fortunately there are 
daily death announcements in the Christian (and sometimes also secular) newspapers that sanctify 
God's name because they testify that our Lord holds the keys of death and the grave and He will 
soon bring back our loved ones.

Moses also warned of exaggerated fear when the harvest had just been brought in, that is, fear for 
our livelihood. What does this still have to say to us? Now imagine that at home and in the family 
you were known as a constantly anxious and worried man. Father? Father always sees lions and 
bears on the road. "He is already sighing: If I were to become unemployed next year, what should 
we live on then?" Always afraid of the future. If ..., if ..., if …

It would be better if he acknowledged what the Lord Jesus said: "Do not worry about tomorrow. 
Every day has enough of its own evil (Matt. 6:34). If someone reminds him of that, then he 
sanctifies God's great name and then father must embarrassedly agree with that.

With those examples we stayed close to home. But let's also consider the sanctification and 
profanity of God's name in our country and continent. How incredibly richly is Europe blessed with 
knowledge of God's name. It already began when Paul came to Philippi and Lydia the seller of 
purple materials proclaimed God's name, the fame of his goodness and grace.

Under God's blessing that has grown into a Christian Europe. Everywhere, from the North Cape to 
Gibraltar, you will find church buildings with a Bible, the book of God's name. That name has 
become abundantly known here, also in our own country. The Netherlands and Europe were 
baptized countries for centuries. This is proof enough of God's awesome goodness for those 
countries.

He made himself known here as the Creator and Sustainer of heaven and earth, the Father who 
surrendered his Son to those nations to save them from eternal death. He renewed the knowledge of 
his Name through the great church reform of the sixteenth century. Our country was particularly 
blessed as a result.

And now take a look around the Netherlands and Europe. God is misunderstood and ignored as the 
great Creator of all things. The bodily resurrection of our Saviour Jesus Christ is rejected, also at 
theological faculties. Professors denigrate God's name before their often defenseless young students
in their seats. At best, God's name achieved by his great works is ignored. Millions in Europe do not
take into account his return to judge the living and the dead. Please note that I am now talking about
descendants of baptized generations! Until the mid-nineteenth century our Dutch people were still a 
baptized people.

According to many apostates, the book of God's name, the Bible, contains legends and myths. Did 
Jesus walk on the water? "Yes, my grandfather and grandmother still believed that," many say, "but 
it is impossible to accept such stories today." Did Jesus feed five thousand people from a few barley
rolls and two small fishes? For you and me that belongs to Jesus' wonderful Saviour's name, but for 
many church leavers that is nonsense. They connect Jesus' name as the Son of God with nonsense.

If you let all of this affect you, you will become afraid before God. Yes, afraid before God! How 
long will He endure the reproach on his name and on the Bible, the Book of his name? And to think 
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what a severe sanction He attached to this commandment: "He who misuses his name He will not 
let go free!" What do they think? He will come back to that.

What will the de-Christianised Netherlands and Europe therefore expect? Let's just pray that when 
He comes to judge all of this, that just like in the time of Elijah, Isaiah, and Jeremiah, He will keep 
a remnant of faithful people who with the Psalms just so gladly sing of God's name, so holy, great 
and good. And for whom the Bible, the book of God's name, is their dearest possession. And 
praying daily with the Lord's Prayer: "Your name be hallowed." Our Heidelberg Catechism explains
that prayer so beautifully. You need to hear it.

Your name is hallowed.

Which means:

Grant us first of all that we may rightly know you,
and sanctify, glorify, and praise you in all your works,
in which shine forth your almighty power, wisdom, goodness, 
righteousness, mercy, and truth. 

Grant us also that we may so direct our whole life –
our thoughts, words, and actions –
that your name is not blasphemed because of us
but always honoured and praised. 

In all the history of the world there has been only one Man who has fully obeyed the third 
commandment. As a twelve year old child, He sought even more knowledge of the Holy Scriptures 
than He already had at that age. The scribes in the temple were amazed at the questions this boy 
asked them. Up to his thirtieth birthday He sat listening in the congregation in the synagogue every 
Sabbath, and how many errors He must have heard.

But on the night before his death, He spoke with complete boldness to his Father: "I have made 
your Name known to the people you have given me from the world" (= I have told them, told and 
told time and again how you are for them, what you can do for them, what you did for them and 
what you will do for them). And now I am leaving. Father, will you keep those whom You have 
given me now in that NAME (= that knowledge of your power and that power itself)?" John 17.

We must imitate that great Christ! By constantly allowing him to rule us by his Spirit and Word. By 
always relying on and appealing to his name - the account of his Divine saving power. Let us 
fervently imitate Him in his faithful and reverent attitude toward the great Book of God's name. Let 
us confess in full, weekday life, with heart and mouth, in trade and business, in health and disease, 
in prosperity and adversity, when we are young and when we are old, the great Name of our 
Heavenly Father and his beloved Son and Holy Spirit: the triune God who promises us eternal life 
with eternal happiness. In short (Ps. 124: 8):

Our help is the name of the LORD

who made heaven and earth.

AMEN
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