
Chapter 5 
NAME AS ESSENCE OR EXALTATION 

 
There is one more meaning of the word name, as applied to Jesus Christ or God the 
Father, that incorporates all the other meanings and goes beyond. It comes from the 
meaning of the word name as signifying (or even embodying) the essence of the one 
named In this meaning that scriptural words name of the Lord or His name or My name 
not only incorporate the ideas of His identity, His authority (priesthood), and His work, 
but also include the idea of His Essence, including His Godliness.  As we shall see this 
interpretation is well supported in the scriptures themselves and in the commentary of 
scholarly authorities on one of the oldest meanings of the word name. When we read 
some scriptures to embody this meaning, we also find strong confirmation of the ancient 
Christian doctrine of deification and of the Latter-day Saint belief in exaltation.  

 
NAME DESCRIBES ESSENCE  

 
We begin this discussion of instances where the word name signifies the essence of the 
one named by recalling those numerous occasions where the Lord identifies Himself (or 
His prophets identify Him) by names that describe one of His qualities. In these  
scriptures, the name that signifies the Lord contributes to our understanding of His 
essence.  
 

“And God spake unto Moses, saying: Behold, I am the Lord God Almighty and 
Endless is my name; for I am without beginning of days or end of years; and is 
not this endless?” [Moses 1:3]  
 
“Behold, I am God; Man of Holiness is my name; Man of Counsel is my name; 
and Endless and Eternal is my name, also.” [Moses 7:35]  

 
In other scriptures the Lord described some of His qualities preceded by the sacred 
words I am. This can be read as the equivalent of saying “my name is.” 
 

“Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, 
though he were dead, yet shall he live.” [John 11:25]  
 
“Jesus saith unto him, I am the way the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto 
the Father, but by me.” [John 14:6] 
 
“I am the light and the lifr of the world. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and 
the end.” [3 Ne. 9:18]  
 
“Wherefore, I am in your midst, and I am the good shepherd, and the stone of 
Israel, He that buildeth upon this rock shall never fall.” [D&C 50:44]  
 
In still other scriptures, prophets identify the Lord by names that reveal some of 
His attributes:  



 
“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be 
upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The 
mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.” [Isa. 9:6]  
 
“And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall 
save his people from their sins.  
 
Now all this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by 
the prophet, saying,  
 
Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call 
his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us.” [Matt. 1:21—23] 
  
“And now, my sons, I would that ye should look to the great Mediator, and 
hearken unto his great commandments.” [2 Ne. 2:28]  

 
“For thy maker, thy husband, the Lord of Hosts is his name; and thy Redeemer, 
the Holy One of Israel—the God of the whole earth shall he be called.” [3 Ne. 22:5; 
see also Isa. 54:5]  
 

This revealing of the attributes of God has the important purpose of helping us to know 
God and thereby helping us toward eternal life (see John 17:3; discussed hereafter). 
  
In the ancient world, a name represented the essence of the person named. Thus, a 
prominent Bible dictionary declares:  

 
“In biblical thought a name is not a mere label of identification; it is an expression 
of the essential nature of its bearer. A man’s name reveals his character.  
. . . Hence to know the name of God is to know God as he has revealed himself.” 
[Interpreter’s Dictionary, 3:500—SO 1]  

 
Similarly, Rabbi Harold S. Kushner explains:  

 
“In ancient times, a name was more than an identifying label. Your name was 
your essence, what you were all about, your identity rather than just your 
identification.” [Harold S. Kushner, To Life! (New York: Warner Books, 1994), 
146]  

 
After the Creation, the Lord brought every beast and fowl to Adam “to see what he 
would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name  
thereof” (Gen. 2:19). The dictionary explains, “Nothing exists unless it has a name. . . .  
Its essence is concentrated in its name” (Interpreter’s Dictionary, 3:501). For this 
reason, in biblical thought a change of name signifies a change of nature or essence 
(see ibid, 2:408; 3:506). The dictionary observes:  
 



“It could also be said soberly of anyone that his name is his very self Thus, when 
a radical change in a person’s character took place so that he became a new 
man, he was given a new name.” [Ibid., 2:408]  

 
Thus, a king receives a new name on his ascending the throne.  
 
This understanding helps to explain the new names given to many key figures in the 
Bible at the time of an important change in their lives. Examples include Abraham (see 
Gen. 17:5), Sarah (see Gen. 17:15), Israel (see Gen. 32:28; 35:10), and Peter (see John 
1:42). The idea that a name changes when a person’s essence changes also helps to 
explain the scriptural teaching that a new name is given to all persons who come into 
the celestial kingdom (see D&C 130:11; see also Isa, 56:5, 62:2; Rev. 2:17, 3:12).  
 
The most comprehensive biblical illustration of the significance of the word name as 
signifying the essence of the one named occurs in a conversation between the Lord and 
the prophet Moses. When the Lord spoke to Moses from the burning bush, He 
introduced Himself with these words: ‘I [am] the God of thy father, the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:6).  
 
The scripture next reports the Lord’s instructions to Moses about his assignment to 
deliver the children of Israel out of Pharaoh’s captivity and then records this significant 
exchange:  

 
“And Moses said unto God, Behold, [when] I come unto the children of Israel, and 
shall say unto them, The God of your fathers hath sent me unto you; and they 
shall say to me, What [is] his name? what shall I say unto them?  
And God said unto Moses, I AM THAT I AM: and be said, Thus shalt thou say 
unto the children of Israel, I AM bath sent me unto you. [Ex. 3:13—14]  

 
In English the words I am signify the state of being (the first person present tense of the 
verb to be). (in Latin, the verb of being is esse which is the root source of essence.) 
Thus, when Moses asked to know the name of God, he was asking to know the essence 
or nature of God, and God answered in those same terms. The Bible dictionary quoted 
above concludes:  
 

The uses of the word “name” in the OT [Old Testament] are all related to the 
central conception of name as denoting essential being. This applies with regard 
to both man and God. . .  
 
The name in the OT is the essence of personality. the expression of innermost 
being. [Interpreter’s Dictionary, 3:501]  
 

Similarly, the Oxford Universal Dictionary lists several secondary meanings of the word 
name “chiefly of Biblical origin,” including: (1) the name of God “as symbolizing the 
divine nature of power” and (2) the name of a person “as implying his individual 
characteristics” (Oxford Universal Dictionary [Oxford: Claredon Press. 3rd edition, 
revised, 1955], 1308). Each of these meanings came into the English language in time 



to influence the usage of the word name in the key English language translations of the 
Bible.  
 
The fact that “God’s self, his real person, is concentrated in his name” (Interpreter’s 
Dictionary, 2:408) explains the sacredness of God’s name in ancient thought. The Bible 
dictionary explains:  
 

“Because the divine name discloses God’s nature, it is laden with the authority, 
power, and holiness of God himself. This accounts for the great reverence for the 
name which is one of the distinctive features of Israel’s faith.” [Ibid.]  

 
“In the post-exilic period (after 538 B.C.), however, the sacred name was withdrawn 
from popular usage for fear that it would be profaned” (Interpreter’s Dictionary, 2:817). 
Such reactions seem to be attributable to the concept that a name signifies or even 
embodies the essence of the one named. The sacred beginning of the book of John (“IN 
the beginning was the Word, and the ‘Word was with God, and the Word was God” 
[John 1:1]) also seems to be related to this subject.  
 
This brief discussion has only scratched the surface of a subject that is holy and deep 
and little understood.  
 
Several New Testament scriptures use the word name in ways that can be interpreted 
as a reference to the essence of the Lord.  
 

“Being made so much better than the angels, as he hath by inheritance obtained 
a more excellent name than they.” [Heb. 1:4]  
 
Wherefore God also hath highly exalted him, and given him a name which is 
above every name:  That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things 
in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth; And that every tongue 
should confess that Jesus Christ [is] Lord, to the glory of God the Father. [Philip. 
2:9—11]  
 

MORTAL DESTINATION AND THE DOCTRINE OF DEIFICATION  
 

Understanding the word name as a reference to the essence of the one named opens 
the door to a fuller understanding of numerous scriptures concerning the glorious 
destination of the children of God. That goal identifies the ultimate purpose of the gospel 
plan and of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Here we touch upon the 
ancient doctrine of deification—man becoming a god (see generally, Deification, Early 
Christian, Encyclopedia of Mormonism [New York: MacMillan, 1992], 1:369—70). A 
commonly taught doctrine in the first few centuries of the Christian era, deification was 
rejected and discredited by later scholars. Today it is a major point of difference 
between traditional Christians and Latter-day Saints.  
 
Among the Bible scriptures relied upon to support the possibility of deification are John’s 
references to Jesus having given mortals power to become “the sons of God” (John 



1:12; 1 John 3:1) and his teaching that “when he shall appear we shall be like him” (1 
John 3:2). To the same effect is Peter’s teaching that Jesus has “given unto us all things 
that pertain unto life and godliness” by which “great and precious promises” we “might 
be partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter I :34).  
 
There are, of course, numerous confirming and even more direct references to 
deification in modern scriptures. Various chapters of the Book of Mormon and various 
sections of the Doctrine and Covenants affirm that through receiving Jesus Christ or 
through faith or belief on His name we can “become the sons of God” (3 Ne 9:17 Moro 
7:26 D&C 11:30, 35:2), or “become my Sons and my daughters (Ether 3:14) One of the 
clearest such references is this:  

 
“I came unto mine own, and mine own received me not; but unto as many as 
received me gave I power to do many miracles, and to become the sons of God; 
and even unto them that believed on my name gave I power to obtain eternal 
life.” [D&C 45:8]  

 
Section 76 of the Doctrine and Covenants, which has greater detail on this subject than 
any other published revelation, explains the meaning of “sons of God” when it describes 
those who will receive exaltation in the celestial kingdom as those “who have received of 
his fulness, and of his glory” (v. 56) and concludes, “Wherefore, as it is written, they are 
gods, even the Sons of God” (v 58).  
 

THE PLAN OF SAIYATION IS THE PROCESS BY WHICH THE CHILDREN OF GOD  
ATTAIN THE NAME (ESSENCE) OF CHRIST 

  
Of equal significance to the above references to mortals becoming gods are the 
numerous teachings in modern scripture that describe the plan of salvation, which is the 
process by which this occurs. 
  
Jesus Christ, the Redeemer and Savior of the world, is the essential life-giving source in 
the plan of salvation, His saving mission under this plan opens the door and points the 
way for the children of God to achieve their ultimate destination as sons and daughters 
of God—to become like Him. The plan of salvation is not only an expression of the 
authority and work of our Savior (see chapters 3 and 4). It is also a manifestation of His 
essence.  
 
We began under that plan with a spirit-child relationship to God the Father. Through His 
plan and the work of His Only Begotten Son, our spirits were enabled to progress 
through mortality toward our eternal goal which is to attain the exalted condition the 
Apostle Paul described as “unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the 
fulness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). That description refers to a measure of the essence of 
Christ and His Father. As stated in modern revelation:  
 

I give unto you these sayings that you may understand and know how to worship, 
and know what you worship, that you may come unto the Father in my name, and 
in due time receive of his fulness. [D&C 93:19]  



 
To “come unto the Father in [Christ’s] name” is to come to the Fattier through 
compliance with the laws and ordinances and covenants specified in His plan. To 
receive of the fulness of the Father is to receive exaltation or eternal life.  
 
The word name is threaded through the entire fabric of scriptural descriptions of the 
glorious plan of salvation, including its process and. its intended result. The name of 
Jesus Christ was specified from the heavens (see Luke 1:3 1; Matt. 1:21). The word 
name sometimes means the work of salvation, which is the mission of the true Church of 
Jesus Christ. And the word name sometimes means the essence of Christ or the 
intended exaltation that is our destination and the result of the plan of salvation.  
 
What could be more beautiful or more natural for God the Father than to desire and 
provide a means for His Spirit children, who were created in His images to become like 
He is? And what more natural means (more understandable to mortals) to enter upon 
that path than for His children to be born again --spiritually begotten—and to aspire to 
take upon them the name of their Creator? Taking that name upon us has obvious 
family implications, and it also serves to identify our destination as His children.  
Many scriptures invoke the word name in connection with explaining our relationship to 
God the Father and His Son Jesus Christ and our eternal goal under their plan. 
Following are some that explain the plan by means of a vivid analogy to birth and to 
attaining the name (essence) of the Creator.  
 
In his great valedictory teachings to his peoples King Benjamin concluded with these 
words:  
 

And now, because of the covenant which ye have made ye shall be called the 
children of Christ, his sons, and his daughters for behold, this day he hath 
spiritually begotten you; for ye say that your hearts are changed through faith on 
his name; therefore, ye are born of him and have become his sons and his 
daughters.  
 

And under this head ye are made free, and there is no other head whereby ye can be 
made free. There is no other name given whereby salvation cometh; therefore, I would 
that ye should take upon you the name of Christ, all you that have entered into the 
covenant with God that ye should he obedient unto the end of your lives.  
 
And it shall come to pass that whosoever doeth this shall be found at the right hand of 
God, for he shall know the name by which he is called; for he shall be called by the 
name of Christ. [Mosiah 5:7—9] 
 
Similar teachings were given by the Lord to the prophet Alma:  

 
“Yea, blessed is this people who are willing to bear my name; for in my name 
shall they be called; and they are mine. . .  
 
For behold, this is my church; whosoever is baptized shall be baptized unto 



repentance. And whomsoever ye receive shall believe in my name; and him will I 
freely forgive.  
 
For it is I that taketh upon me the sins of the world; for it is I that hath created 
them; and it is I that granteth unto him that believeth unto the end a place at my 
right  hand.  
 
For behold, in my name are they called; and if they know me they shall come 
forth, and shall have a place eternally at my right hand. [Mosiah 26:1 8  
22—24]  
 
 

In these scriptures we learn that those who are qualified by faith and repentance and 
compliance with the laws and ordinances of the gospel will have their sins borne by the 
Lord Jesus Christ. In spiritual and figurative terms they become the sons and daughters 
of Christ, heirs to His kingdom, with a place at His right hand eternally. These are they 
who will be called by His name and receive salvation/exaltation in the last day.  
 
The resurrected Lord taught this same doctrine when He appeared to the Nephites.  
 

Have they not read the scriptures which say ye must take upon you the name of 
Christ, which is my name? For by this name shall ye be called at the last day;  
 
And whoso taketh upon him my name, and endureth to the end, the same shall 
be saved at the last day. [3Ne. 27:5—6]  

 
This reference to taking upon us the name of Christ and being “saved at the last day” is 
a clear reference to exaltation, which means attaining the essence of Christ. Thus, in the 
concluding lecture on faith, the Prophet taught that “salvation [exaltation] consists in the 
glory, authority, majesty, power and dominion which Jehovah possesses and in nothing 
else; and no being can possess it but himself or one like him,” (Lectures on Faith, 7:9) 
(Emphasis added)  
 
In other words, to he saved we must take upon us— attain to—the essence of Christ. This 
is the purpose and goal of His plan, including His atonement, His authority and His 
commandments, under which we give obedience and service, receive ordinances, and 
make and keep covenants. The result of all of this is as Jesus explained:  
 
“Therefore I would that ye should be perfect even as I, or your Father who is in heaven 
is perfect.” [3 Ne. 12:48; see also Matt. 5:48]  
 
Therefore, what manner of men ought ye to be? Verily I say unto you, even as I am. [3 
Ne. 27:27]  
 
These are references to the essence of Christ. All of this fulfils the promises spoken to 
prophets, ancient and modern.  
 



“Behold, I am he who was prepared from the foundation of the world to redeem my 
people. Behold, I am Jesus Christ. I am the Father and the Son. In me shall all mankind 
have life, and that eternally, even they who shall believe on my name; and they shall 
become my sons and my daughters.” [Ether 3:14]  
 
“Behold, Jesus Christ is the name which is given of the Father, and there is none other 
name given whereby man can be saved;  
 
Wherefore, all men must take upon them the name which is given of the Father, for in 
that name shall they be called at the last day;  
 
Wherefore, if they know not the name by which they are called, they cannot have place 
in the kingdom of my Father.” [D&C 18:23—25]  
 
Those who have lived so as to be able to take upon them and he called by the name of 
Jesus Christ at the last day are described in the great revelation recorded in the ninety—
third section of the Doctrine and Covenants. Here the Savior declared that His teachings 
about the Father and the Son were given that you may understand and know how to 
worship, and know what you worship, that you may come unto the Father in my name, 
and in due time receive of his fulness. For if you keep my commandments you shall 
receive of his fulness, and be glorified in me as I am in the Father. [D&C 93:19—20] 
  
Here the Savior also bears record that “all those who are begotten through me are 
partakers of the glory of the same, and are the church of the Firstborn” (D&C 93:22).  
 
In the revelation known as the Vision, the Lord gave this description of the church of the 
Firstborn:  
 

“They are they into whose hands the Father has given all things—. . .  
 
Wherefore, as it is written, they are gods, even the sons of God—. .  . 
 
These shall dwell in the presence of God and his Christ forever and ever.” [D&C 
76:55, 58, 62]  
 

The salvation/exaltation described in these revelations as the “fulness of the Father” is 
the ultimate significance of taking upon us the name of Jesus Christ. This is the teaching 
given by prophetic interpretation in the concluding lecture of Lectures on Faith:  
 
These teachings of the Saviour most clearly show unto us the nature of salvation, and 
what he proposed unto the human family when he proposed to save them—that he 
proposed to make them like unto himself and he was like the Father the great prototype 
of all saved beings; and for any portion of the human family to be assimilated into their 
likeness is to be saved. [Lectures on Faith, 7:1 6] Ernphasis added.]  
 

THE NAME (ESSENCE) OF GOD THE FATHER  
 



Up to this point we have been discussing the “name” of our Savior, Jesus Christ. As we 
conclude this discussion of salvation/exaltation and eternal life, we rejoice in the 
illumination given to this subject by a rare scriptural reference to the “name” of God the 
Father. This was a principal subject in the intercessory prayer Jesus offered at the 
conclusion of His ministry. He prayed:  
 

“And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus 
Christ, whom thou hast sent. . . 
 
I have manifested thy name unto the men which thou gayest me out of the world: 
thine they were, and thou gayest them me; and they have kept thy word. . . 
 
And I have declared unto them thy name, and will declare [it]: that the love 
wherewith thou hast loved me may be in them, and I in them.” [John 17:3, 6, 26]  
 

In chapter 4 we suggested that the last two of these quoted verses referred to Jesus 
having taught His Apostles the gospel message or plan. Put when we read these verses  
in the context of verse 3, which says that eternal life is to know God the Father, we see 
another important meaning, which is even recognized by a prominent Bible dictionary:  
 

‘Thus when Jesus is represented as saying “I have manifested thy name” (John  
17:6, 26), the meaning is that his mission was to reveal the very character and 
purpose of God.’ [Interpreter’s Dictionary, 2:2O8] 

 
The implications of this dictionary statement go far beyond what its authors could have 
supposed. The first dictionary meaning of the word character is the attributes or traits 
that form the individual nature of a person According to this meaning when Jesus stated 
in His great intercessory prayer that He had “manifested” and “declared” to His Apostles 
the name of the Father (which the Bible dictionary defines as the “character and purpose 
of God”), He was referring to His having made them aware of the most fundamental 
essence in the whole universe— the essence of God the Father. The essence of this 
Heavenly Parent is the key to understanding the entire gospel plan, under which the 
children of God the Father can receive of His fulness and be exalted with Him. This key 
knowledge—the “name” or nature of the Father—is precisely what was lost in what Latter—
day Saints call the Great Apostasy. All of the unique doctrines of what is called 
“Mormonism,” which had to be restored in this dispensation of the fulness of times, are 
traceable to the fundamental understanding the Savior referred to as the “name” or 
essence of God the Father.  
 
In his King Follett discourse, given at the culmination of his prophetic ministry, Joseph 
Smith asked “What kind of a being is God?” (The Teachings of Joseph Smith, ed. Larry 
E. Dahl and Donald Q. Cannon [Salt Lake City:  
Bookcraft,1997], 295.) He soon asserted that “It is the first principle of the gospel to 
know for a certainty the character of God” (Ibid.). In truth, to understand the gospel plan 
we must begin with the truth about the nature of God (the “name” of God) and our 
relationship to Him. Everything else follows from that. When the religious world lost its 
understanding of the true nature of God, when they ceased to understand that He is our 



Father literally and thereby reduced the fatherhood of God to an allegorical description, 
they lost sight of the purpose of the gospel plan.  
As the Savior stated in his prayer, to know God the Father is to have eternal life. A 
knowledge of the true fatherhood of God is the crowning doctrine of Christ’s ministry and 
of the gospel itself. It is the key to the true identity and destination of the children of God. 
It is the key to understanding the purposes of mortal life and the human family.  It 
explains that glorious significance of the eternal family. This is why an understanding of 
the nature or essence (the “name”) of God is the most important knowledge man can 
have.  
 
 


