
Was YHWH a New Name in Exodus 6:2–4?

The major English translations (such as AV, RV, RSV, NIV) at Exodus 6:2–4 seem to support
the conclusion that the name YHWH (‘the LORD’) was a name unknown until it was there
revealed for the first time to Moses. The Hebrew text  (MT) of these verses reads as follows: 

 verse 2:ה וּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ֲאִני ְיהָוה     wayy edabbēr ’ elōhîm ’el Mōšeh                  ַוְּיַדֵּבר ֱאֹלִהים ֶאל־מֶׁשַַַַָָ
              wayyōmer ’ēlāyw ’ anî YHWH 

 wā’ērā’  ’el abrāhām ...be’ēl šadday  י ָוֵאָרא ֶאל ַאְבָרָהם ֶאל־ִיְצָחק ְוֶאל־ַיֲעקֹב ְּבֵאל ַׁשָּד֑
        

verse 3
 ûšemî YHWH lō’ nôdatti lāhem.                                                       ּוְׁשִמי ְיהָוה לֹא נֹוַדְעִּתי ָלֶהם:

wegam haqimōtî ’et berîtî ‘ittām  . . .                            …ְוַגם ַהִקֹמִתי ֶאת־ְּבִריִתי ִאָּתם
 
     verse 4a

However, these verses (and verse 3b in particular) represent a notable crux interpretum, and
a number of quite different translations have been proposed for them, which lead to quite di-
vergent conclusions regarding the history of the divine Names in the Pentateuch. The various
translations which have been offered may be summarised as follows:   

verse 2   And God spoke to Moses and said to him, “I am YHWH.
verse 3   And I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob 

  as/ in (the character of) ’El Shadday (God Almighty)
  but as/ in (the character of) my name YHWH I was not made known to them. / 

                was I not made known to them? / 
  and as/ in (the character of) my name YHWH I was not made known to them. /
                 was I not made known to them?

verse 4   And also I established my covenant with them …”

This summary gives some indication that the translation of these verses is not as simple and
straightforward as, at first sight, might appear from the major English versions. The latter part
of verse 3, after the ’atnāḥ [֑ ] in the Hebrew text, begins in Hebrew with a pre-fixed ו (waw),
which can mean either 'and' or 'but', and the determination of which sense is required in any
particular case is a judgment which the translator must make according to the context.
Translations of this verse, accordingly, fall into two groups, depending on whether the
conjunction is taken as adversative ('but') or as copulative ('and'). 

Taking the conjunction as adversative, the text yields the following sense, 

(1) “But by my name YHWH I was not made known to them.”

This translation would suggest that God (’El or ’Elōhîm) was known to men in the Patriarchal
period by the divine Name ’El Shadday, but now, shortly before the Exodus and for the first
time, he reveals to Moses a new name, YHWH, the name by which he declares that he is to
be known henceforth. (The name in Ex. 6:3b, as in Ex. 3:15, appears in the form which is
appropriate for men to use of God, יהוה (YHWH), which is clearly related to the form of God’s
own self-naming, אהיה   

(’
 

HYH), ‘I AM’, which he uses of himself in Ex. 3:14). 

In 1753, Jean Astruc (Conjectures on Genesis) made this supposition, of the name YHWH
being only newly-revealed to Moses, the key to distinguishing disparate sources or
documentary strands which he supposed had been woven together, in stages and at various
times, to produce the Pentateuch as we now have it. Over the next century, a succession of
scholars developed his ideas, and the documentary hypothesis received its classic exposition
in Julius Wellhausen’s Die Komposition des Hexateuchs (1876/7). It quickly became part of
critical orthodoxy, one of the “assured results of higher criticism”, notwithstanding the fact that
what was proposed represents an approach to literary production without precedent in the
ancient world (or any other world, come to that!). Chiming in with the rationalistic spirit of the
age, however, this evolutionary, developmental account of the origins of the Pentateuch was
eagerly adopted.
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More recently, G. Wenham, a more conservative scholar, while accepting the assumption that
these verses narrate the revelation of a new name to Moses, has suggested that the earlier
occurrences of YHWH in Genesis are to be regarded as simply historiographical, rather than
evidencing a highly complex literary pre-history lying behind the text as we now have it. The
Yahwistic editor of Genesis, he supposes, is simply referring to God anachronistically by the
name by which he was known in the editor's own day, rather than by the name for God used
in his source(s). His usage of the name YHWH in Genesis represents, then, an
accommodation to the divine name now familiar to himself and his readers, a name, however,
which was supposedly not known before the time of Moses. (A similar anachronism is to be
found, for example, in the statement that, ‘the Vikings invaded York’).

The idea that the Divine Name YHWH was a novelty, newly-revealed to Moses in Exodus 6
(or Exodus 3), however, makes a nonsense of Ex. 3:13–17. When told by God to go to the
Israelites in Egypt to tell them that God will deliver them, saying, “the God of your fathers has
sent me to you”, Moses anticipates that they would demand from him some ‘control
evidence’, asking, “What is his name?”. For Moses to offer in response a name of which they
had never heard before, would hardly have inspired them to believe what he was saying! The
name YHWH, which Moses was instructed to rehearse to them (Ex. 3:15–16) must have been
the name of God which had been handed down to the Israelites in Moses’ day from their
forefathers of old, or else they simply would not have believed him, when he said that the God
of their fathers had, indeed, sent him to them.

Medieval Jewish commentators, also seeing a contrast intended in the conjunction (ו) at the
beginning of verse 3a, proposed that these verses intimated a distinction between God’s self-
revelation to the Patriarchs in the past in providence and his self-revelation about to be
disclosed to the Israelites in miracle-working (so Maimonides), or a distinction between his
self-revelation in the period of promise and that in the new period of fulfilment (so Rashi). A
similar approach to the issue may be seen in J. A. Motyer’s suggestion that ‘name’ here
implies ‘character’. He renders Ex. 6:3, “I showed myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the
character expressed by ‘el shaddai, but not in the character expressed by my name yhwh.”
In his view, while YHWH as a vocable was known prior to Moses (and hence its use in
Genesis is not anachronistic), God was not known in those earlier times in the specific
character which this name connotes (the nearest approach to it being seen in Gen. 22:14).
That in Old Testament thought ‘name’ implies ‘character’ is often true (especially in relation to
individuals named prophetically), and this suggestion certainly enables a good account to be
given of the preposition before ’El Shadday in verse 3a, “. . . I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac
and to Jacob in (sc. the character of) ’El Shadday.” But the supposition that there is a
distinction signalled here between the perceived character of God as he appeared to the
Patriarchs and his character as he now appears to Moses (or as he is about to appear for
Israel), seems unsustainable. He is clearly one and the same God, repeating one and the
same promises, and establishing one and the same covenant with Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, and now doing so with their posterity. God's revealing himself to Moses is
prefaced in Ex. 2:23–25 with the statement that, “. . . God remembered his covenant with
Abraham, with Isaac and with Jacob.” Cf. 6:5, “. . . I have remembered my covenant”.

It will be observed that translating Exodus 6:3b as “But by my name YHWH I was not made
known to them”, introduces a significant problem in relation to the beginning of the following
verse, where ְוַגם (wegam, “and also”) is used to connect the apparently negative statement of
verse 3b to a positive statement in verse 4. 

(+) Verse 3a I revealed myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob  
                                                                                       as (in the character of) ’El  Shadday.
(-) Verse 3b But by my name YHWH I was not known to them.
(+) Verse 4 And also I established my covenant with them . . .

In an effort to avoid this problem in the flow of the sense, several suggestions have been
made in which the conjunction at the beginning of verse 4 is taken copulatively as ‘and’,
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rather than adversatively as ‘but’, so yielding a consistent sequence of positive statements in
these verses. Thus, it is proposed that verse 3b should be translated,

(2) “And not only by my name YHWH was I made known to them.”

Following Saadia Gaon and Rabbi Eleazer ben Azariah, G.E. Whitney1 suggested that לֹא
(lô – ‘not’) should be taken in the sense of ‘not only’. Most of the examples Whitney adduced
to support this, however, (including Jer. 7:22–23) have a following expression introduced by
‘but” — expressed by ִּכי (kî) or ִּכי־ִאם (kî ’im) — which serves to qualify the negative
retrospectively. Other examples he adduced have some other contrastive expression
following, which serves again to modify the preceding negative with hindsight. In Exodus 6:3–
4, no such retrospective qualifier follows ָלֶהם נֹוַדְעִּתי ְלֹא ְיהָוה ּוְׁשִמי (ûšemî YHWH lō’ nôdatti
lāhem), ‘And/But (by) my name YHWH I was not known to them’, to qualify the negative. 

Moreover, if Whitney’s contention, that לֹא (lô) should be read as ‘not only’, were to be
accepted, it would leave the implication that ’El Shadday is the more significant name. But, in
fact, ’El Shadday does not take precedence over YHWH as the predominantly-used divine
Name, in either the immediate context (see 6:6–8) or the wider context. In Ex. 3:15, God
declares of the name YHWH, “this is my name for ever, and thus am I to be remembered
throughout all generations.”

Another suggested translation is as follows:

(3) “And by my name YHWH surely I was made known to them.”

W. J. Martin2 suggested proposed reading a different sense into the word rendered ‘not’,
observing that, “a simple solution would have been to read it not as the negative but as the
emphatic particle. This would have involved merely replacing the vowel o by u, as has been
done in at least one other place in the Old Testament (2 Samuel xviii. 12).” This translation
assumes that לֹא (lô), ‘not’, should be read as ֻלא (lu’) — written defectively for לּו (lû) or לּוא
(lû’) — which he assumes carries the sense, ‘verily’, ‘surely’. He thus translated, “I am the
Lord. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as God Almighty, and verily, by my name
the Lord I did make myself known to them.” However, what Martin calls the “emphatic particle”
does not, in fact, carry the sense he requires of it. It functions concessively, as “if”, introducing
a protasis that is hypothetical or uncertain and improbable (as the reference he cites, 2 Sam.
18:12 - “Even if I felt in my hand the weight of a thousand pieces of silver . . .”). Alternatively,
it can function as an interjection introducing a wish for something which (again) is improbable
or uncertain, “O that …” (e.g. Job 16:4). 

Martin himself perhaps felt, the inadequacy of his proposal to retranslate לֹא (lô) in this way,
for he went on to propose another, in his view preferable, solution as follows.

(4)  “And by my name YHWH was I not made known to them?”

Martin proposed that the second half of verse 3 should be construed as an ‘elliptical
interrogative’ posing a rhetorical question, in which (not unusually in Hebrew) the interrogative
particle, in the form of prefixed ה (h), has 'elided' (i.e. has been omitted). For examples, see
Gen. 18:12 and 2 Ki. 5:26. In an elliptical interrogative, the presence of a question is
understood from the context and would be indicated as such by intonation in the spoken
language, of course. (Cf. NIV footnote to Ex. 6:3). 

Unlike the first translation offered above, translation (4), like (2) and (3), does have in its
favour the fact that it enables a logical consistency to be seen through verses 3 and 4. 

1. G.E. Whitney, ‘Alternative Interpretations of Lō’ in Exodus 6:3 and Jeremiah 7:22’, Westminster Theological
Journal 48 (1986) 151–159.

2. W. J. Martin, Stylistic Criteria and the Analysis of the Pentateuch, London: Tyndale Press, 1955, 1–23.
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(+) Verse 3a I revealed myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob  
                                                                                 as (in the character of) ’El  Shadday .
(+) Verse 3b And by my name YHWH was I not known to them?
(+) Verse 4 And also I established my covenant with them . . .

Despite this, however, this translation, too, is not without problems. 

(a) The missing preposition.

The Masoretic scribes used a system of symbols for major and minor “pauses” to indicate the
distribution of the sense within verses, and the translations above all follow the Masoretic
scribes in making a major disjunction (or pause) after ’El Shadday at the end of verse 3a
(indicated in the Hebrew text with the symbol ’atnāḥ [֑  ]): 

wā’ērā’  ’el abrāhām  . . .                  י ָוֵאָרא ֶאל ַאְבָרָהם ֶאל־ִיְצָחק ְוֶאל־ַיֲעקֹב ְּבֵאל ַׁשָּד֑
            

verse 3a

                      . . .  be’ēl šadday         ^ 
However, these translations all assume that the preposition governing ’El Shadday before the
’atnāḥ is still effective in governing “my name” which occurs after the ’atnāḥ. But in Hebrew,
just as in English, for the preposition to be still operative after this major pause, it would need
to be repeated. It is not there in the text with יהָוה ּוְׁשִמי (ûšemî YHWH, ‘and my name’). (I have
indicated this in each of the translations above by italicising the preposition 'by' which the
translators have supplied at this point in order to make up the sense).

(b) The wrong verb.

The Targumists responsible for Targum Neofiti I (N), Targum Onkelos (TO), the Fragment
Targum (F), the Samaritan Targum manuscripy Sam Tg. A, (and the LXX translators) were
perhaps aware of this problem of the missing preposition. They, together with the LXX,
Vulgate and Peshitta versions, all render the verb נֹוַדְעִּתי (nôda‘tî) in the niph‘al form, which is
passive in meaning (‘I was known’), as if it were in the hiph‘îl form, הֹוַדִּתי (hôda‘tî), which is
causative in meaning (‘I caused to know’ = ‘I made known’). By this change to the text, they
succeed in making “my name, the LORD” the direct object of the verb. So, for example,
Codex Neofiti renders, “but my mighty name, the LORD, I did not make known to them”. But
this is not what the Hebrew Text reads, as Rashi long ago observed ad loc., “‘I did not make
known (hôda‘tî)’ is not written here, but ‘I was not known’.” The Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan
(Tg. Ps-J), the Cairo Geniza Fragments (CTg D) and the Samaritan Targum manuscript Sam
Tg. J, all preserve the passive form present in the Hebrew Text. 

(c) The missing sign of the definite direct object.

To this might be added the further objection, that if “my name, the LORD” were to be
construed as the direct object of the verb here (as those witnesses cited in (b) which read
הֹוַדִּתי (hôda‘tî), instead of נֹוַדְעִּתי (nôda‘tî), assume), it strikingly lacks the preceding sign of the
definite direct object, ֵאת (’ēt) or ֶאת־ (’et), which is regularly employed elsewhere in Exodus to
introduce definite direct objects. (In the five verses preceding 6:3, it occurs five times, and it is
used six times in the five verses following it). 

A new proposal 

The following solution is offered to this problematic issue, one which respects the integrity of
the Hebrew Text of Ex. 6:2-4 (without need for modification of the consonantal text) and yields
a reading which is in complete harmony with the rest of the Pentateuch as it stands (without
need for disentangling disparate sources supposedly combined within it, or for the supposition
that Genesis in its final form is anachronistic ).  

The proposal is that the ’atnāḥ in verse 3 be moved further on in the verse, so that the
disjunction it indicates falls, not after ’El Shadday, but after “and my name, YHWH”. In that
case, the preposition governing ’El Shadday can now be construed quite properly and
naturally as being still operative for the expression, “and my name, YHWH”, without need for
it to be repeated — thus:
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: ְיהָו֑ה לֹא נֹוַדְעִּתי ָלֶהם ָוֵאָרא ֶאל ַאְבָרָהם ֶאל־ִיְצָחק ְוֶאל־ַיֲעקֹב ְּבֵאל ַׁשַּדי ּוְׁשִמי          verse 3

                                    ^                                                                          
     wā’ērā’  ’el abrāhām ... be’ēl šadday ûšemî YHWH.     lō’ nôdatti lāhem.

This would yield the following translation —

(5) “I appeared to . . . as (i.e., in the character of) ’El  Shadday and my name YHWH.”

This division of the verse is seen in the Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan on the passage — 

ואיתגליתי במימרי לאברהם ליצחק ולחעקב באל ׁשדי וׁשמי ייי    ברם באפי ׁשכינתי לא איתידעת להון:

w’ytglyty  bmymry l’brhm lyṣḥq wly‘qb b’l šdy wšmy YYY,  brm b’py škynty l’ ’ytydd‘t lhwn.

“I revealed myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as ’El Shadday and my name YHWH.
But as the face of my Shekinah I was not known to them.” 3

If the proposal to move the ’atnāḥ in this way is adopted (and in that connection it is important
to remember that these editorial symbols and their placement are simply Masoretic scribal
additions and not part of the inspired Hebrew text), the remainder of verse 3 may then be
construed (with Martin) as containing a (now shorter) elliptical interrogative, ָלֶהם נֹוַדְעִּתי לֹא (lō’
nôdatti lāhem), “Was I not known to them?”. With this rhetorical question (inviting, of course,
the answer, ‘Yes!’), the sense of these lines is, again, consistently positive:

(+) Verse 3a I revealed myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob  
                                                   as (in the character of) ’El  Shadday and my name YHWH.
(+) Verse 3b Was I not known to them?
(+) Verse 4 And also I established my covenant with them . . .

This proposal accurately represents the Hebrew text and exhibits a logical consistency in the
verses. At the same time, it avoids the need to suppose a flat contradiction of Genesis, or the
need either to invent a highly-improbable and complicated, literary prehistory for the
Pentateuch (such as proponents of the documentary hypothesis advocated) or to assume
that the use of the name YHWH in Genesis is anachronistic.

The first of the two names for God mentioned in Ex. 6:2–4 is ַׁשַּדי ֵאל (’ēl Shadday). In the
Book of Genesis, in five out of its six occurrences, ַׁשַּדי (Shadday) is found thus in conjunction
with ֵאל (’El), "God" as ַׁשַּדי ֵאל (’ēl Shadday): only in 49:25, for the first time, does it stand
alone, albeit in parallel with ֵאלָאִביָך (’ēl ’ābîkā, “the God of your father”). It functions from this
time as virtually a name of God. Its precise etymology is uncertain, but its close association
with ֵאל (’ēl, “God”), at the root sense of which word seems to have been the connotation of
‘power’,4 suggests that it, too, carries a similar sense. The fundamental idea of ‘power’
associated with the name is reflected in the LXX, which usually (though by no means
invariably) translates it by παντοκράτωρ, ‘Almighty’ — which is how it is commonly rendered in
EVV, when it is not simply transliterated. The connotation of ‘power’ explains well its use in
Ezek. 1:24, ְּכקֹול־ַׁשַּדי (keqôl šadday, “like the sound of the Almighty”) and 10:5, ֵאל ־ַׁשַּדיְַּכקֹול
(keqôl ’ēl šadday, “like the sound of God Almighty”), describing the overwhelming sound
associated with God’s throne appearing to the prophet in vision, and this sense of ‘(the)
Almighty’ is found to be appropriate to the context of all the instances of its use in the Old
Testament.

3. Note here the required repetition of the preposition ב (b) with באפי (b’ py), following the evident pause after

.See (a) above .(’beram, ‘but’, ‘except) ברם and the intervening conjunction (ûšemî YYY) ושמי ייי
4. Cf. Gen. 31:29, ָיִדי ֵיׁש־ְלֵאל (yēš le’ēl yādî), “It is in the power of my hand”, and Dt. 28:32, ָיֶדָך ְלֵאל ְוֵאן (we’ēn

le’ēl yādekā), “. . . and it will not be in the power of your hand (to prevent it”)
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The opening chapters of Genesis are foundational to the biblical understanding of God. The
creation story unfolds through two separate accounts, which are complementary, not (as
some have claimed) contradictory.5 The first creation narrative in 1:1–2:4a presents us with
God ֱאֹלִהים) ’Elōhîm, the intensive plural of ֵאל ‘El) as the Omnipotent Creator, calling the
world and the heavens into being by his divine fiat (“Let there be . . .”), populating the world
with living creatures and, as the culmination of his creating work, human beings, who are
distinguished from all other creatures by being made, male and female, “in the image and
likeness of God” (1:26). As such, they are made capable of personal relationship with their
Creator. The second creation account (Gen. 2:4b–25) focuses more narrowly on the creation
of man within the wider creation, and that change of emphasis is reflected from the outset in
the name used of God in this account. The Omnipotent Creator God of the first account is
revealed in the second as being ֱאֹלִהים ,יהוה YHWH ’Elōhîm, the God of personal relationship
with man, and this way of referring to God continues throughout the following two chapters. In
chapter 3, this way of speaking of God persists despite our first parents’ rebellious fall into sin,
and betokens God's gracious continuation of his desire for personal fellowship with mankind,
a desire which finds expression within the chapter in the promise of a deliverer in 3:15 and,
before they are expelled from the garden, in his clothing Adam and Eve with a covering of
animal skins, an action pregnant with significance in relation to the principle of atoning
sacrifice to follow in the Old Testament revelation.

Throughout the rest of Scripture, the God revealed in the opening chapters of Genesis is at
once the Omnipotent Creator and Sustainer of all that is, and the God of personal, covenant
relationship with humankind. He is never just one or the other, but always the Almighty
Redeemer and Saviour, the God of power and might and the God of all grace.

Our proposed translation (5) of Ex. 6:3, resonates with the Patriarchal narratives as they
stand in Genesis in a particularly close way, and the variation in the divine Names it contains
reflects the same variation found there, particularly in the divine self-affirmations (or self-
attestations) in Genesis: 

God’s address to Moses in Ex. 6:2 begins with the divine self-affirmation, “I am YHWH.” The
same self-affirmation then occurs also at the beginning of the words which God instructs
Moses to convey to Israel — “Say therefore to the people of Israel, ‘I am YHWH.’” (verse 6).
And finally, the divine speech to Moses and Israel concludes with the same self-affirmation, “I
am YHWH” (verse 8). This self-affirmation by God, standing both at the beginning of his
words to Moses and to Israel and at their conclusion, serves as a solemn asseveration of his
power and unwavering commitment (his covenant faithfulness) to bring to pass what he
promises to them in this speech, which relates to the establishing of his covenant with them,
and his giving to them the land of Canaan. God’s own being and nature is pledged for the
fulfilment of it. This pattern of divine self-affirmation, however, is not new here, but is
established already in the Lord’s address to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob in the book of

5. The opposing of these two creation accounts is based upon two arguments. The first, from the variation in divine
names, is dealt with in what follows above, where it is shown that they are meaningfully deployed: the second is
from a supposed difference in the order of the creation of man and animals between the two accounts, citing
2:19 over against 1:24–26. The Masoretes, with perhaps an insufficient eye to the wider context, pointed the
opening word of Gen. 2:19 as ,ַוִּיֶצר (wayyiṣer) taking it as an imperfect with waw-consecutive, supposing it to be

written scriptio defectiva for ַוִּייֶצר (wayyîṣer), “And the Lord God formed . . .”, as in 2:7. The Rabbis saw the two
yods at 2:7 (vs. the single yod at 2:19) as indicating the dual nature of man over against that of the beasts! But
the difference in the consonantal text at 2:19 supports rather pointing it here as a perfect with ‘weak-waw’, ְוָיָצר
(weyāṣār), which may be translated according to context either by an English perfect tense, “he formed” (as in
most EVV) or by an English pluperfect tense, “he had formed” (as the same verb form without the weak-waw at
the end of 2:8 is translated in all EVV). If we translate 2:19 with a pluperfect, “Now the Lord God had formed
every beast of the field . . .”, the supposed contradiction of the order of creation of the animals and man in
1:24-26 vanishes. The supposed contradiction here is entirely due to inadvertent mistranslation. (The Masoretic
pointing on the consonantal Hebrew Text, it must be emphasised again, is not part of the inspired text). 
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Genesis. There it appears in relation to the self-same promises, so that its use now in Exodus
most certainly recalls those former instances of its use and reinforces the encouragement
being offered now to Moses and Israel.  

These divine self-affirmations were not uttered randomly to the patriarchs, but were
addressed to them in situations of perplexity or distress, as reassurance to them from God.  

• Having left Haran at the call of YHWH (Gen. 12:1, 4), Abram came into the land of
Canaan, which YHWH identified to him as the land which he had promised to give to his
descendants (12:7). Passing through the land, however, a famine drove him down to Egypt
(Gen. 12:10). On his return to the land, there was strife between Abram’s herdsmen and
those of his nephew, Lot, necessitating a parting of the ways. Lot chose for himself the
most fertile part of the land, in the valley, towards Sodom, leaving Abram only the more
difficult hill country (Gen 13:10–12). At this juncture, YHWH again repeated his promise to
Abram,  saying,

. . . look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and westward; for all the
land which you see I will give to you and to your descendants for ever . . . Arise, walk through length and
breadth of the land, for I will give it to you. (Gen. 13:14–17). 

Some time later, when Lot along with the men of Sodom and Gomorrah was captured by a
coalition of northern kings led by Chedorlaomer, king of Elam, Abram and his men rescued
them all and restored the stolen goods to the king of Sodom, declining any reward, lest the
king of Sodom should boast that he had made Abram rich, and relying instead upon God
only to make good his promise to him. Again, in these circumstances, God appeared to
Abram, recalling his call to him in 12:1, reiterating his promise to multiply his descendants,
and saying in reassurance him, “I am YHWH, who brought you up out of the land of Ur of
the Chaldees, to give you this land to possess.” (Gen. 15:7). God, in his covenant
faithfulness, would bring this to pass.
• Abram was seventy-five years of age when he left Haran (see 12:4) and still
childless. Having despaired of ever having a son by his wife, Sarai, now also in her old
age, Abram fathered Ishmael by Sarai’s maid, Hagar. When he was ninety-nine years old,
the LORD appeared to him, reiterating his promise to him and reassuring him, saying, 

I am ’El Shadday. Walk before me and be perfect. And I will make my covenant between me and you,
and will multiply you exceedingly. 

And God changed his name from Abram to Abraham,6 saying,  
I have made you the father of a multitude of nations, I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make
nations of you, and kings will come forth from you. . . And I will establish my covenant between me and
you and your descendants after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God
to you and to your descendants after you. And I will give to you, and to your descendants after you, the
land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God.”
(17:1, 7–8).

And God said of Sarai, his wife, who was ninety years of age, “I will give you a son by her,
and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples shall come from her.’ God, in his
omnipotence as ’El Shadday, would bring it about, for only an omnipotent God could work
this miracle for him. (Cf. Rom. 4:13–21).
• After Abraham’s death, because of a further famine in the land, Isaac, his son, went
down to the Philistine city of Gerar. There the LORD appeared to him and reiterated to him
the promise he had made to his father, Abraham (Gen. 26:3–5). After persistent trouble,
however, between Isaac’s servants and the herdsmen of Gerar over water, in order to avoid
further conflict, Isaac removed firstly to Rehoboth, south of Gaza, and then to Beersheba,
in the south of the land. There God appeared to him again and reassured him of his
continued presence with him, declaring, “I am the God of Abraham, your father; fear not,
for I am with you and will bless you and multiply your descendants for my servant
Abraham’s sake.” (Gen. 26:24).

6. The precise etymology of these names is uncertain, but probably reflects a change from ‘(my) father is exalted’
to 'father of a multitude'.
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• In Genesis 28, having succeeded by craftiness and deceit in securing for himself both
the ‘birthright’ and the paternal ‘blessing’, which would normally have been the prerogatives
of his elder brother Esau as his father’s firstborn son, Jacob (the ‘usurper’), Isaac’s second
son, fled from his brother’s vengeful wrath. Having put as much distance as he could
between himself and his brother in a day, with a stone for his pillow, he fell asleep at Luz
(Bethel) on his way to self-imposed exile among his mother’s kinsfolk in Paddan-aram.
There at Bethel, despite all his trickery, God appeared to him that night in a dream to
reassure him of his presence with him, saying to him, “I am YHWH, the God of Abraham
your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your
descendants.” (Gen. 28:13). 
• On his return, and after his sons Simeon and Levi had slain the men of Shechem for
having defiled their sister Dinah, Jacob was fearful of the inhabitants of the land (Gen.
34:30). In Gen. 35:1, God instructed him, “Arise, go up to Bethel, and dwell there; and
make there an altar to the God who appeared to you when you fled from your brother
Esau.” As Jacob journeyed from Shechem to Bethel, God caused a terror to fall on the
cities around them, so that they did not pursue them, “and Jacob came to Luz (that is,
Bethel) . . . and there he built an altar, and called the place El-Bethel, because God had
there revealed himself to him when he had fled from his brother.” In 35:9–12, we have the
substance of what God said to Jacob when he came again to Bethel. God reiterated the
naming of him “Israel” (as in 32:28 earlier), recalling God’s meeting with him earlier at the
fords of the river Jabbok, and God reassured him, saying to him, “I am ’El Shadday. Be
fruitful and multiply; a nation and a company of nations shall come from you, and kings
shall spring from you. The land which I gave to Abraham and to Isaac I will give to you, and
I will give the land to your descendants after you.” (Gen. 35:11). God, in his omnipotence
as ’El Shadday, would bring it about.
• Years later, in the light of God’s promise to him, we find Jacob, in his old age,
reluctant to leave Canaan to join his son, Joseph, in Egypt (where God has prospered
him). In Jacob’s perplexity, God appeared to him again to reassure him, saying to him, “I
am God, the God of your father. Do not be afraid to go down into Egypt; for there I will
make of you a great nation. I will go down with you to Egypt, and I will also certainly bring
you up again …” (Gen. 46:3–4).

The passage before us in Exodus 6:2–4 is replete with allusions to these Genesis narratives. 
• The same verb is used in Hebrew of God’s ‘bringing up’ Abraham from Ur of the
Chaldees and his ‘bringing out’ Israel from Egypt.
• God promises to ‘give’ ‘this land’ to Abraham; the same land, ‘the land of Canaan’, he
now promises to give to Israel. 

• God promises Abraham that he is ‘to possess it’ and that it will be for his descendants
‘an everlasting possession’; to Israel he now declares that it will be their ‘possession’.

• The promise to Abraham is repeated to Isaac, and then to Jacob; God’s new
declaration to Moses now relates what he is about to do for Israel to his appearances and
promises made to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.

• God tells Abraham that his descendants will sojourn in ‘a land not their own’ before he
will bring them into the land he has promised to give to Abraham and his descendants.
What land that might be, is not specified to Abraham, but becomes clear when elderly
Jacob, hesitating, as we have seen, to leave the land of Canaan to join his son, Joseph, in
Egypt, receives specific, divine reassurance - “I am God, the God of your father. Do not be
afraid to go down into Egypt …”. The deliverance now promised through Moses to Israel is,
accordingly, to be ‘from under the burdens of the Egyptians’. 

The variation which we have seen in the divine Names, ’El Shadday and YHWH,
represented in the reassuring, divine self-affirmations in the Genesis Patriarchal narratives, in
pledge of God’s power and covenant faithfulness to fulfil what he had promised, recurs quite
naturally in Exodus 6:2-4, in God’s reassurance to Moses and to Israel.  
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To Abraham, God says,
 • “I am YHWH” (Gen. 15:7), 
 • “I am ’El Shadday” (Gen. 17:1).

To Isaac, he says,
 • “I am the God of Abraham your father” (Gen. 26:23).

To Jacob, he says,
 • “I am YHWH” (Gen. 28:13), 
 • “I am ’El Shadday” (Gen. 35:11), 
 • “I am God, the God of your father” (Gen. 46:3).

The sequence of the divine self-naming in Gen. 15 and 17, and in Gen. 28 and 35 (YHWH
and ’El Shadday, respectively, in each case), gives the lie to the idea that the name YHWH
supplants or replaces ‘El Shadday. The same sequence, and their equivalent status, is seen
also in Gen. 49, in dying Jacob’s prophetical words concerning what will befall his sons (the
heads of the tribes of Israel) “in the after-part of days”, where the divine Names YHWH
(49:18) and ’El Shadday (49:25) are each used (once), without any obvious distinction. In
49:25, ’El Shadday stands in parallel with “the Mighty One of Jacob”, “The Shepherd, the
Rock of Israel”, and “the God of your father (i.e. of Jacob)”: in Ps. 132:2, the self-same
expression, “the Mighty One of Jacob”, stands in close parallelism with YHWH. 

To Moses, the same God now says,
 • “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 

                                                                                               Jacob” (Ex. 3:6),
    • “I am YHWH” (Ex. 6:2),
    • “I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as ’El Shadday and my Name 

                                                                                                           YHWH” (Ex. 6:3),
    • “I am YHWH your God” (Ex. 6:6),
    • “I am YHWH” (Ex. 6:8).

The close correlation of the divine Names, ’El Shadday and YHWH, which we find in Ex. 6:3
in our translation (5), is consistent also with what we find in other parts of the Old Testament
where El Shadday occurs. Shadday is used in parallel with YHWH twice over by Naomi in
Ruth 1:20–21. 

The close connection of the divine names ’El Shadday and YHWH in Patriarchal and Mosaic
times, finds confirmation in the Psalter, where the divine Name, “Shadday”, occurs in Ps.
91:1, “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High ,ֶעְליֹון) ‘Elyôn), will lodge in the shadow of
the Almighty (Shadday)”. The Hebrew text of Ps. 91 lacks a heading, but this Psalm may
have a connection with Moses, having possibly been originally one Psalm with Ps. 90, which
is headed “A Prayer of Moses, the man of God”. Psalm 90 begins, “Lord, you have been a
dwelling-place ,ָמעֹון mā‘ôn) for us …”, and the same theme clearly runs through into Ps. 91:1,
with its references to ‘dwelling’ and ‘lodging’. Ps. 91:9, “. . . because you have made YHWH
your refuge, the Most High ,ֶעְליֹון) ‘Elyôn) your dwelling-place ,ָמעֹוֶנָך) me‘ônekā)”, uses the
same noun for ‘dwelling-place” as occurs in Ps. 90:1. If, then, the Mosaic origin of Ps. 91 is
sustained, it is perhaps not surprising that the divine Name, ’El Shadday, is to be found in it;
and, if Ex. 6:3 is translated as we have proposed in (5) above, the parallelism of ‘the Most
High’ ,ֶעְליֹון) ‘Elyôn) with both Shadday (in Ps. 91:1) and with YHWH (in Ps. 91:9) is precisely
what we would expect. It is precisely not what we would expect, however, if we were to follow
those translations of Ex. 6:3 which set the two divine Names, ’El Shadday and YHWH, in
some sense over against each other. 

“Shadday” also occurs in Ps. 64:8, which celebrates God’s deliverance of the children of
Israel as they journeyed through the Wilderness in the days of Moses, which is the context
also of its occurrence in the oracles of Balaam, where it occurs in Num. 24:4 and 16 (in
parallel firstly with ֵאל (’El, "God") and then with ֵאל (’El, "God") and ,ֶעְליֹון (‘Elyôn, “Most High”),
respectively). 
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“Shadday” occurs 31 times in the Book of Job, which may well originate in Mosaic, pre-
Mosaic or Patriarchal times. It is the only divine Name of God used in the speeches of Job
and his ‘friends’, with but two exceptions — in Job's words in 12:9, and in his rehearsal of the
proverbial saying in 28:28, that “the fear of YHWH, that is wisdom; and to depart from evil,
that is understanding”. However, in the prologue (chapters 1—2) and epilogue (38–42) the
divine Name YHWH is exclusively used. This deployment, however, is precisely in line with
the plot of the book. In the midst of his affliction, Job thinks that he has been abandoned by
God (without cause). YHWH, whom he knows as the God of the covenant relationship with
his people — for in 2:21, on the death of his children, he declares “YHWH has given, and
YHWH has taken away; blessed be the name of YHWH” — has become to Job's then
perception remote to him. God has been reduced now in his thinking to simply ‘the Almighty’,
whose power serves only to terrify and overwhelm him. 

My foot has held to his steps; I have kept his way and have not turned aside,
I have not departed from the commandment of his lips; I have treasured in my bosom the words of his mouth.
But he is unchangeable and who can turn him? What he desires, that he does,
for he will complete what he appoints for me; and many such things are in his mind.
Therefore I am terrified at his presence; when I consider, I am in dread of him.
God has made my heart faint; and the Almighty (Shadday) has terrified me.  (23:11–16)

Job complains that he cannot any longer find God, the God of personal relationship — “Oh,
that I knew where I might find him . . ." (23:3). And Elihu, at the end of the closing speech of
the ‘friends’, concludes, 

God is clothed with terrible majesty. The Almighty (Shadday)— we cannot find him; 
he is great in power and justice , and abundant righteousness he will not violate. 
Therefore men fear him; he does not regard any who are wise in their own conceit.” (37:22–24). 

The exception in 12:9 to the non-use of the name YHWH in the speeches of Job and his
‘comforters’ occurs just after Job has briefly recalled the relationship with God which he had
formerly enjoyed — when he had “. . . called upon God and he answered me” (12:4). The
cognitive dissonance from which Job is suffering, which exceeds his physical sufferings and
even the personal loss he has endured as a result of the tragedy which befell his children,
arises from his awareness of the fact that, despite his innocence, “. . . the hand of YHWH has
done this.” The gracious God he has known hitherto has apparently turned against him! We
know, however, from the prologue (and from the epilogue) that this is not the case. In the
epilogue (38–42), the gracious God of covenant relationship, YHWH, meets Job in the midst
of his sufferings — sufferings which cannot, therefore be a sign of his abandonment by God,
as Job's friends have suggested in their speeches against him (and as Job himself had feared
in his darker moments). YHWH is ’El Shadday, and ’El Shadday is YHWH (cf. 40:1–2)! The
omnipotent God is the gracious and faithful God of the covenant relationship, One whose
power cannot be divorced from his grace without doing despite to his name.

(The reduction of God to his bare omnipotence, standing ready to crush all who in any way
offend him, is a perversion of the biblical understanding of God — and those who arrogantly
take it upon themselves to be the agents of such a God in the crushing of others with whom
they may disagree, show themselves to be even more depraved than Lamech (Gen. 4:23–
24), who at least did not invoke God's name in support of his bloodthirstiness. Such people
may have a zeal for God, but it is “not according to knowledge”, like Saul of Tarsus in his
persecuting days before he met the risen Christ  — 1 Tim.1:12–14, cf. John 16:2-3).

In Joel 1:16, foretelling the divine judgment coming on the unfaithful nation that will not live in
God's land as a people of God, i.e. as a godly people, the prophet links together the two
names YHWH and ’El Shadday. He describes the “Day of YHWH” which is coming upon
them, which they fondly and impenitently imagined would be a day of their vindication before
their enemies, as being instead ִמַּׁשַּדי ׁשֹוד (šôd miššaday, “destruction from Shadday”). (This
prophecy is echoed to a later generation by Isaiah, in Is. 13:6). Some think a pun is intended
here on the supposed root meaning of Shadday. It seems more likely, however, that Joel is
simply alliterating, rather than punning, for the ‘power’ which seems to be conveyed by the
name “Shadday” is elsewhere (outside the Book of Job and Joel 1:16, par. Is. 13:6)
beneficent, not threatening.  
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But does the particularly-close association of the name ’El Shadday with the patriarchal
period, and the predominance which the name YHWH came to have over that name in the
post-Mosaic era, not indeed suggest, as the critics have claimed, that YHWH was the later
name of the two? Not so.

That the divine Name YHWH came to predominate over the divine Name ’El Shadday in the
post-Mosaic era, is, in fact, entirely what we would expect in the light of God’s words to
Moses in Ex. 3:15, “this is my name for ever, and thus am I to be remembered throughout all
generations.” This predominance, however, is in no way due to YHWH being a name only
then revealed at the time of Moses, but rather is a result of the exposition of the name given
in Ex. 3:14. As a result of this exposition, what had been simply a mysterious vocable, by
which God had made himself known in personal relationship with them from the beginning of
Genesis, was now invested with meaning for the people of God, a meaning so significant that
it would lead to this Name becoming for them the name by which God would thereafter for
ever be kept in their remembrance (3:15).

In Ex. 3:14, in reply to Moses’ request to know God’s Name, in order for it to function to the
people of Israel in Egypt as control evidence of the fact that the God of their fathers had
indeed sent him to them, God says, 

.”I AM that which I AM”/  “I WILL BE what I WILL BE“ — (ehyeh ’ašer ’ehyeh’) ֶאְהֶיה ֲאֶׁשׁר ֶאְהֶיה 

And this is condensed into the simpler form of the Name, when God goes on to say, 

 “Say this to the people of Israel, ֶאְהֶיה  (’ehyeh — I AM) has sent me to you’.”
This  then is followed in verse 15 with the instruction, 

“Say this to the people of Israel, ‘YHWH, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham,
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: this is my name for ever,
and thus I am to be remembered throughout all generations.”

The form of God’s own self-naming in verse 14, ֶאְהֶיה (’ehyeh), ‘I AM’/‘I will be’, is related to
the form of the divine Name, ְיהָוה (YHWH) — the Name appropriate for men to use of God,
the form which Moses is instructed in Ex. 3:15 to give to the sons of Israel in reply to their
demand for control evidence. God’s self-naming, ֶאְהֶיה (’ehyeh), which precedes it in verse
14, furnishes an exposition of the Name, ְיהָוה (YHWH), in verse 15. 

But what exactly does "I AM that which I AM"/ "I WILL BE that which I WILL BE", convey? 

Two suggestions which have been made understand it as constituting essentially a rebuke to
Moses, representing a statement either of God's inscrutability, or of his self-determination.
These two suggestions suppose that God here essentially reserves to himself the secret of
his name. At this critical narrative-historical juncture for Israel, however, that would have been
of little comfort to Moses and the Israelites. It was surely of supreme importance that God
should here in some striking manner reveal himself, to emphasise and define some aspect of
his character which it was urgently needful for His people to know. These two suggestions of
the expression denoting God's inscrutability or aseity can, therefore, be safely discounted. 

It is a statement, surely, of God's unchangeable character (cf. Mal. 3:6) and his faithfulness in
not forgetting his promise to their fathers (cf. Ex. 3:16-17; 4:5). It represents the promise, in
faithfulness to his covenant (cf. Ex. 6:6-8), of God's continuing, efficacious, saving presence
with, and for, his people. The exposition of the divine Name in Ex. 3:14 is itself preceded by
the exchange between Moses and God in verses 11–12, in which, in reply to Moses
protestation, “Who am I that I should go to Pharoah, and bring the sons of Israel out of
Egypt?”, God declares, 

”!Surely I AM/ I WILL BE with you“ — (kî ’ehyeh ‘immāk) ִּכי־ֶאְהֶיה ִעָּמְך

God’s “being” is an assertion, not of his existence, merely, but of his gracious, efficacious
presence with Moses, supporting and enabling him in the task which God has called him to
do. 
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When, two verses later, God goes on to expound his Name, declaring,

,”I AM that which I AM”/  “I WILL BE what I WILL BE“ — (ehyeh ’ašer ’ehyeh’) ֶאְהֶיה ֲאֶׁשׁר ֶאְהֶיה

he draws attention to his being the One whose gracious, efficacious presence is, and will be,
all that his people, now languishing in Egyptian bondage, need him to be for their deliverance,
the One whose sovereign will will prevail over all their oppressors who oppose him and his
gracious purposes for his people. He is the One who will, indeed, “be” for all his people. What
is new here, is not the Name itself (by which God has been known to his people from of old),
but the revelation of the meaning of the Name, which is now shown to be expressive of God's
perduring engagement and involvement with his people, in his gracious goodness and loving
faithfulness fulfilling for them all the obligations of his covenantal relationship with them (Ex.
33:19, 34:5-7). 

Ex. 3:14, we should note, of course, finds an echo in Jesus' use of “I AM” of himself in his
non-predicative (absolute) sayings in John 8:24, 28, 58, and 13:19.   He is the One 

who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God something to use for his
own advantage, but he humbled himself, taking the form of a servant, coming in the likeness of
men. And being found in human form, he made himself lowly and became obedient to death, even
the death of a cross. Therefore, God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which
is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow . . . and every tongue
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:6–11).

The echo of Is. 45:22–23 here is unmistakeable.

Thus says the LORD . . . Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and
there is no other. By myself I have sworn, from my mouth has gone forth in righteousness a word
that shall not return, ‘To me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall swear.’

The Lord Jesus Christ is the One in whom all the gracious, efficacious presence of God for
the salvation of his people centres, the One in whom and through whom the covenant
relationship is brought to its fullest realisation. He is the promised ֵאל ִעָּמנּו (‘Immanû ’ēl), ‘God
with us’ (Matt. 1:23, cf. Is. 7:14). His closing words to his disciples in Matthew’s Gospel recall
the fact that he is the Omnipotent God, who became incarnate for us and for our salvation.

All power is given unto me, both in heaven and on earth. Go., therefore, into all the world and preach the
Gospel to every creature, making disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you
always, to the close of the age.” (Matt. 28:18–20).

 

Mazkir, Lecturer in Hebrew and Old Testament (retired) 

12/05/16
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Appendix :   Exodus 6:2–4a  in MT and Targums

MT  verse 2                    ַוּיְַדֵּבר ֱאֹלִהים ֶאל־מֶׁשה ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאָליו ֲאנִי יְהָוה: 
And God spoke to Moses and said to him, “I am the LORD”

Tg. Ps-J          ומליל ייי עם מׁשה ואמר ליה אנא ייי הוא דאיתגליתי עלך בגו סנייא ואמרית לך אנא ייי

And the LORD spoke to Moses and said to him, “I am the LORD,                               
he who revealed himself to you in the midst of the bush and said to you, ‘I am the LORD‘.

TO and N      מליל ה` עם מׁשה ואמר ליה אנא ה`:      

And the LORD spoke with Moses and said to him, “I am the LORD”

 

—————————————————————————

MT                      ָוֵאָרא ֶאל ַאְבָרָהם ֶאל־ִיְצָחק ְוֶאל־ַיֲעקֹב ְּבֵאל ַׁשַּדי
  
verse 3

             ּוְׁשִמי ְיהָוה לֹא נֹוַדְעִּתי ָלֶהם:                          

And I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob as El Shadday
                                    and my name, the LORD.   Was I not known to them?

Tg. Ps-J                  ואיתגליתי במימרי לאברהם ליצחק ולחעקב באל ׁשדי וׁשמי ייי

ברם באפי ׁשכינתי לא איתידעת להון:                                

I revealed myself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as El Shadday and my name the LORD.
But as the face of my Shekinah, I was not known to them.               (passive also in Sam Tg J)

TO                           ואיתגליתי לאברהם ליצחק ולחעקב באל ׁשדי וׁשמי ה` לא הודעית להון: 

And I revealed myself in my Memra to Abraham and to Isaac and to Jacob as El  Shadday, 
(+ Sam Tg J)

and my name the LORD did I not make known to them? 
(active also in N, V, P, Sam Tg A, LXX)

N P V B                  באלה ׁשמיא(!)ואיתגלתי במימרי על אברהם ועל יעקב ועל יצחק

And I revealed myself in my Memra to Abraham, to Jacob, and to Isaac (!)  
                                                                                                    as  the God of the Heavens

P                         וׁשמום מימרא דיי`
 : V B                       מימרֹ דיי` לא אודעית להון}מי {וׁשם

and the name of the Memra of the LORD, did I not make known to them?               (also Nmg)
(and my holy name, the LORD …                                   CTg D)

  

—————————————————————————

MT    verse 4a                             ְוַגם ַהִקֹמִתי ֶאת־ְּבִריִתי ִאָּתם …
                               And also I established my covenant with them . . .
Manuscripts:
B First Biblia Rabbinica. Fragment Targum at end of Vol. 4.
CTg D Cairo Geniza Targum fragment D
F The Fragment Targum
N Targum Neofiti I  (mg = marginal gloss)
P (= פ) Paris-Bibliothèque nationale Fragment Targum ms - Hébr. 110, folios 1–16
Tg Ps-J Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan
TO Targum Onkelos
V Vatican Library Fragment Targum ms - Vatican Ebr. 440, folios 198–227
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