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I admit that this is a weird preaching text. We preachers choose our preaching texts in different ways.  
Sometimes we choose a text because we’re doing a series, like the series on the stories in our windows, or the 
series we did in the fall on Elijah and Elisha. Sometimes we choose a text out of pastoral need. That happens 
when you read a text and hear a word of comfort and instruction to your life or to the life of your 
congregation. You read these texts and you say, “That’s beautiful! I must share that with the congregation.”  
Those are important sermons. Those are pastoral sermons. They are full of comfort and practical advice. 

Other sermons come from a very different place. Sometimes you read a little piece of the Bible and 
you wonder, “What in heaven’s name is going on there? What is that about? Why did the Holy Spirit put that 
in his book?” These sermons come out of intellectual curiosity rather than felt need. Their practical application 
may be less immediately obvious. But this kind of sermon also has value. 2 Timothy 3:16 says that “all 
scripture is God-breathed and useful for teaching rebuking correcting and training in righteousness” – that 
includes the perplexing parts. This sermon is that second kind of sermon.  

When I first heard that God told Adam to name the animals, I was very young and I accepted that for 
information. It was just part of the creation story. But as I got older I started to wonder about it. I wondered 
for a couple of reasons. First, everything in the creation story is really important. Everything in the creation 
story is foundational. There is a reason you hear preachers talk about Genesis 1-3 way more than most Bible 
passages: That’s because it gives us the basis of how things were supposed to be. It tells us who we are, and 
who God is, and where we are supposed to fit in this world he created. When you ask questions like, ‘What 
does it mean to be human? What are people for?’ The creation story is one of the first places where you go to 
answer that question. So every detail of this story has real weight and we should pay attention to those 
details. 

Second, this particular detail of the creation story is unusual. Why does God ask Adam to name the 
animals? In Genesis chapter one God creates a lot of things and when he creates them he names them. “God 
called the light day, and the darkness he called light.” “God called the vault ‘sky,’ God called the dry ground 
‘land.’” But for some reason, God doesn’t name the living things. He leaves the naming of the animals to 
Adam. Why? What is the significance of God telling Adam to name the animals? What does it teach us about 
our relationship to the natural world and our relationship to him?  

Maybe you’ve never wondered about that before, but I have, and tonight I hope that you will spend 
some time wondering with me. Because I do think the assignment that God gives Adam has some significance. 
When God asks Adam to name the animals, he’s not just asking him to put labels on creatures. Dog, Cat, Bird, 
Cow. There’s more going on than that. To begin to understand the fullness of what’s going on here, we need 
to begin with an understanding of the Biblical significance of naming. In the Bible when a person is given a 
name it is more than a label, it has three levels of meaning. 

First, a name suggests authority. This is probably the most obvious implication of naming. When you 
have a boat and it’s your boat, you get to choose the name for the boat. When you and your spouse have a 
child, you get to name the child. When Jesus changes Simon’s name from Simon to Peter, he is definitely 
asserting God’s authority over Peter’s life and work.  

You also see that sense of how a name is a sign of authority in a negative sense in the book of Daniel. 
Nebuchadnezzar wants to bring Daniel and his friends under the authority of Babylon. He wants to make them 
more Babylonian, so what does he do: he gives them Babylonian names. He calls Daniel, Belshazzar. With that 
name Nebuchadnezzar is trying to say, you don’t belong to the God and his people; you belong to me. As you 



 

know, Daniel resists Nebuchadnezzar. He hangs on to his Jewish name and his Jewish identity. So, giving a 
name signifies authority over the thing named. 

Biblical names are also about a relationship. The use of a name and the assignment of a name brings 
intimacy. About a year ago we sold our old Chrysler minivan. It was the vehicle we used through most of our 
children’s childhood. We used it to cart our children around to music lessons and sporting events and church 
events. That van took us on trips across the country. That van was part of so many of the formative events of 
our family life. When we first owned it, we just called it the van. Our relationship with it was utilitarian. But 
later on as she got older and more dilapidated, after she had served us for a long time we gave her a name: 
Trusty Rusty – or Trusty for short. We gave the van a name because we had a sense of affection for this 
vehicle. We had become attached to that van. Linda and I still talk sometimes about how we miss Trusty.  

In the Bible, when God reveals his name to Israel, it is a sign of relational commitment. When he tells 
Moses at the burning bush that his name is I am Who I Am – Yahweh – God is offering himself to his people in 
relationship. The name deepens the existing relationship between God and His people. Likewise, in the Bible, 
when God gives a new name to a person it represented God’s connection to that person, his commitment. So 
Jesus says to Simon, from now on you are Peter – rock – and on this rock I will build my church, he’s not only 
giving Peter an assignment, he’s making a commitment to be with him. The name deepens the relationship. 

Finally, and this is related to relationship, when God gives someone a name in the Bible it says 
something about their essence, their purpose. When Jesus calls Simon Peter, it’s not just a relationship 
commitment, it says something about how the Holy Spirit will lead Peter, where his life is going, what his life is 
for. When God changes Abram’s name from Abram – meaning exalted father   ̶ to Abraham   ̶ meaning Father 
of many – it’s an expression of Abraham’s purpose and destiny. It’s a statement of what his life is for. Same 
with Jesus, “You shall call him Jesus, (which means savior) for he shall save his people from their sins.” When 
Mary calls her baby ‘Jesus’, his whole life and mission are communicated by that name. So, in the Bible the 
giving of a name discerns the persons essence and purpose. 

So, in the Bible, that’s the significance of naming: giving a name communicated authority, it 
communicated relationship, and it communicated essence, purpose. It’s so much more than just giving a label. 

So what might that mean for Adam naming the animals? When Adam names the animals, I think all 
three of those dimensions are operating. When God calls Adam to name the animals, he’s showing that 
human beings have authority over the animals. This is pretty obvious in the context. The authority part of the 
naming simply reinforces what God has already said in Genesis 1. God creates humans and says: “rule over the 
fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures 
that move along the ground.” I think we are all pretty familiar with the idea that we human beings are charged 
to rule over creation. It’s an old Christian concept.  

So the naming of the animals reinforces the idea that we humans are supposed to rule over creation, 
but when you think of the other two dimensions of what Biblical naming means you get a sense of what ruling 
means. It makes me wonder if, when God calls Adam to name the animals, he’s teaching us what rule looks 
like. If Adam’s naming of the animals follows the biblical tradition of naming, that naming wouldn’t just be 
about authority; it would also be about forming a relationship and discerning essence. And that has 
implications for the way our authority is exercised. 

When God named Abraham, and Jesus and Peter, the name reflected their essence. It reflected their 
place in the world, their call. That suggests that when he named the animals, Adam too would be expected to 
discern the essence of the creature God had made. Naming required Adam to pay close attention to the 
animal, to figure out its habits, to discern its ways. Adam would study this creature closely and choose a name 
that reflected the character, the essence of the creature he was naming.  

So, in a way, when God calls Adam to name the animals, he is calling humanity to scientific exploration. 
God is calling us to pay deep attention to the world he’s created and its creatures. When God calls us to care 
for the animals he’s calling us to field research into their ways. When God calls us to rule over these creatures 
he wants that rule to be wise and sensitive. He wants our rule to reflect a deep understanding of what kind of 



 

creatures they are, how they fit into the rest of the world God created and what it takes for them to thrive. A 
young scientist studying the habits of Great Lakes salmon is following in the tradition of Adam naming the 
animals. A modern day researcher studying the dynamics of human cells is following in the tradition of Adam 
naming the animals. 

And of course, when you pay deep attention to a creature – or any part of God’s creation for that 
matter – your affection for it grows. That’s the third dimension of naming: relationship. The more you know 
about its habits and how it is fearfully and wonderfully made, the more you care about a creature. When I was 
in ninth grade biology, I remember dissecting worms. Everyone in the class got a worm – a dead one – and we 
sat at our desks and dissected it, and as we did our teacher taught us worm facts and worm biology. We would 
see the tiny intricacies of the worm’s insides. We would see the heart, the digestive organs and reproductive 
systems, all tiny and intricately arranged – fearfully and wonderfully made. And then we’d hear about their 
usefulness in the garden and how they were so beneficial for soil. Afterwards, not only did I have a deeper 
understanding of the essence of the worm – a scientific understanding, I also had much more affection for this 
creature, I had a deeper relationship. Before that lesson when I delivered newspapers on my paper route, I 
didn’t think about whether or not I was stepping on worms. After that lesson, I not only avoided stepping on 
them, if I saw a worm struggling on a wet sidewalk, I would sometimes stoop down and move him into the 
safety of the grass.  

Something similar happens to people with bats. Most people are at least a little put off by bats when 
they first hear about them. At first glance they look like rats with wings. But when you learn about them, their 
amazing sonar capacities and the fact that, on a warm summer night, a bat can eat up to 1000 mosquitos in an 
hour. Suddenly you started to feel differently about bats. Suddenly when you were sitting out your back porch 
on a warm summer night watching the bats fly back and forth, silhouetted against the evening sky, it wasn’t 
creepy it was beautiful. Maybe you even thought about building a bat house. 

Do you see how those last two dimensions of naming are functioning there? Essence and relationship. 
You learn the essence of the creature, and it grows your relationship with the creature and suddenly your 
whole mode of engagement with creation changes into something richer, kinder, deeper and more intimate. 

I think that the naming of the animals suggests a whole way of relating with creation. It suggests a way 
of ruling over creation. It’s not ruling as domination or using up; it’s a rule that is full of curiosity and attention 
and affection.  

Or we can put it another way. It’s a way of ruling creation that is full of love. God intends that our rule 
over creation should be based on love. That shouldn’t surprise anyone. When God created the world he 
created it in love. When he summed up his law for us and how he wanted us to live he called us to love. When 
the apostle John looked for a way to sum up God’s character, he said God is love. So it’s no surprise that the 
naming of the animals should call us to relationship of care for creation based on curiosity, attention and 
ultimately love. 

If I was a better worship planner, this sermon would have been delivered on a day when we planned a 
blessing of the animals. We could have had all the congregation members bring pets and critters from their 
homes. We could have had a parking lot full of wagging tails and meowing cats and Guinea pigs in their cages. 
We could have thanked God for these beautiful creatures and asked him to bless them. It would be the perfect 
response to these verses. But I’m not that good at planning, and that would be a better event for the 
summertime anyway. 

So let me finish with this reminder. The God who asked Adam to name the animals knows our names. 
In fact, the God who called Adam to name the animals has chosen a name for us. Do you know Revelation 
2:17? It’s one of my favorite passages. God says that he has a new name for us. He says that all his faithful 
children will receive a white stone with a new name. The suggestion is that while we have the name our 
parents gave us – Peter, Bob, Mary, whatever – God has another name for us – maybe he will rename us like 
he re-named Simon and Abram. And this new name will be based on a perfect understanding of who we really 
are. It will capture us perfectly. 



 

We can’t figure ourselves out, and that drives us to distraction sometimes. But God knows us perfectly.  
And someday we will know ourselves too. Paul talks about that in 1 Corinthians 13. “Now I see through a glass 
darkly, then I shall see face to face. Now I know in part, then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.”  
Someday we will see our Lord face to face, and he will speak that name that he has prepared for us, one that 
captures who we really are, and when we hear that name we will know that we are well and truly home. 
                ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
 
 
 
 
 
 


