
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT III. 
 
 
 

THOU SHALT NOT TAKE THE NAME OF THE LORD IN VAIN. 
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THOU SHALT NOT TAKE THE NAME OF THE LORD IN VAIN. 
 
 The problems of taking the Lord’s name in vain fall into two major areas. 
 

A. Making promises that you know you cannot or will not fulfill. 
B. Theodicy – blaming God for all the evils in the world. 

 
 Since the very beginning of religion and belief in God, people have wrestled with the problem of 
believing that God is all-powerful, all good, and all-merciful while there is evil and suffering in the world.  
The problem of suffering is the main problem that most people have with the belief in God. 
 Throughout the ages, scholars, philosophers, and religious personalities had different ways of 
explaining good and evil.  They all wanted to understand that if God is good and in control of everything 
in the world, how can He let evil into the universe?  The different philosophies are ways of trying to 
explain God and our world. 
 The following are some of the ways Judaism responds to the question “If God is in the world, why 
is there evil?” 
 

1. Suffering has a purpose in life – Some believe that when we are punished for the wrongs we do, 
it makes us better people.  The suffering that people experience is just a way that God disciplines 
us. 

 
2. Reward and punishment come after death – Others think that this life is preparing us for a 

“Heaven or Hell” after our death.  The Talmud tells us that “The Holy One brings suffering upon 
the righteous of the world in order that they may inherit the future world”.  Basically, these 
philosophies teach that life is a test for a life in the future just as a parent tells a child “If you eat 
your whole dinner (whether you like it or not), you’ll get dessert”. 

 
3. We can’t understand God – At the end of the book of Job (which tells the story of a good man 

who suffers but still stays as a religious and faithful believer in God) it explains that we human 
beings cannot understand the ways of God. We cannot explain the why’s of many things that a 
person does, so how can we hope to explain why God does what He does? 
 

4. Suffering is caused by human beings, not God – We are all given “Free Choice” – the choice to 
do good or evil is up to us.  According to a 16th century philosopher, Maimonides, we cause evil 
by our own ignorance (e.g., cancer would not effect us if we had the cure.  If we knew how to 
control the weather, we could stop the flood!)  Another Rabbi, Mordecai Kaplan, insists that evil 
is caused by people choosing by either lack of feeling or ignorance not to solve the world’s 
problems. 

 

 

5. God gives and God takes away – This philosophy believes that it is all in God’s plan.  God gives 
us many gifts, but they are on loan – God can take them back at any time. 
 



Temple Shir Shalom Commandment III  3 

6. There is no God – Some ask the question, “If God is good and there is evil in the world, how can 
there be a God?” 
 

The following case studies are given for you to think about and to respond. 
 

A. Bob and Karen were very happily married for several years before Karen became pregnant.  The 
couple was an observant couple who believed in God and went to Temple on a regular basis.  
They were both hard working, moral people who never hurt anyone.  When their child was born 
it was found that he had a rare disease that would both cripple his body and his mind, and would 
eventually kill the child as well. 

a. Knowing that Bob and Karen will have to care for this child and go through the heartache 
of watching the child slowly die, if you were in their place, would still you still believe in 
God? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 

b. If Bob and Karen were to ask, “Why did God do this to me?” 
i. How would you answer them? 

 
 
 
 

ii. How would Judaism answer them? 
 
 

 
B. Laura’s parents were always thought of as good people. They too believe in God. They too, tried 

very hard to raise their daughter in the Jewish faith. One day while Laura was sleeping at a 
friend’s, a burglar broke into her house and was discovered by Laura’s father. The burglar killed 
both of Laura’s parents and escaped: as Laura’s best friend, what would you say or do for her 
when she asks… 

a. Why did God do this to me? 
 
 
 

b. How could God let this happen to my parents? 
 
 
 

c. Maybe I did something wrong and God is punishing me by taking my parents away? 
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A Jewish Point of View 

 
Though there seem to be many different Jewish responses to the question of why bad things happen to 
people, some answers might feel more appropriate to us than others. 

 
1. Does God want people to suffer? As Jews, we cannot believe that God purposely wants 

people to experience tragedies. To demand a tragedy, God would have to be less just and 
compassionate than Jewish tradition thinks he is. Tragedy, therefore, has to be the product 
of: 

a. Human error. 
b. Human cruelty. 
c. Lack of human insight. 
d. Laws of nature that don’t make exceptions for people no matter how good they may 

be.  
2. For our purposes, the first case study of a baby born with disease is far more of a theological 

(religious) problem than the second one, which involves the cruelty of the burglar, which is a 
case of human destructiveness. 

 
Our Judaism tells us that there are answers to the questions of disease, but we have to search 

and find them. God gives us life and life is just time and space -- we have to fill that time and space up 
by making our choices. The inner nature of God is love, and, therefore, God motivates human beings to 
love and to care. God gives of “Divine” qualities such as patience, strength, courage, humor, and 
understanding. 

There are some who think that God is in total control and everything fits into a “Divine Plan”. 
When you are robbed by a burglar it means you must have done something wrong -- that is the reason 
God is punishing you. When something bad has happened to you, it is because you have sinned. The 
problem with this kind of reward and punishment thinking is that we become victims for something in 
order to preserve God’s image. This kind of philosophy is thoughtless to the victim because it is telling 
the victim he is guilty of something deep in his past. It also loses sight of what religion gives reasons 
and explanations for, i.e., to comfort the sufferer, to make the victim feel better, and it certainly does 
not help “God’s image” either. 

There are others who say that terrible things happen to you because God wants us to be better 
people for it. To try to give suffering an ulterior value is saying that God wants to manipulate in such a 
way that the ends justify the means. If a person were to do the same thing, would we consider that 
person moral, just, or good? For example, if a person was to torture your child and finally kill him in 
order to make you more sensitive to your other children, would you consider that person good, right, 
or just well-meaning because his goal was good in the long run? In reality, Judaism believes that we do 
not have the power to cause or prevent tragedies but we do have the power to decide what meaning 
to make of tragedy for our own lives by how we respond to them. If it helps us to help others or helps 
us to become more sensitive and more understanding, then we have given a deeper meaning than 
before. 
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In Judaism, to curse God for the wrongs of life is “taking God’s name in vain” -- to find meaning 
and purpose in life, and to find life’s beauty is the highest form of praise to God known in our faith.  

 
Situations -- Read and think about each of the following, and then respond to each one. 
 

1. A tornado hits a shopping center in the neighborhood. Your best friend and his entire family are 
killed. Some say it was a freak accident, but your aunt tells you “God wanted the family” and 
“The good die young”. How is this an example of taking God’s name in vain? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. A philosopher once said, “It is easier for a believer to explain the rationale for the death of six 
million Jews during the Holocaust than to give the reason for a 7-month-old baby who died of 
crib death.” Explain why this is so. 
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