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existence of the name-bearer. The name embraced the "sum
total and potency of the owner"? to the extent that "no
being could exist without a name."?
Representative of this stream of thought were the

ancient Babylonians, as A. H. Sayce points out:

Like all primitive peoples, the Chaldaeans confounded

the person and the name by which he was known. The

name, in fact, was the personality, and whatever

happened'to Ehe name would happen equally to the

personality.
The Egyptians believed that a man's name was as much a part
of him as his soul, and if the name was the ocbject of a
curse it brought down evil upon the owner, while the name
that was the object of a blessing brought its owner many
benefits. They also believed that the names of the gods of
Egypt were eguivalent to the gods themselves.7 This
explains why many ancient peoples avoided uttering the name
of a god, "since merely pronouncing it might summon its
possessor who would take summary vengeance on discovering
that he had been lightly invoked."8

This identification of name and person is not limited

to a small number of peoples or countries. Hans Bietenhard
rightly observes: "In the faith and thought of virtually
every nation the name is inextricably bound up with the
person, whether of a man, a god, or a demon. "9 Nor is such
a belief limited by time. Silva New contends that the

present age manifests several parallels to the ancient

identification of name and person.lo



Knowledge of Name Meant Control

Flowing directly from this core belief was the idea
that knowing a name gave one power or influence over the
name-bearer. This belief has a close relationship to the
first, since having one's name under control means that the
person or god himself was under control. New describes the
correlation very clearly:

Many people think in pictures, and to them the name of a
person and a mental picture of the person named are
fused. Thus, at an uncritical and unselfconscious
stage, the man and his name were the same thing, and the
next step was easy and natural: the use of a person's
name contreolled his actions and his very existence as
effeffively as did a man who battled with and overcame
him.

The Egyptians believed that if a man knew the name of
another, this enabled him to do either good or evil toward
the name—bearer.12 Among savages, to know a person's name
was to have a hold over him, and carried with it the ability
to use him and his personality.13 This control which comes
from knowledge of the name is typified in the fairy tale of
Rumpelstiltskin, as described by Wilhelm Heitmueller:

In the story, the queen frees herself from the elfish
Creature by learning his well-concealed name and
speaking it out before him. In answer to the question:
Are you not called Rumpelstiltskin? the little man cries
out,IZThe devil told you that," and he tears himself in
two.

The use of the name in taboc and magic has been very
widespread. It has already been shown that the name is
thought to be an essential part of the person, perhaps even
equivalent to the soul. Therefore, as Sayce observed
earlier, "whatever happened to the name would happen equally

to the personality." Since this is true, the name "can be
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used as can the hair or clothing or any other of a man's
belongings to work him i11."1% ope of the better known
manifestations of this idea is putting an enemy's name on
some representation of the person such as a doll or a waxen
image and then harming or destroying the object, believing
that this will bring harm or destruction to the enemy.16
Gowen describes another very interesting practice emanating
from superstitious beliefs about the name:
A curious custom is described as finding place among the
Kaffirs, whereby a thief is held over a caldron of
boiling water, into which his name has been pronounced.
The 1id of the caldron is then clapped on and the name
left tg stgw for several Tays until, one may suppose,
the taint is purged away.

This influence through the name was not limited to the
human sphere. Men must know the name of a god in order to
"call upon him, have dealings with him, or bring him into
play by magic."18 Again, this is true because of the
essential link between the name and the one who bears it.
The Egyptians thought that a god or a devil was bound to
answer a man and do whatever he wished, provided the man
knew the being's name and addressed him by it.lg Knowing
the name of a god gave one power with and over that god.20
F. C. Conybeare gives an interesting rerspective on this
relationship between knowing a name and obtaining power:

In Arabic tales the first thing to do with a ginn or
spirit is to find out his name, as a preliminary to
avail%ng yourself of his power. Thus it is that in gld
Siggglgg;e§?§¥ell, the word for name, means, that which

The significance attached to the names of deities is also

seen in Roman liturgies, in which evaery god was called
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specifically by name to avoid the possibility of omitting
the very one which would be potent.22

An interesting example is provided in the Egyptian
story of Ra and Isis. In an attempt to gain control over
Ra's powers, Isis plotted successfully to have a poisonous
serpent bite Ra, and Ra became quite ill. But Isis was not
able to utilize Ra's powers until she persuaded the god to
reveal his name by which he ruled the universe. Ra was
forced to disclose his name as a result of the agony from
the bite of the serpent. 1Isis was therefore able to rob the
god of his sovereignty and exercise complete dominion over
him through knowledge of his name . 23 Other interesting
examples related to this belief are given by C. von Orelli:

In the Mandaean system it is taught that Hibil Ziwa
descended to the lowest hell, wrested from its king the
secret name of darkness, and so gained power over all
hells. . . . The legend of Mar Ebedishu states that an
evil female spirit sought to seduce him from the path of
rectitude, but that he bound her and compelled her to
reveal her twelve names, by which Eir power for evil was
nuilified for those who knew them.

In some cultures and religions it was highly important
for a dead man to know the names of the gods and devils of
the underworld. Otherwise, his ultimate fate might not be a
desirable one. 8ir Wallis Budge comments on the signif-
icance of this for the Egyptians:

Without the knowledge of the names of the gods and
devils of the underworld the dead Egyptian would have
fared badly, for his personal liberty would have been
fettered, the roads and paths would have been blocked to
him, the gates of the mansions of the underworld would
have been irrevocably shut in his face, and the hostile

powers which dogged his footsteps would have made an end
of him.
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Making the situation even worse for the Egyptian, it was
believed that some gods and devils were able to assume
several forms, each carrying its own specific name.
Therefore, a person who acquired complete power over a god
who appeared in many forms had to know all of his names.25
But the spirits of the underworlid were powerless against one
who knew their names and were in fact obligated to provide

him protection.26

The Secret Name

The identification of name and person, along with the
notion that knowledge of a name gave one power over the
name-bearer, sheds light on other practices regarding the
name as well. One very important concept was that of the
secret name. Since knowledge of one's name might allow
control by another, the disclosure of names was guarded with
great care. Often the concern was that one's enemies might
learn one's name, and use that knowledge to bring harm to
the person. Mothers in China have demonstrated a fear of
using their children's real names in conversation, since the
devils might make evil use of the knowledge.27 Similarly,
"Christian mothers of Abyssinia often keep a child's
baptismal name secret" with the aim of guarding the child
from witchcraft, "since a wizard or witch can not act
against a person whose name is not known."28 The follow-
ing Suffolk and North Wales rhymes are illustrative of
efforts to confound the demons and prevent them from

acquiring one's name:
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Niminy niminy not,
Your name's Tom-Tit-Tot.

What is your name?
Pudding and tame.

If you ask me again, 29

I'll tell you the same.

It is customary in some tribes for each member to
protect himself from his enemies by putting his real name on
some material object which is then concealed in a secret
place. His enemies are therefore unable to do him harm
because his name is safely hidden. 30 And it has been a
common custom in West Africa to reveal a man's name only to
his nearest relatives.3!

This same concept applied even to cities. Names of
cities were carefully guarded to prevent enemies from
acquiring the power to break down the defenses.32 Every
important city possessed a secret name, the knowledge of
which provided the key to the city's fall. The secret name
of the city of Tyre was revealed to Alexander the Great in a
dream and conseguently, so the legend goes, he was able to
conguer the city.33

It was also very common for the names of deities to be
concealed. This at times was connected with a particular
city, in that the name of the city's protecting deity was
guarded along with the name of the city itself. This would
prevent enemies from using the name of the god in order to
entice him away from the city, thereby leaving the city

unprotected.34
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Changing of Names

Many cultures have attached a great deal of signif-
icance to the changing of names in various kinds of
circumstances. It has been customary in some tribes for
elderly persons to be given a new name, so they might be
guaranteed a new lease of 1ife.35 Another practice among
some groups is the changing of a man's name in time of
illness in order to guard his life. The idea is that the
new name will make him a new man, and therefore the Angel of
Death will be unable to identify him.36 It is along this
same line of thought that "a Malay of Borneo changes his
name after a serious illness so that the spirit which caused
the attack may not find him to afflict him a second
time."37

At times names were changed to coincide with a change
in outward circumstances. Often the reason behind such a
change was the belief that some names were of evil fortune,
while others were of good fortune. Sayce provides an
example of this practice:

Three successive usurpers of the throne of Assyria

all discarded their o0ld names on the successful
accomplishment of their usurpation. . . . The adoption
of these time-honoured names of itself conferred
legitimacy upon the new claimants of the throne; along
with thg name they inherited the title ggd the claim to
veneration of those who had borne them.

In other cases the change of name is made simply to
correspond with the new conditions which have come to exist.
Due to the influence of Buddhism, the Chinese and Japanese
acquire their final (or temple) name only after death. This

has seriously hindered efforts to identify deceased rulers
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in the Orient.39 Some Polynesian parents, according to

von Orelli, change their names when their first child is
born, or with the addition of each child, "to avoid
recognition by the spirits and the use of the name to do
harm to them or their progeny." Other circumstances

which elicit changes of names are crises of life, puberty,
and initiation into the various tribal mysteries., And

von Orelli points to yet another practice in noting that in
some instances "the ultimate proof of friendship is exchange
of names--each of the friends is thus thoroughly in the
power of the other, or, according to another interpretation,

each protects the other by assuming his name."40

Preservation of the Name

One of the most important lines of thought in ancient
times had to do with the preservation of names. Once again,
it is necessary to point to the belief that the name is
essentially the person. If a person's existence was to con-
tinue, then in some way his name had to be preserved. As
Budge observes regarding the Egyptians, "a man's name was
regarded as an essential part of himself, and . . . the
blotting out of the name of an individual was synonymous
with his destruction."?4l

The kings of Babylonia and Assyria regarded the
preservation of their names as vital. Those who might be
tempted to deface or destroy the writing of the kings' names
and substitute their own names were deterred from doing so

by severe curses denounced against such malefactors. 1In
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addition, the gods were asked "to allow the names of the
kings to last 'for ever, '"42 It is also interesting that
the kings would erect "name pillars" on their property, and
in territories which they had conguered and brought under
their will. They intended by this to "make sure that their
renown, their name in all its real greatness, should live
and act for ever."43

Conybeare observes that this importance attached to
name preservation is clearly seen in the examination of old
historical documents. He contends that names are handed
down more faithfully than anything else: "We often find that
in old historical records everything in the way of action
and incident is freely changed by successive scribes, except
lists of names."%4

For the Egyptians, the preservation of one's name was
important because of its implications for the afterlife. A
man could not be identified in the judgment if he had no
name. Also, just as it was necessary for a dead man to know
the names of the gods of the underworld, so it was essential
that the gods know the name of the deceased. Only after
they had come to know it and had pronounced it could the

person attain the future life.45

The Name in the 01d Testament

Terminology

Two Hebrew nouns which are translated "name" are found
in the 01d Testament. By far the more common of the two is

shem, which appears 770 times, while its Aramaic equivalent
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shum occurs eleven times. Although different possibilities
have been offered, the derivation of shem is uncertain.%0
The lesser-used Hebrew term is Zeker, which literally means
"remembrance" or "memorial." It is translated "name" in
several passages, and is used as a parallel to shem in a few
others.4”? The LXX renders zeker by AVIIUN, UVAUOCTUVOV,
and ;l)ﬂslzz. The terms shem and gshum, on the other hand,
are rendered by 57/0,&.&.-, which is found over one thousang
times in the LXX.

Identification of Name
with the Person

The belief which lay at the heart of the primitive
concept of the name, the close identification of the name
and the name-bearer, was also the cornerstone of the 01d
Testament use of the name. Once again, the name and person
are bound up together to the extent that the names of man
and God are essential to their existence and character.
After commenting on the primitive concept of the name, G. B.
Gray suggests the similarity of the 0Old Testament idea: "It
was but a modification of such belief that made the Hebrew
frequently use 'name' as almost an eqguivalent of the 'per-
sonality' or 'character' or nature of the person or thing
named. "48

Therefore, if someone knew another person's name, he
knew his essence as well. The name is that which charac-
terizes each individual soul and, in effect, "the name is

the soul."49 The name is an expression of one's innermost

18



being,50

and as such characterizes the personality of the
name-bearer. As Gerald F. Hawthorne points out:
As in other ancient literature, the name of a rerson
sometimes revealed his character, his personality, even
his destiny. In fact, a person's name was often
considered to be but an expression, indeed a revelation,
of his true nature, as the many popular etymological
explang}ions of names given to people in the OT makes
clear.
Esau's question is illustrative of the idea: "Is he not
rightly named Jacob? For he has supplanted me these two
times" (Gen. 27:36). And Abigail viewed her husband's
nature as befitting for his name: "As his name is, s0 is he:
Nabal [fool] is his name, and folly is with him" (1 Sam.
25:25).
This relationship between name and person in the 0ld
Testament even presents itself in a linguistic fashion. For

example, W. C. Kaiser suggests that shem is the "Hebrew term

which comes closest to our modern occidental concept of
'personality,' i.e. the total picture of man's organized
behavior." Also, in some 0ld Testament pPassages the plural
forms of the Hebrew words for "name" are actually translated

“persons."52

Giving of Names

Because of this close relationship between name and
person, it is not surprising that in the 0ld Testament the
giving of names is pictured as very significant. The
receiving of a name was for the Hebrew infant the first and
most important experience.53 This name was intended to be
much more than a mere label to distinguish one child from
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others. The name was by nature descriptive, and expressed
the meaning of that which it designated.54 At times the
name given would express the family's circumstances at the
time of birth (Ex. 18:3), while in some cases prophets gave
their children names which signified the content of their
own utterances. This is seen in the case of Isaiah (8:3~-4)
and also that of Hosea, who was told by God after Gomer gave
birth to a daughter, "Call her name Not pitied [Lo-ruhamah,
NASV], for I will no more have pity on the house of Israsl”
(Hos. 1:6; cf. 1:4, 9). In the same vein, upon hearing of
the loss of the ark to the Philistines, Eli's daughter-in-
law named her son Ichabod, meaning "the glory has departed
from Israel” (1 Sam. 4:21).

But while different motivations entered into the
giving of names in the 0ld Testament, "the general principle
was to characterize the child's own individuality by the
name bestowed."55 Illustrative of this practice is the
giving of names of animals to children to indicate that the
characteristic quality of the animal was also seen in the
person.56 For the Hebrews the name should either express
the character of the person and his real significance, or it
should embody the hope which the name-givers have for the
child, reflecting their faith in what he will become. 27
The name given was, ideally, "either descriptive of the
parents' wishes or prophetic of the perscnality to be
manifested by one so named."28

The belief that giving a name carried with it the
giving of a destiny is prevalent in the 0ld Testament.59
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Consequently, parents were desirous of giving to their
children names connected with good forces, and avoiding
giving a child the burden of an unlucky name. Some names
which were given innately contained something good and
established God's protection over the person.60 A common
custom among Jews of a later period was to name a child
after an ancestor, often the father's father. When Rachel
was suffering as she approached death, she named her child
Ben-oni, meaning "son of my sorrow." It was almost immedi-
ately that the child's name was changed by his father to
Benjamin, which means "son of good luck, right-hand son"

(Gen. 35:18).

Changing of Names

Since the name expressed the significance of the name-
bearer, it was common for names to be changed to correspond
with some change in the person or his circumstances in
life.61 The name, as seen above, was equivalent to the
soul and character of the person. Therefore, when there is
a significant change in a person's character and his soul is
altered, a new name is in order.62 And since the Israelite
regarded the name as an expression of the personality, one
can better understand Naomi's words upon returning to
Bethlehem: "Do not call me Naomi [meaning "pleasant"], call
me Mara [meaning "bitter")], for the Almighty has dealt very
bitterly with me" (Ruth 1:20).

Likewise, it was common for a person to receive a new

name when embarking upon a new phase of life, or when

21



assuming a new role or entering into new relationships,
"Just as Near Eastern monarchs assumed a new name expressive
of a new era or policy at its inauguration so God renames
His men and women when they inaugurate new aspects of the
promise of God."63 When the blessing was given to him,
Abram ("exalted father") was changed to Abraham ("father of
a multitude"), and Sarai became Sarah (Gen. 17:5, 15).
After his encounter with God, Jacob {"supplanter") became
Israel ("he who strives with God") (Gen. 32:28).64 Other
examples include Joseph being renamed Zaphenathpaneah when
he became a ruler (Gen. 41:45), and Nebuchadnezzar changing
Eliakim's name to Jehoiakim when he made him his vassal

(2 Kings 23:34).65 In commenting on these and other cases
of names being changed in the 01d Testament, Kaiser says:
"In every case, there is a change of position expressed;
either an exaltation to a new dignity or a reduction to

dependency."66

The Name and Existence

Just as among primitive peoples the name was bound up
with one’'s existence, so in the 0ld Testament we find the
concept that "nothing exists unless it has a name."67 The
Genesis account of creation (2:18~23) indicates that, until
all creatures have received a name, God's Creative work is
incomplete.68 One's personal existence was also seen to be
bound up with perpetuating one's name, since a man's name

lives on in his offspring. The name is the soul and so, in

a sense, the man's soul lives on in the son. To the extent
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that a living connection existed between the person and the
name, it was considered highly important that one's name be
transmitted to posterity. Since the supreme desire of the
Israelite is life, observes Johannes Pedersen, "he desires
sons more than anything else on this earth. . . . for the
son bears his name, in him his life and soul live continu-
ally."69 In order to prevent the extermination of one's
name, the law provided that the brother of a deceased man
perpetuate the lineage, so that the dead man's "name may not
be blotted out of Israel" (Deut. 25:6:; cf. Ruth 4:5, 10).
Because of this close tie between name and existence,
cutting off one's name from the earth was equivalent to
ending the existence of the name-bearer. Psalm 83:4 is
representative of a number of passages: "They say, 'Comne,
let us wipe them out as a nation; let the name of Israel be
remembered no more!'"’0 Isaiah tells of God's promise to
give his people "an everlasting name which shall not be
cut off" (56:5), which was a Pledge of their continuing

existence,71

as well as a promise that they would not be
forgotten. The fear of the extermination of one's name is
seen in Saul's appeal to David: "Swear to me therefore by
the Lord that you will not cut off my descendants after me,
and that you will not destroy my name' out of my father's
house" (1 Sam. 24:21).

It is also interesting to note that, just as the
Assyrian and Babylonian kings erected "name pillars" to
perpetuate their own existence, so the 0Old Testament

pictures such a practice as well. An example is found in
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2 Sam. 18:18: "Now Absalom in his lifetime had taken and set
up for himself a pillar which is in the King's Valley, for
he said, 'I have no son to preserve my name'" (NASV). The
pillar, suggests Pedersen,
contains the name of the man, and so protects his soul
against extermination, when it cannot be preserved in a
natural manner by being maintained in the son. The

pillar is Equal to the name, and the name is equal to
the soul.’

Calling the Name Over

The expression "to call the name (of someone) over"
occurs eighteen times in the 0ld Testament. The meaning of
the phrase in these passages seems to be that the one over
whom the name is called will become the possession of the
name-bearer and come under his authority. So, for example,
Joab begs David to be present at the siege of Rabbah, lest
Joab take the city and his own name be called over it
(2 Sam. 12:28). The concern expressed by Joab is that the
city might pass under his own authority and not David's.
Isaiah 4:1 refers to women in a depopulated Jerusalem
longing Ffor a husband's ownership by saying, "only let us be
called by your name." And in Amos 9:12 God speaks of "all
the nations who are called by my name," in reference to all
the nations which had been under God's authority.73 These
three passages are the only ones, according to Cheyne, in
which the phrase is given a purely secular application. Hisg
point is that, while these passages signify ownership and
authority by the name-bearer, "all the other passages

imply that ownership involves an interest in the welfare of
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the persons or things owned." He refers to Isaiah 63:19 as
illustrative, in which Israel bemoans the fact that "we have
become like those over whom thou hast never ruled, like
those who are not called by thy name." Their complaint,
says Cheyne, is not that they are not owned by Yahweh, but
that, "although his property, they are treated by him as if
his 'name' had not been 'called over' them."’% And so it
seems appropriate to concur with Hawthorne that the rhrase
suggests that the people of Israel are Yahweh's "peculiar
possession, subject to His rule and under His protection and

care.“75

The Name of Yahweh

Identification of name and person. The identification

of name and person in the 0ld Testament applies not only to
men but to God as well. "The name of Yahweh, indeed, is
such a powerful expression of his personal rule and activity
that it can be used as an alternative way of speaking of
Yahweh himself."’6 In fact, such is exactly what is found
on the pages of the 0ld Testament, as freguently the name of
Yahweh is "used as a mere circumlocution to indicate Jahweh
himself."77 As Kaiser observes, the "name" of Yahweh and
"Yahweh" are often used interchangeably. In Isaiah 30:27,
for example, it is said that "the name of the Lord comes
from far," so that "what is normally credited to Yahweh is
attributed to His name."’8

Several times in the 0l1d Testament the name of God is

used as the subject or object of various actions, and in
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