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With this book, Rev. Dr. Kevin Golden demonstrates why he is such a beloved 
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this book presents the deep truths of God’s Holy Word in regard to His Holy 
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What is God’s name? Why is the manner in which we speak His name so im-
portant that it is the Second Commandment? Isn’t a name just a name? Rev. 
Dr. Kevin Golden has produced a scholarly, concise, and accessible work on 
the Lord’s name that answers these questions and more. Indeed, perhaps the 
greatest accomplishment of the book is that it draws attention to the impor-
tance and consequence of the Lord’s name. The author directs the book to the 
layperson theologian. As one of those, with limited theological training, nil 
training in biblical languages, and yet a fervent desire to understand, I was gen-
uinely pleased to be educated and even inspired by this book. The author di-
rectly attaches personal examples to biblical passages, making a difficult issue 
easily relatable. The writing is masterfully engaging. Every word of this book 
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This interesting, readable book, Blessed Be His Name, delivers a panoramic view 
concerning the holiness of God’s name that we Christians sometimes, in dif-
ferent ways, thoughtlessly and sinfully misuse. The book’s many cogent points 
remind us of God’s Second Commandment, which we so easily forget both be-
fore and as we violate it. Christians reading this book will find it insightful and 
spiritually beneficial.

Alvin J. Schmidt, PhD,  
Professor Emeritus of Sociology, Illinois College,  
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Kevin Golden has written a glowing book, and if there is just one recommenda-
tion I would make for the rising generation of young Christian readers, it would 
be to not only read but also absorb the profundity of this powerful, timely, and 
topical book. What’s in a name? We hear this cliché from time to time, but if 
we apply it to the name above all names, God Almighty Himself, we come to 
see that we are standing on genuinely holy ground, all the while His sovereign 
presence is transforming, renewing, and changing our perception of all of life.  
Pastor Golden has evoked the blessedness of God in a new and nourishing way, 
and I am humbled by the power of his perceptions and learnedness.

Timothy S. Goeglein,  
Vice President, Focus on the Family, Washington, DC

In an age of conjecture, Rev. Golden’s book brings a studied clarity to the sub-
ject of God’s holy name. Each chapter, packed full of edifying goodness and 
truth from Scripture, offers golden insights into what the Lord does with His 
name for the good of His people. This a meaty, satisfying read, one that I will 
be treasuring and pondering in my heart for years to come. 

Katie Schuermann, author 
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Preface

I do not recall when the repeated reference to the name of the 
Lord in Scripture and the Church’s liturgy first caught my 

attention. Now, my ears perk up and my eyes open all the wider 
any time the name of the Lord is mentioned. That is the source 
of some pain because the name of the Lord is typically used in 
a disrespectful manner in this age. The world uses the name of 
the Lord as an expletive, a curse, something to express shock 
or disgust; He uses His name as a blessing, an invitation, the 
embodiment of love, His own presence.

Many books have been written about the meaning of the various 
names and/or titles that the Lord uses in Scripture. This book 
approaches the name of the Lord from another scriptural angle: 
What does the Lord bind to His name, and what does He do 
with His name? Those are the questions addressed by this book.

There are many articles in scholarly reference works that deal 
with the topic of this book. In the following pages, I bring that 
discussion to those who are not familiar with the biblical lan-
guages. This tome does not 
provide an exhaustive treatment 
of what the Lord reveals about 
the content and use of His name. 
There is always more bound up 
in His name and then given to 
us. This is an introduction; it 
should enlighten minds with the beauty of the name of the Lord 
and encourage them to study Scripture to learn more of His 

What does the Lord 

bind to His name, 

and what does He do 

with His name?
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name. Likewise, the brevity of this book is testament to the fact 
that the great truths are simple yet profound rather than com-
plicated and shallow.

While my target is lay theologians, I pray that professional 
theologians might also benefit from this book. Due to my focus 
upon lay theologians, I have largely omitted the biblical languages 
and technical terminology, and all biblical references are to the 
versification found in English translations rather than the original 
languages. (Unless otherwise noted, English translations herein 
are from the English Standard Version.) But when one is dealing 
with a topic as deeply profound as the name of the Lord, Greek 
and Hebrew terms cannot be fully absent. If any who know the 
biblical languages are interested in chatting with me about this 
topic with the languages in view, I am happy to do so.

Speaking of the languages, I follow standard conventions for 
bringing the personal name of God into English. The personal 
name of God—the Hebrew name hwhy—will be indicated in 
the text of this book as “Lord” (notice the capitalization of the 
letters). You will read this when Old Testament texts are being 
quoted and when I am referring to the name of the Lord. You 
will not find the capitalized form when New Testament texts are 
being used, as biblical Greek did not utilize the name “Yahweh.” 
There w    ill also be occasions when the Old Testament text will 
use “Lord God.” The Hebrew text there has “Lord Yahweh,” 
so rather than a redundant expression “Lord Lord,” the divine 
name is written as “God.”

Some of the material contained within this book was field-
tested during Sunday morning Bible study with the members of 
the congregation to which I have been called—Village Lutheran 
Church in Ladue, Missouri. I have benefited not only from the 
opportunity to flesh out some ideas in their presence but also from 
their feedback. A decade has passed since the Sunday-morning 



3

  Preface

Bible study series that gave birth to this book. It is because of 
the encouragement of members that it has not taken longer for 
this book to be written.

I also give thanks to those who have blessed my name. My 
parents gave me the Golden surname, a name of which I need 
not be ashamed. They also instilled in me a self-discipline that 
has enabled me to live a life that I pray is worthy of that name. 
My wife granted me the highest human honor by taking my 
name as her own, thus completing me. Our seven children now 
bear our surname as a blessed proclamation of the union that 
Christ has worked in us.

The highest thanks belong to the God who has revealed Himself 
in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He blessed me 
by placing His name upon me in Holy Baptism. He has written 
my name in His Book of Life. He has allowed me the privilege 
of hearing the proclamation of His name in Scripture. He has 
promised that I shall rise again on the Last Day that I might sing 
the praise of His name for all eternity.
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Introduction

A brother pastor was listening to a talk radio station while 
driving between appointments. In exasperation, the host 

blurted out, “Christ!” He was not referring to the God revealed 
in Scripture. “Christ” was nothing more than an expletive, a 
means to express surprise or anger. With righteous indignation, 
the pastor contacted the station to inform them that the host’s 
language was offensive to him and others who call upon the 
name of the Lord. 

The station’s response referenced Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) regulations that list offensive words that are 
prohibited from being spoken on the air. Christ was not on that 
list and so they believed the host had done no wrong. The obvi-
ous deduction is that governmental laws are the final authority. 
If the government is fine with it, then it is fine.

This did not satisfy my reverent brother pastor so he pressed 
further. “Would the radio host consider using the term Allah in 
such a flippant way? Wouldn’t that offend the Muslim audience 
and thus be out of bounds? Since the misuse of Christ is offensive 
to Christians, shouldn’t there be an on-air apology?” The station 
replied that an apology was not warranted, because, after all, 
Christ is “just a word, just a name.”

Just a name.
Are names so inconsequential that we may treat them as 

throwaway words? I have yet to meet someone who would not 
be offended if his own name were treated that way. Hit your 
thumb with a hammer. “Oh, Kevin; that hurts!” You see a couple 
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exceeding the bounds of discretion with their amorous actions. 
“For Kevin’s sake! Have they no shame?” Your favorite team is 
clinging to a lead and they bring in a struggling reliever who you 
know will blow the lead like he has so many other times this 
season. “O my Kevin!” At first, using my personal name in that 
way appears comical. Yet it does not take long before it becomes 
tired at best. In short order, it becomes downright offensive. I have 
invested a lot in my name in the hope that when people hear 
my name they think positively. By my actions, I have sought to 
invest confidence, trust, and honor in my name. Were my name 
used as an expletive, my investment would be not only denied 
but also turned on its head as my name becomes shorthand not 
for integrity but for scorn and disdain.

If that is true for me, a sinner, it is all the truer for the Lord. 
He is quite serious about His name. You can see it in the Second 
Commandment: “You shall not take the name of the Lord your 
God in vain” (Exodus 20:7).1 This commandment, like all the 
others, is an extension of the First Commandment. To live by any 
of the commandments requires that we place no false gods before 
the one true God. Whenever any one of the commandments is 
broken, some false god has been placed before the one true God. 
Luther’s Small Catechism teaches this truth. It explains the First 
Commandment: “We should fear, love, and trust in God above all 
things.” The Small Catechism echoes this in its explanation of the 
remaining commandments, each of which begins, “We should fear 
and love God so that . . .” The First Commandment is the sum 
and focus of all the commandments. The other commandments 

1  The original text of Scripture does not number the Commandments, and there are some 
Christian confessions that number the Commandments differently. What Lutherans recognize 
as the Second Commandment some refer to as the Third. Their alternate Second Command-
ment is the Lord’s rejoinder against fashioning idols. Lutherans see this as part of the First 
Commandment rather than a separate commandment. Those who list it as an independent 
commandment often do so because of an objection to visual representations of Christ (cru-
cifixes, icons, mosaics, and the like).
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are simply the means by which the First Commandment is lived 
out. It is telling that the Lord gives priority to the honoring of 
His name as He lists the various means by which He is put first 
in one’s life. The Second Commandment takes priority over the 
remaining commandments.

The Lord’s concern that His name be honored is further seen 
in the original giving of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20. 
There one reads, “You shall not take the name of the Lord your 
God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes 
His name in vain” (Exodus 20:7). The command is repeated 
verbatim in Deuteronomy 5:11. This is the only commandment 
to which the Lord attaches His specific warning that the offender 
will not be held guiltless. The Lord further instructs His people 
that swearing falsely by His name profanes His name (Leviticus 
19:12). Because of the severity of taking His name in vain, the 
punishment for blasphemy of His name was death (Leviticus 
24:16). The Lord further proclaimed that the prophet who falsely 
prophesied in His name was to be put to death (Deuteronomy 
18:20). Such an abuse of the name of the Lord was especially 
troublesome because He had promised to send One who would 
speak in His name (Deuteronomy 18:18–19). This tension between 
the One promised by the Lord to speak in His name and the 
death sentence to be exacted upon the one who falsely prophesied 
in His name became enfleshed in the life of Christ. He is the 
fulfillment of the promise, but He was not recognized as such. 
And so Christ was routinely accused of blasphemy (Mark 2:7), 
and it was upon the false charge of blasphemy that Jesus was 
declared worthy of death (Matthew 26:65–66). In His every 
thought, word, and deed, Christ handled the name of the Lord 
with the greatest gravity. To take God’s name in vain is to treat 
it as nothing, a throwaway word, “just a name.” Christ does the 
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opposite. He bears the name in every ounce of His being with 
due respect.

In His own teaching, Christ further underscores the impor-
tance of honoring the name of the Lord. When He teaches His 
disciples to pray, the first petition He offers is “Hallowed be Your 
name” (Matthew 6:9; Luke 11:2). We have the privilege of 

approaching God with our 
every concern. Jesus teaches 
us to pray to “Our Father” 
so that we may ask Him as 
dear children ask their own 
dear father. With boldness, 
we can and should ask Him 
to meet our physical needs 
(“Give us this day our daily 
bread”). With confidence, 
we can and should ask Him 
to work forgiveness in our 

life (“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass 
against us”). Without hesitation, we can and should ask Him to 
keep us from temptation (“Lead us not into temptation”). Without 
fear, we can and should ask Him to save us from all that could 
harm us (“Deliver us from evil”). It is an honor to be able to 
approach the King of kings with these and many other requests. 
Yet Christ teaches us that the hallowing of His name is of first 
importance. Just as the ordering of the commandments places 
the honoring of the name of the Lord as the first means of living 
in reverence toward Him, so also the Lord’s Prayer teaches us by 
its order that the Lord’s name takes precedence among the peti-
tions. Thus, Luther writes: “In this petition God becomes 
everything and man becomes nothing. The other six petitions 

“You shall not take 

the name of the Lord 

your God in vain, for 

the Lord will not hold 

him guiltless who takes 

His name in vain” 

(Exodus 20:7).
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serve the same purpose and intent, namely, the hallowing of 
God’s name.”2

The Lord calls us to honor His name, but our sinful nature 
drives us to do the opposite. It is so commonplace for His name 
to be taken in vain that it has even lost its shock value for many. 
While my brother pastor took note of the misuse of Christ’s name 
by a radio host, there was no indication that anyone joined him 
in voicing offense at such a treatment of Christ’s name. It is likely 
that the abuse of Christ’s name did not even register with many 
listeners who are so accustomed to hearing such perverse speech 
that they do not notice when it happens.

The normalization of the misuse of God’s name is apparent 
in the sports world. The major professional sports leagues have 
adopted player conduct policies that include punishment for 
offensive language. Thus, a player in the NBA may be subject to 
a fine of $50,000 for making a homophobic slur. Yet that same 
player can be heard taking God’s name in vain without even a 
warning being issued.

The advent of social media has further normalized disrespect 
for God’s name. With three quick keystrokes, many choose to 
express their surprise or anger with “OMG.” Though some may 
protest that they were intending an innocent “Oh my goodness,” 
“Oh my God” is the oft-assumed meaning of the shorthand. 
Such abuse of God’s name results from laziness in finding an 
appropriate means to express surprise. Honoring God’s name, 
on the other hand, involves discipline, using a word in accord 
with its purpose and meaning. Dishonoring God’s name requires 
no discipline. Use a word contrary to its purpose and meaning 
and, suddenly, rather than having a specific meaning, a word is 

2  Martin Luther, An Exposition of the Lord’s Prayer for Simple Laymen (1519), Luther’s Works, 
American Edition: vol. 42 © 1969 by Fortress Press, p. 27. Used by permission.
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cheapened to mean so much more than it was ever intended to 
mean. Using it to mean more causes it to mean less.

Such disrespect for God’s name ought not surprise us. Why 
would God’s name be respected by us when we don’t respect our 
own names? Professional athletes sign their names to contracts 
to play for a specified period of time for a specified amount of 
money. A particularly productive season will often lead those 
athletes to hold out for a new contract. Why should he settle for 
$1 million per year when he is performing at the same level as 
another athlete making $2 million per year? And so he justifies 
the holdout and, in the process, makes public proclamation that 
he values an extra million dollars more than the sanctity of his 
own name. Once again, this age has accustomed us to dishonor-
ing our own names. Breaking a bond that has been sealed with 
one’s name cheapens the name, yet it happens regularly. It is 
seen quite clearly when legal contracts are not honored. But our 
names may be dishonored by other means as well. Giving our 
names in membership to an organization puts us in line with 
that organization’s values. The one who guards the sanctity of 
his name will guard it from association with those organizations 
of spurious values.

By our own actions, our names are oft dishonored. We 
would do well to hearken to the wisdom set forth in the Book 
of Proverbs, where it is written, “A good name is to be chosen 
rather than great riches” (Proverbs 22:1; cf. Nehemiah 6:13 and 
Isaiah 65:15). If we treasured our names more than our money, 
we would all be much richer. This proverb speaks of one’s name 
as one’s reputation. A good reputation is preferable to great riches. 
Luther’s Small Catechism confesses this truth in its explanation 
of the Fourth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer. There we read: “Daily 
bread includes everything that has to do with the support and 
needs of the body, such as . . . good reputation.” Asking the Lord 
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to provide our daily bread includes asking Him to protect our 
name that we might have a good reputation. The chief means 
by which the Lord protects our name is by leading us to live in 
such a manner that our actions do not bring us into disrepute.

What Christ gives in the Lord’s Prayer is also taught in the 
Ten Commandments. The Lord’s gift of daily bread via a good 
name is protected by His com-
mandment that “You shall not give 
false testimony against your neigh-
bor.” Much is protected by that 
command, not the least of which 
is your name and reputation as 
well as your neighbor’s. Luther’s 
Small Catechism explains the commandment, saying, “We should 
fear and love God so that we do not tell lies about our neighbor, 
betray him, slander him, or hurt his reputation, but defend him, 
speak well of him, and explain everything in the kindest way” 
(emphasis added). While the prohibition against hurting our 
neighbor’s reputation is about guarding his name, the command 
to “speak well of him” calls us to build up one another’s name.

In a similar way, Shakespeare put the following words into 
the mouth of Thomas Mowbray: “Mine honour is my life; both 
grow in one. Take honour from me, and my life is done.”3 A good 
name is the product of a good reputation, which brings honor 
to the name. Dishonor does violence to a good name. When a 
good name is destroyed by honor being taken away, then life 
itself has been lost.

I treasure even more the wisdom of Lutheran pastor and 
hymnwriter Paul Gerhardt. In the twilight years of his life, he 
wrote his last will and testament to his sole surviving son (he had 
four other children whom he outlived as they fell prey to disease). 

3  William Shakespeare, Richard II, Act I, Scene 1.

“A good name is to 

be chosen rather 

than great riches” 

(Proverbs 22:1).
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Gerhardt’s last will and testament includes these profound words: 
“To my only son whom I am leaving behind, I will bestow on 
him very little worldly goods, but at the same time an honorable 
name of which he will never need to be ashamed.”4 Gerhardt’s son 
received the greatest of riches from his father: an honorable name.

There is good reason for each of us to guard our name, but 
there is even more reason to revere God’s name. His name is to 
be adored because He has packed a lot into it and He does a lot 
with it. Strictly speaking, His name is Yahweh. While “God” 
is a title, Yahweh is God’s personal name. The name Yahweh 
is used throughout the Old Testament, including the Second 
Commandment: “You shall not misuse the name of Yahweh, your 
God.” In order to ensure that the divine name Yahweh was not 
misused, the practice arose not to speak the divine name. Instead, 
whenever “Yahweh” was seen in the text of the Old Testament, 
the Hebrew word Adonai was vocalized. Since Adonai means 
“lord,” English translations have replaced “Yahweh” with “the 
Lord.” The reader can discern that “Yahweh” is present in the 
original text by the translator using small capital letters in the 
font for “the Lord.”

While Yahweh is God’s personal name, He chooses to use 
many other titles (“God,” “Lord,” “Savior,” etc.) and names (Jesus, 
Immanuel, etc.). It is not the name Yahweh alone that is to be 

honored, but each of the names or 
titles that Yahweh appropriates to 
Himself. I have never heard someone 
abuse “Yahweh,” but many other bibli-

cal names and/or titles for God are regularly abused. From 
“OMG!” to “Good Lord!” to “Jesus Christ!” to “God damn!” to 
“For Christ’s sake!” Through the poverty of human discourse, 

4  This is the author’s translation of text in Paul Gerhardt und seine Leider by Jörg Erb,  
© 1974 Neuhausen-Stuttgart.

Yahweh is God’s 

personal name.
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Yahweh is regularly disrespected as the names and titles that He 
has chosen for Himself are treated with disrespect.

To this point, I have given more attention to the regular abuse 
of God’s name than to its blessing. That will now change. This 
introduction has been heavy on Law that calls us to repent for 
our sinful misuse of God’s holy name as well as our abuse of our 
own names and our neighbor’s name. It is time for Gospel. The 
rest of this book is focused upon everything that the Lord does 
for us and gives to us through His name as He has promised in 
Scripture. That is why we revere His name—because it is full of 
grace and blessing. Reverence for His name is not driven by terror 
over the consequences of not honoring that name. Reverence for 
His name is driven by awe that He would pile so much into His 
name and then give it to us. When the Lord reveals to you all 
that He has for you in His name, then the fit reaction of faith is 
to proclaim, “Blessed be the name of the Lord!”
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Study Questions

1. How does the Second Commandment illustrate the importance of 
the name of the Lord?

2. What does it mean to take God’s name in vain? How should we 
handle His name?

3. How does Christ teach us that the hallowing of the name of the 
Lord is of first importance?

4. Discuss the discipline that is necessary to honor God’s name (and 
our own names, for that matter).

5. What are the merits of using God’s personal name, Yahweh? What 
are the merits to using “the Lord” as a substitute for His name?
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Juliet:

O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou Romeo?
Deny thy father and refuse thy name;
Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love,
And I’ll no longer be a Capulet.

Romeo:

[Aside] Shall I hear more, or shall I speak at this?

Juliet:

’Tis but thy name that is my enemy;
Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.
What’s Montague? it is nor hand, nor foot,
Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part
Belonging to a man. O, be some other name!
What’s in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other name would smell as sweet;
So Romeo would, were he not Romeo call’d,
Retain that dear perfection which he owes
Without that title. Romeo, doff thy name,
And for that name which is no part of thee
Take all myself.
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Romeo:

I take thee at thy word:
Call me but love, and I’ll be new baptized;
Henceforth I never will be Romeo.5

The haunting words of star-crossed lovers Romeo and Juliet 
are etched in the lore of English literature. Theirs would be 

a happy tale but for one fact: their names are incompatible. The 
Capulets and Montagues do not mix. And so, a happy romance 
becomes a tragedy. Juliet recognizes the core of their problem, 
so she cries out, “Deny thy father and refuse thy name.” She 
continues, “’Tis but thy name that is my enemy,” and, “O, be 
some other name!” The challenge of the family name is summed 
up in her question and her own answer: “What’s in a name? that 
which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.”

Romeo takes Juliet at her word, swearing off his name that he 
might be baptized into another name, the name of love. Yet they 
cannot escape their names. It is not that easy to rid ourselves of 
the identity that attaches to us by virtue of our name, especially a 
war-torn history of a long-standing surname. Names are powerful. 
They carry meaning. Romeo and Juliet do not escape their tragic 
end, because they cannot escape their family names.

Shakespeare’s beloved play is testament to the meaning packed 
into names. The Bible goes even further in the significance that it 
attaches to names. Whereas it is family allegiance and interfamily 
violence that has been imputed to Romeo and Juliet, the Bible 
testifies to names that not only define a person in connection to 
others but also define him or her personally and, most important, 
in relationship to God. The significance of names in Scripture may 
be seen in Ecclesiastes 7:1: “A good name is better than precious 
ointment.” Precious ointments, like gold or silver, could be used 

5  William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act II, Scene 2.
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as a commodity, while also serving a useful purpose in a harsh 
environment. Even still, something so valuable is to be set aside 
in favor of a good name.

Such wisdom begs for our honor. Since the fall into sin, every 
age has succumbed to greed, seeking that which moth and rust 
shall destroy rather than that which will last into eternity. Names 
last. Long after a man has died, his name lives on in memory. 
Even more, the names of the faithful are written in the Lamb’s 
Book of Life, carrying their names into eternity. But the value of 
a good name is not simply about its perpetuity. Within Scripture, 
a good name has value for the present as well as the future.

— Names Reflect Reality —

One reason for a good name being valued in Scripture is 
that names reflect the reality of what is named. There 

was a time when this was true in our culture, at least when it 
came to family names. In the age when sons followed in the 
same occupation as their father, the family name would reveal 
the family business. The Smith family worked as blacksmiths. 
The Miller family operated a mill. Today in our society, family 
names do not reveal our occupation. At best, family names reveal 
part of one’s ethnic heritage. My family name—Golden—is an 
Irish name, which is but a small part of my lineage. Other Irish 
names carry further meaning. If my surname were O’Golden, 
it would mean “of Golden.” If my surname were MacGolden, it 
would mean “son of Golden.”

Personal names reveal even less about a person. The only thing 
you can learn of me from the name Kevin is that I am a male. 
But then there are those names that do not reveal a person’s sex. 
The name Chris could be short for Christopher or Christine. 
Pat could be either Patrick or Patricia. And then there are those 
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names that are unisex even before abbreviation—Shannon, 
Morgan, Taylor. Also present among us are those whose names 
are unique enough that they reveal nothing about the person 
other than their parents’ contempt for convention—Apple, Suri, 
Audio Silence, Billion, Blanket, Kulture, Java. Other parents 
choose names that are virtues that they wish to instill in their 
child—Joy, Hope, Faith, Pax. I was blessed to serve as pastor 
for a man named Virtus. He went by Vic, but he lived up to his 
given name. Virtus is the Latin root for “virtue.” More specifically, 
Virtus means “manliness” (vir is Latin for “man”). He exhibited 
true manliness, not as society typically defines manliness but in 
a far more positive sense. He was a faithful husband, father, and 
servant of Christ.

Scripture invests names with much more meaning. A person’s 
name, especially with Hebrew names, reflected who he or she 
was. The first human, Adam, was given a name derived from 
the Hebrew word for “earth,” Adamah, for he was created from 
the dust of the earth. The second human, Eve—or Chavah in 
Hebrew—was given a name from the Hebrew word for “life,” as 
she is the mother of all the living. A short list of other names, far 
from exhaustive, illustrates how Hebrew names reveal personal 
identity.

NAME MEANING

Noah Peace

Abraham Father of many nations

Sarah Princess

Isaac He laughs

Jacob He grabs the heel; he cheats

Leah Weary (drawn from Akkadian word 
for “cow”)
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NAME MEANING

Rachel Ewe

Israel He strives with God

Moses Drawn out

Joshua Yahweh is salvation

Hannah He [God] is gracious to me

Samuel Heard by God

Elisha My God saves

Elijah My God is Yahweh

Not only are personal names invested with meaning in Scripture; 
place names are as well. For example, as Jacob flees for his life 
from Esau, the Lord delivers to him a dream in which a ladder 
connecting heaven and earth appears, with angels ascending and 
descending upon it. Upon awaking, he names that place Bethel, 
saying, “Surely the Lord is in this place” (Genesis 28:16). Bethel 
is the perfect name for that place, as it means “house of God.” 
Later in life, Jacob would have another nighttime encounter 
with God. In this incident, he would wrestle with God, who 
renamed him to be Israel. Israel names that place Peniel, saying, 
“I have seen God face to face” (Genesis 32:30). Peniel translates 
as “face of God.” From both personal names and place names, 
it is apparent that in Scripture, names are not trivial but carry 
significant meaning that reflects the reality of the person or thing 
that is named.
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— Naming as an Act of Authority —

The act of naming carries significant weight in Scripture, not 
only in that the given name defines a person, but also that 

the person doing the naming is exercising authority over the 
person or place being named. Thus, it was commonplace for 
kings to rename conquered cities and captured individuals, both 
as an act demonstrating their authority over the renamed and as 

an attempt to redefine the person 
or place. Adam’s authority over the 
animals is seen in his naming of all 
of them (Genesis 2:19). The Lord’s 
authority over Jacob is seen in His 
renaming Jacob to be Israel (Genesis 
32:28).

A king’s authority over a con-
quered land, the Lord’s authority 

over Jacob/Israel, and Adam’s authority over the animals is one 
thing. Some take offense, however, when they read of Adam 
naming Eve (Genesis 3:20), thus exercising his authority over 
her. Believing the exercise of authority to be the action of a supe-
rior over a subordinate, some look with umbrage upon Adam’s 
naming authority over Eve. That offense dissolves when authority 
is understood biblically.

Two matters are key to understanding biblical authority. First, 
authority does not necessarily define one person as superior to 
another. Certainly, the Lord is over and above all others. Adam, 
Eve, and their descendants are over and above the rest of creation. 
But what of the Father and the Son? Repeatedly, Christ makes 
it apparent that He is under the Father’s authority, obeying His 
will. The most dramatic example of Christ submitting to His 
Father’s authority is His prayer in Gethsemane, when He asks 

In Scripture, 
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to be spared the cup. His submission to the Father’s authority is 
undeniable as He prays, “Not My will, but Yours be done” (see 
Matthew 26:42). The Father’s authority over the Son, however, 
does not mean His superiority to the Son. Christ is equally 
adamant in His proclamation that He and the Father are equals, 
that they are one (John 10:30, et al.). Thus, Adam’s authority 
over Eve does not mean his superiority. In fact, the text is rather 
clear that Adam and Eve are equals. She is made from Adam’s 
side. She is of the same stuff as Adam; she is his equal. There is 
an order within each of these relationships of equals. The Father 
has authority over His equal, the Son. Adam has been given 
authority over his equal, Eve.

I nam’d them, as they pass’d, and understood 
Their nature, with such knowledge God endued.6

Adam was able to name the creatures because he understood 
their nature. When the Lord God brings the woman to the man, 
Adam simply calls her “woman.” English fails to capture the 
profundity of Adam’s naming. In Hebrew, man (as in male) is 
ish. Adam calls her ishah, which is the word man with a feminine 
ending. She is the same as him, his equal, for they bear the same 
name. But his name is masculine in form and hers is feminine 
in form because they are complementary equals. Later Adam 
will call her Eve, Hebrew for “mother.” The one thing he can 
understand about her is that she is the mother of all the living. 
His naming does not so much define her as it describes her. He 
cannot define her because she is beyond his ability to understand.

Still, a man’s authority over his wife creates challenges. The 
Father is perfect and holy, and thus He will not abuse His author-
ity over the Son. Man is not perfect and is given to abusing his 

6  John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book VIII, lines 352–53.
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authority. Thus, there is an ever-present need for Christ’s teaching 
regarding authority. For sinful humans, authority is oft perverted 
into a power play, the ability to establish the rules and to enforce 
the rules. Sinners think in terms of hierarchy, with the one on 
top domineering those underneath. Whether in the home, the 
workplace, or any other relationship, it is customary to expect 
the one with authority to wield it for his own benefit. That is not 
a biblical handling of authority. Consider Adam and Eve, with 
their authority over creation. Authority is specifically given by 
God so that man might care for creation (Genesis 2:15). Man’s 
authority is as caretaker, not as abuser.

Again, this truth is most poignantly captured in the words 
of Christ (Matthew 20:25–28). He reminds His disciples that 
the world’s way of doing authority is for the one with authority 

to lord it over others. To this Christ 
replies, “It shall not be so among 
you.” How shall it be? Authority 
shall be about service, the greatest 
being a servant and the first becom-
ing a slave. The definition of such 
authority is found in Christ, who 

is greatest and first and yet becomes slave and servant of all by 
giving His life as a ransom. Biblical authority is not domineering; 
it is serving. Living by biblical standards, to name someone is to 
exercise authority over that person by putting his or her needs 
above your own.

Apply that to today’s naming rites. Though the practice is not 
as prevalent as in former generations, it is still common for a 
woman to take the family name of her husband. For Christians, 
significant biblical teaching is tied up in the woman’s new name. 
It signals that the man is the head of the woman, that he has 
authority. What does that authority mean? That he will serve 
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her, that her needs are to come before his own, that he even views 
her as greater than himself. His calling to serve her is to be mod-
eled after Christ’s authority over His Bride, the Church, which 
led Him to lay down His life for 
her (Ephesians 5:25–27). Christ sets 
the standard for the husband provid-
ing for and protecting his bride as 
most precious.

Less troubling to modern ears 
is the naming of children. The 
parents’ authority over the child is 
seen both as they name the child 
and as the child takes their family 
name. Parental authority does mean 
that they establish rules for proper 
conduct and enforce those very rules. Yet it does not mean 
domineering control over the child. Parents can all reflect hon-
estly upon their experience as a child and as a parent, leading 
them to recognize that faithfully living as a parent according to 
God’s calling involves sacrifice. Children may complain about 
the demands of the chores given to them by their parents, but it 
is parents who give of their time, energy, and financial resources 
for the sake of their children.

— Names as Personal Identity —

The significance of names in Scripture has already been 
established for various reasons, including that names give 

definition to the ones who bear them. It is commonplace for those 
names to be loaded with theological meaning. In other words, 
the saints of old received their first and central identity from the 
Lord. For example, the prophet Elijah’s name means “My God 
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