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   It is well known that the Tanakh uses many names for God, and the commenta-

ries have attempted to ascribe specific attributes to each name: for example, jus-

tice for one, mercy for another, eternity for a third. Less frequently noted is the 

fact that the word ש� [shem] itself, usually translated "name," and its related 

forms [ שמ�, שמו, הש�   – the Name, His Name, Your Name] may refer to the 

Deity and have several connotations. 

   The Psalms contain about 100 references to the "shem" of God. Careful atten-

tion to the context indicates that the correct interpretation of shem varies, includ-

ing, most significantly, essential nature, power, and reputation. Moreover, com-

parison of different translations often reveals contrasting implications of this 

word for "name." 

   The issue is one of interpretation, not translation. The English word name, too, 

has various applications: "reputation" as in "ruin his good name"; "fame" as in 

"made a name for himself"; "authority" as in "I arrest you in the name of the 

law." Since shem has all these connotations, and more, it is accurate to translate 

shem as "name" so long as we exert ourselves to understand what the translation 

connotes, which may be multiple senses in a single occurrence.
1

  

 

ESSENTIAL NATURE 

   There are scores of instances in the Bible where the name of a person or place 

is given, and in these cases shem is nothing but a name. This seems to be so in 

translations of two occurrences in Psalms where the Deity is clearly meant: 

      68:5:  Extol Him who rides the clouds; the Lord is His name (JPS 1988).
2

 

    135:13: Hashem is your Name forever (Artscroll).
3 

   However, closer analysis and comparison of alternative translations undermine 

this interpretation. Why would  the psalm emphasize that God's name is Lord, or  

that Hashem will always be God's name? The answer is that shem [name] im-

plies something like "essential nature" and the name in question holds special 

significance. This notion finds support in Exodus 3:13-15. Moses says to God: 

'When they ask me, "What is His name?" What shall I say to them?' God an-
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swers: 'Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh ['I Will Be Who I Will Be] . . . . [S]ay to the Israe-

lites, Ehyeh [I-Will-Be] sent me to you. . . .  This shall be My name forever; this 

shall be My memorial from generation to generation.'
4

 Clearly, God's name is 

not "I Will Be Who I Will Be" in the same way that Moses' name is Moses. Thus, 

what these verses in Exodus and the psalms are saying is that God's name is a 

sign of some attribute, probably His eternity, and He alone merits such a desig-

nation. And this seems to be the implication in other translations of the same 

verses. The JPS translation of 135:13 is: Lord, Your name endures forever. And 

the Artscroll rendering of 68:5 (adding power to His eternality) is: Who rides 

upon the highest heavens, with His Name Yah [ ה�י[  which seemingly makes 

God's special name the means by which He rides the clouds. So too, the transla-

tion of Samson Raphael Hirsch is . . . soar up to Him Who guides worlds 

through barrenness by His Name Yah.
5

  

   The implication of ש�=name as essential nature is obvious when modifiers are 

present. God's name can be holy in the sense that a Torah scroll or prayer book 

is holy: it must be treated with respect and reverence. Thus, the following verses 

are not problematic: 

     103:1:  Bless the Lord, O my soul, all my being, His holy name.  

     105:3: Exult in His holy name.   

But this explanation will not do in 33:20:  . . . in His holy name we trust. In what 

sense do "we trust" in God's holy name? Rather, we trust in the holiness of God, 

which is somehow reflected in or conveyed by His name. So too, it seems misdi-

rected to apply adjectives like "majestic," "awesome," "sublime" and others to a 

mere name, as in: 

        8:2:   How majestic is Your name throughout the earth.   

    111:9:   His name is holy and awesome. 

   148:13:  His name, His alone, is sublime. 

     72:19:  Blessed is His glorious name forever. 

     76:2:   His name is great in Israel. 

 

In all these cases, actually what is "majestic," "awesome," and "sublime" is 

God's essential nature. Shem is used as a sort of synecdoche, where a part 

represents the whole. 

   The implication "essential nature" also clarifies verses where name seems su-
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perfluous. For example, Praise the name of the Lord (135:1) does not seem to 

mean anything more than Praise the Lord. But "essential nature" adds power to 

an otherwise simple statement. Other places where this connotation applies are: 

         7:18:  I will . . . sing a hymn to the name of the Lord Most High. 

       113:2:   Let the name of the Lord be blessed now and forever. 

       116:13, 17:  I . . . invoke the name of the Lord. 

       148:5:  Let them praise the name of the Lord.  

   "Essential nature" is also the minimum implication of name when "knowing" 

and "forgetting" are involved.  But it may be that other connotations as well, 

such as power and reputation, are invoked in these cases:   

         9:11:  Those who know Your name trust You. 

       91:14:  I will keep him [Israel] safe, for he knows My name. 

      44:21: If we forgot the name of our God and spread forth  

                 our hands to a  foreign god . . . . 

   119:55:  I remember Your name at night, O Lord, and obey Your teaching. 

 

AUTHORITY 

   In other instances, name clearly stands for power or authority. For example, it 

implies "power" in: 

         20:2:    May . . . the name of Jacob's God keep you safe. 

        44:6:    Through You we gore our foes, by Your name  

                    we trample our adversaries. 

        54:3:   O God, deliver me by Your name; by Your power vindicate me. 

       118:10: All nations have beset me; by the name of the Lord  

                   I will surely cut them down. 

   And it invokes power in the sense of "authority" in the following verse, 

though, as the two translations illustrate, the Hebrew is ambiguous:  

ה �ו�ה�ה  ברכנוכ� מבית י �ו�ה�ברו� הבא בש� י :118:26            

         [barukh ha-ba be-shem Hashem, be-rakhnukhem mi-beth Hashem] 

   The JPS 1988 translates this: May he who enters be blessed in the name of the 

Lord – which can mean that anyone who enters is eligible for the Lord's bless-

ing.. But JPS 1916 translates like the Artscroll: Blessed is he who comes in the 

Name of Hashem – which can mean that only those who come in the name of 

Hashem will be blessed. 
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   Likewise, name stands for "authority" in: 

        20:6:  May we . . . raise our banner in the name of our God. 

      129:8 : "The blessing of the Lord be upon you". 

                 "We bless you by the name of the Lord." 

      89:17: They rejoice in Your name all day long; they are exalted  

                 through Your righteousness [which is part of His authority]. 

This last instance is clarified by the parallelism between "rejoice in" and "ex-

alted through," and between "in Your name" with "through Your righteousness." 

This suggests that both actions, rejoicing and exaltation, are achieved by means 

of a Divine attribute, righteousness. Parallelism also suggests the connotation 

"reputation" in 102:22: . . . to declare in Zion the name of Hashem, and His 

praise in Jerusalem, where the name // His praise.   

 

FOR THE SAKE OF 

   A particularly interesting context is the one that frequently translates למע�"  

[lema'an]" as "for the sake of."
6

 In the Artscroll Tanakh these are: 

      23:3:    He leads me in paths of righteousness for His Name's sake. 

      25:11:  For Your Name's sake, Hashem, pardon my guilt for it is great. 

      31:4:    For my Rock and Fortress are You, for Your Name's sake  

                  guide me and lead me. 

      79:9:  Assist us, O God of our salvation, for the sake of Your Name's glory, 

                 rescue us and atone for our sins for Your Name's sake. 

    106:7-8: Our fathers. . . rebelled. . . .  But He saved them for  

               His Name's sake, to make known His might. 

   109:21: But You, Hashem/Elohim, O Lord, deal with me for  

               Your Name's sake; because Your kindness is good, rescue me. 

   143:11:  For Your Name's sake, Hashem, revive me; with  

               Your righteousness remove my soul from distress. 

   Most readers seem to understand this as an appeal for God to protect His repu-

tation, as if to say, "Even if we do not merit salvation, consider how You will 

look if Your people fail. You are called 'God of Israel.' When Israel suffers, 

Your name is sullied."
7

 This interpretation can certainly be defended in 106:8;  

and the verses subsequent to 79:9 are: Let the nations not say, 'Where is their 

God?' . . . . Pay back our neighbors sevenfold for the abuse they have flung at 
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You, O Lord (79:10,12). This reasoning clearly asserts that because God's repu-

tation has been impugned, vigorous action is needed to redeem it. These verses 

develop the thought in Exodus 32:12, where Moses argues with the Lord after 

the Golden Calf incident:  

"Let not the Egyptians say, 'It was with evil intent that He delivered them, only 

to kill them off in the mountains and annihilate them from the face of the earth.' 

Turn from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people."  

   This idea occurs also in Ezekiel 20:8-9: 'Then I resolved to pour out My fury 

upon them . . . in the land of Egypt. But I acted for the sake of My name, that it 

might not be profaned in the sight of the nations among whom they were.' Even 

more direct is God's statement in Ezekiel 36:21-23:  

Therefore I am concerned for My holy name, which the House of Israel have 

caused to be profaned among the nations to which they have come. Say to the 

House of Israel: Thus said the Lord God: Not for your sake will I act, O House 

of Israel, but for My holy name, which you have caused to be profaned . . . . I 

will sanctify My great name . . . .  And the nations shall know that I am the Lord 

– declares the Lord God – when I manifest My holiness before their eyes 

through you.
8 

   However, this implication is inadequate for the other five instances cited just 

above. The parallelism in 143:11 shows that just as "revive me" is elaborated as 

"remove my soul from distress," so too "for Your Name's sake" is explained as 

"with Your righteousness." Though this is somewhat obscured by the Artscroll's 

use of "with" (in the sense of "by" – a means to an end): For Your Name's sake, 

Hashem, revive me; with Your righteousness remove my soul from distress. It is 

clear in the JPS translation: For the sake of Your name, O Lord, preserve me; as 

You are beneficent, free me from distress.  

   The implication here is that God's name represents His beneficence; and this is 

the reason for His mercy, not fear for His reputation. The JPS makes this even 

clearer in 109:21 by replacing Artscroll’s "For Your Name’s sake" with "as be-

fits": . . . act on my behalf as befits Your name. Good and faithful as You are, 

save me. In this rendering, mercy befits God's name because the name represents 

what is good and faithful.  

   To read "as befits" in place of "for the sake" of His name also clarifies the 

significance of God's name in the other verses of the series just above: 
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        23:3:  He guides me in right paths as befits His name.
9

 

        25:11: As befits Your name, O Lord, pardon my iniquity  

                   though it be great. 

         31:4:  You lead me and guide me as befits Your name. 

   In dozens of places, "name" may seem to be nothing more than a polite or 

formal substitution for a honorific pronoun, analogous to Your Majesty and 

Your Honor in English. Even here, however, one or another or all of these con-

notations add depth.  For example: 

           5:12:  . . . let those who love Your name exult in You. 

         61:6:  Grant the request of those who fear Your name. 

         79:6:  Pour out your fury . . . upon the kingdoms that do not 

                    invoke Your name. 

        86:12:  I will . . . pay honor to Your name forever. 

       105:1:   Praise the Lord; call on His name. 

       140:14:  Righteous men shall surely praise Your name. 

   In sum, seemingly simple words can be the most difficult to interpret correctly 

because they seduce us into easy answers. It is no wonder, then, that in several 

instances the JPS dispenses with the word "name" in favor of making the impli-

cation explicit, as in: 

        74:7:  They brought low in dishonor the dwelling-place of 

                  Your presence [instead of Your shem].   

        75:2:  We praise You, O God; we praise you;  

                  Your presence [Your shem] is near. 

    102:22:  . . . that the fame [shem] of the Lord may be recounted in Zion,  

                  His praises in Jerusalem.
10

 

   All this teaches us that we ought to pay more attention to context and the poet's 

intent than to literal translation. Exactitude does not always communicate the 

intended embedded meanings and implications. 

 

NOTES 

1. On the other hand, when applied to God, ש� [shem - name] does not have the negative connota-

tions it does in English idioms like "He is leader in name only" and "Stop calling your brother 

names." 

2. Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1988). This translation 

strives to "reproduce the Hebrew idiomatically and reflect contemporary scholarship, thus laying 

emphasis upon intelligibility and correctness" (p. xvii). 
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3. Tanakh: The Torah / Prophets / Writings, ed. Nosson Scherman (New York: Artscroll / Mesorah, 

1996). This translation seeks to be "faithful" and "comprehensible." "Where a choice had to be 

made, we preferred fidelity to the text over inaccurate simplicity, but occasionally we had to stray 

from the literal translation or Hebrew syntax in order to capture the essence of a phrase or to make it 

intelligible in English" (p. xii). 

4. The traditional explanation of this passage is that God's four-letter name  combines the ה�ו�ה�י 

words haya-hoveh-yihiyeh – "He Was-He Is-He Will Be."  This is most likely a folk etymology, but 

for a poet of psalms, it would have been part of his shared background with his audience.  

5. Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Psalms, translated by Gertrude Hirschler (New York: Feldheim, 

1960), vol. 1, p. 455.   

6. The Hebrew is lema'an in all cases except the first occurrence in 79:9, which has al devar. But 

translations mostly ignore the distinction.  

7. Amos Hakham, Sepher Tehillim (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1984), vol. 2, p. 67 [ Hebrew]. 

8.  See also, Hakham, Sepher Tehillim, vol. 2, p. 284.    

9. Hirsch, The Psalms, vol 1, p. 171: "The Lord deals kindly with men not because of their merits 

but because of the ways of loving-kindness that befit His nature." 

10. Readers who found this exercise worthwhile might want to compare how different translations 

deal with panekha/panav "Your/His face" when applied to God. 
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regionally accredited B.A.) for their knowledge in: Hebrew, Ta-
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