
Exodus Lesson 1 1-2-3-4 Handout – Naming God 

According to the tradition recorded in Genesis 4:26, a grandson of Adam, Enosh, 
was the first to call upon the name of the Lord (Yahweh). Thus, the biblical text 
is stating that a part of mankind knew the true God, whose name was revealed to 
Moses in this solemn way (Ex 35:15 and 6:2). The patriarchs invoked God under 
other names, to do with the divine attributes, such as the Almighty (“El-
Shaddai”: Gen 17:1; Ex 6:2–3). Other proper names of God which appear in 
very ancient documents lead one to think that the name Yahweh had been known 
from a long time back. The revelation of the divine name is important in 
salvation history because by that name God will be invoked over the course of 
the centuries. 

All kinds of suggestions have been put forward as to the meaning of Yahweh; 
not all are mutually exclusive. Here are some of the main ones: (A) God is 
giving an evasive answer here because he does not want those in ancient times, 
contaminated as they were by magical rites, to think that because they knew the 
name they would have power over the god. According to this theory, “I am who 
I am” would be equivalent to “I am he whom you cannot know”, “I am the 
unnameable”. This solution stresses the transcendence of God. (B ) What God is 
revealing is his nature—that he is subsistent being; in which case “I am who I 
am” means I am he who exists per sibi (through himself), self contained, 
absolute be-ing. The divine name refers to what he is by essence; it refers to him 
whose essence it is to be. God is saying that he is, and he is giving the name by 
which he is to be called. This explanation is often to be found in Christian 
interpretation. (C) On the basis of the fact that Yahweh is a causative form of the 
ancient Hebrew verb hwh (to be), God is revealing himself as “he who causes to 
be”, the creator, not so much in the fullest sense of the word (as creator of the 
universe) but above all the creator of the present situation—the one who gives 
the people its being and who always stays with it. Thus, calling upon Yahweh 
will always remind the good Israelite of his reason-for-being, as an individual 
and as a member of a chosen people. 



However, none of these explanations is entirely satisfactory. “This divine name 
is mysterious just as God is mystery. It is at once a name revealed and something 
like the refusal of a name, and hence it better expresses God as what he is—
infinitely above everything that we can understand or say: he is the ‘hidden God’ 
(Is 45:15), [but he is still] the God who makes himself close to mankind (cf. 
Judges 13:18)” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 206).1 

God’s name in Hebrew has four consonants Y-H-W-H. Scholarly writers call this 
by the Greek term Tetragrammaton (a word of four letters). When vowels are 
inserted, the word becomes Yahweh (or Jehovah), which means “He Who Is,” or 
“He Causes to Be.” Using the original meaning of the divine name, the biblical 
narrative reads: “HE WHO IS, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us, and 
now we pray you, let us go a three days’ journey into the wilderness, that we 
may sacrifice to HIM WHO IS, our God” (Exodus 3:18). Again, “Then HE 
WHO IS said to him, Who has made man’s mouth? Who makes him dumb, or 
deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the I WHO AM?” (Ex. 4:11). 

Jews avoided pronouncing this name altogether. Instead, as they read a text 
aloud they substituted Ha-Shem (The Name) or Adonai (Lord). Jesus and the 
apostles followed this practice themselves, as we find whenever the New 
Testament contains a quotation from the Old Testament. Every time medieval 
Jewish scribes copied the Name, they broke their pens, so that they could never 
be used to write a profane word. They knew exactly how many pens they needed 
to copy the Hebrew Bible.2 
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