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W E E K  1 :  H A L L O W E D  N A M E

Brand creation and protection is big business in our world. 

Companies hire law firms to guard their name. They 

carefully vet celebrities who might want to represent their 

brands. If these human billboards do anything to tarnish 

the brand name, the brand cuts ties immediately. Brand 

use is a highly legal issue. It is a serious thing to misuse, 

misrepresent, or profane a name.

The Lord’s Prayer begins, “Our Father in heaven, may 

your name be revered as holy” (Matthew 6:9). Or a more 

familiar version is, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your 

name” (NIV). This opening should be unsurprising. We are 

people of the Ten Commandments, after all. Even children 

are taught, “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy 

God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that ta-

keth his name in vain” (Exodus 20:7, KJV). Of course, these 

days, children (and most adults) are taught with more 

modern language: “You shall not make wrongful use of 

the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit 

anyone who misuses his name.” Again and again Scripture 

warns about profaning the name of God. It is serious stuff. 

God’s name is to be hallowed by God’s people.

When Moses spoke in God’s name, things hap-

pened—bloody water and frogs and gnats and flies and 

boils and thunder and hail and locusts and darkness and 

death and seas opening and water coming out of rocks 

and bread falling from the sky. People were liberated by 

the name of this holy God. Moses spoke the name, and 

God did things. There is massive power in God’s name. It 
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Don’t use God’s name for 

what God is not doing.
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is the kind of power we frail humans would like to get our 

hands on and use for our own purposes, which is probably 

why we have the third commandment, don’t take God’s 

name in vain. Don’t use God’s name for what God is not 

doing.

For most of my life I thought not taking the name of 

the Lord in vain meant don’t cuss. Don’t swear using the 

name of God in any way, or the name of any member of 

the Trinity. And speaking irreverently in such a fashion is 

certainly one way to misuse the name of God, but I don’t 

think it’s exactly what God had in mind when the com-

mandment was given. We profane the name of God (or 

take his name in vain) when our actions as God’s name 

bearers fail to reflect the true character of God. We pro-

fane the name of God when we forge God’s signature at 

the bottom of our own opinions or demands. A congre-

gant once told me that God told him I should give him 

a hundred dollars. Well, God never bothered to tell me! 

An employee once announced that God had revealed to 

her that I was to hire her to do a specific task at a specific 

price. And we all know of at least one Christian college 

student who has announced to his date that God told him 

she would be his wife.

It was a misuse of the name of God to announce that 

9/11 was the judgment of God on the United States; or that 

the tsunami in Bangladesh was God’s judgment of Mus-

lims; or that the earthquake in Haiti was God’s judgment 

of witch doctors. People write lots of opinion checks and 
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sign them by forging God’s name. This action profanes 

the name of God. And what about all the consumeristic 

paraphernalia we sell with God’s name on it? Is God really 

present in all of the merchandise we produce?

Some men have misused scriptures to treat their 

wives like subservient humans while labeling their actions 

Christlike and godly. Many, many wars that have nothing 

to do with God have been fought in God’s name. Prejudi-

cial civic policies and biases have persisted for centuries 

with their rationale being that they are “God’s will.” Sexual 

abuse has occurred in the name of God. Scandals have 

happened in ministries that claim to be doing God’s work. 

I’ve seen preachers bilk retired folk out of their meager 

finances in return for so-called healings or miracles (that 

may or may not arrive)—and label it godly. People have 

cheated in the name of God. We humans get hold of this 

powerful name and use it for our own purposes without 

any thought for the true character and mission of God. If 

we did that with a well-known brand name, we’d be sued 

for all we’re worth.

Apparently the misuse of God’s name was of concern 

to Jesus as well. Near the end of the Sermon on the Mount 

we hear Jesus say, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, 

Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only one who 

does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day many will 

say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, 

and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty 

works in your name?’ Then I will declare to them, ‘I never 
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Unless we are sure that 

we are actually doing the 

sanctified work of God,  

we do not affix God’s name 

to our agendas.
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knew you; go away from me, you who behave lawlessly’” 

(Matthew 7:21–23). God’s name is not to be used wrongly 

or taken lightly. We don’t casually stick this name on our 

ideas, our products, or our words. Unless we are sure that 

we are actually doing the sanctified work of God, we do 

not affix God’s name to our agendas.

I must confess that in my own life I have profaned the 

name of God. I have been unlike God while bearing his 

name when my responses were impolite, when my pri-

orities were skewed, when my checkbook reflected more 

materialism than generosity, when my words were mis-

leading. When our actions and words and deeds profane 

the God we claim to follow, the name is not hallowed in or 

among us. That’s why we pray “hallowed be your name.” It 

is a petition that requires the sanctifying grace of God. It is 

a petition for holiness that reflects Jesus.

Our hunger for holiness as humans is satisfied only in 

intimate relationship with the one who alone is holy. God’s 

holiness is a category all by itself, unique, one of a kind. 

The name of God has no equal. Only God is essentially 

holy. God is the only source of holiness. Anything that 

participates in God is holy, and anything that doesn’t, isn’t. 

So when Jesus shows us how to pray and instructs us to 

start with hallowing God’s name, he is leading us into the 

presence of the holy God, evoking that God in our life, and 

bringing that God to bear on all we are and all we do. The 

name of God will either be hallowed or profaned by our 

lives.



11

W E E K  1 :  H A L L O W E D  N A M E

A college student was hanging around with some 

friends who were involved in some bad stuff. The immo-

rality of their deeds was not even debatable. It was just 

plain wrong. Rather than doing wrong, this student simply 

left. The rest of the group stayed, and in the aftermath, 

people were hurt, names were ruined, and consequences 

were severe. Why did this one student excuse himself from 

the group? Why did he walk away? What caused him to go 

against the grain of his friends? “Simple,” he explained. “My 

grandparents were saints. They loved me and were proud 

of me. They made sacrifices so I could attend a Christian 

university.” Then he said an interesting thing: “I didn’t want 

to ruin their name. I love them too much to do that.” We 

are the walking representations of the names we bear.

As president of a university, I am the walking and liv-

ing embodiment of that university’s brand, whether I like it 

or not. Our university’s PR groups, athletic teams, summer 

mission teams, professors, and yes, even our students—all 

bear the name and become the brand of the university. 

People draw conclusions about our school based on what 

they see in us. That’s why I loved Kyle so much. His 33 ACT 

score could have landed him in almost any university. He 

was math-and-science smart.

Unfortunately, Kyle also battled a disease that resulted 

in brain tumors. He would get chemotherapy in the morn-

ing and show up to class later that afternoon. Kyle had the 

best friends, the best sense of humor, the strongest faith, 

and the most courageous resilience. I had the privilege of 
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attending his funeral in Raleigh, North Carolina. He didn’t 

get to finish his studies and graduate, so we gave his par-

ents his diploma—he had earned a high degree in charac-

ter and courage. I’d choose Kyle any day to be the walking 

brand of our university. He hallowed the name of God. 

God was magnified in his life.

But God doesn’t pick and choose a few stalwart ones 

among us to be God’s name bearers. All God’s children 

are the walking brand—which makes me, at times, look 

heavenward and say, “What were you thinking?” Entrust-

ing God’s name to the likes of us is an enormous risk. 

Maybe there should be divine branding lawyers running 

around looking for misusers of the name, hauling us into 

court, and passing judgment. Does our God realize what 

he is doing by allowing us to be branded with his name in 

baptism, telling us to ask for things in his name, and giving 

us his name to use as a label for our deeds? Many other 

gods have concrete images made in their likenesses—little 

replicas or statues. These are inanimate, so they can’t mess 

up or misrepresent the gods whose images they bear. Our 

God hallows his name by giving it to us, making us in his 

likeness and image. We are the people of Jesus, the body 

of Christ, the likeness of God. And we pray that, when 

people see us, they see God present in us and with us.

We are the walking brand. And it matters to God.
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JOURNALING AND REFLECTION

Pause to reflect on what you have read. What did you 

hear? Restate it in your own words. Make it your own. What 

is God pointing out in this chapter for you to think more 

about? What is God saying to you?
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PRAYER

How does your life faithfully represent Jesus to the watch-

ing world? If your friends draw their conclusions about 

what God is like based on your life, what kind of God do 

they see? What do you need from God to ensure that you 

hallow his name?
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DISCUSSION

1. How have you understood what it means to not take the 

name of the Lord in vain?

2. How might sanctifying grace make our faithful repre-

sentation of Christ possible?

3. It is often said that the world loves Jesus but hates 

Christians. Why is there such a gap between Christ and 

his followers? How could sanctifying grace fill the gap?
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4. What should we do when we encounter a use of God’s 

name that is a brand violation?

5. How and why is it good news that God would share his 

name with us?
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Notes
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