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What does it mean to say “In Jesus' name”?

by Bob Munson

We are familiar with this. We listen to a man or women on TV doing something meant to be taken as a 
sign of his power to control God or his favor with God (hard to say which). Part of the formula is to say  
in a booming voice, emphasizing and elongating the second syllable of the phrase, “In Jesus Name...” 
Many Christians,  particularly Protestants,  end their  prayers  with “...  In Jesus Name, Amen.”  The 
obvious question is “What does it mean to do something or pray something 'in Jesus Name'?” This 
article seeks to determine this by the use of this term and parallel terms in the Bible. 

Andrew Murray, reiterated by John Walvoord, sees the term with regards to three conditions. They are 
LEGAL, LIFE, and LOVE... we can ask in Jesus name because of our legal union, life union, and love 
union, with Him. I would like to suggest a similar threesome.

Asking in Jesus' Name is empowered and justifed because of
-Our relationship with Jesus. We are joint heirs with Christ, children of God, servants and 
friends of Jesus. As such, to call on the name of Jesus is to point out this relationship. 
-Our role under Jesus. We are called upon to have an ambassadorial role. We are God's voice, 
hands, and feet on earth. We are to carry His message to the world, and to be His instrumenta. 
To call on His name is to recognize that it  is not the words, acts and will  of ourselves that 
matter, but rather His words, His acts, and His will.
-Our faith in Jesus. Our words and deeds lack power when they are not trusting, not relying on 
God's power to accomplish it.

Each one of these suggests a limitation on the term.  

1. If  asking or  acting in  Jesus'  name depends on our  relationship with Him, the  term has  no 
meaning for those who do not have such a relationship. The story of the sons of Sceva in Acts 
19 points out the uselessness and folly of calling in Jesus' name, when there is no relationship.

2. If the phrase suggests our role as ambassador's of Christ,  then the phrase only has meaning 
when we are giving His message or acting according to His will. An ambassador speaks and 
acts in his country's name only to the extent that he is giving the message and carrying out the  
duties given by his country. When he acts outside of these constraints, he begins to fail in this 
role and can no longer say that he is speaking or acting in the name of his country. Likewise, it  
is  meaningless,  even evil,  to  say  we  are  speaking  or  acting  in  Jesus'  name,  when  we are 
speaking or acting in our own name.

3. If asking in Jesus' name depends on our faith in Him, the phrase has no meaning when we lack 
faith.  We cannot claim Jesus if  we don't  believe it  to be true. We are then double-minded. 
(James 1:5-8)

There  seems to  be  a  progression  here.  Faith  is  based  on  our  role,  and  our  role  is  based  on  our 
relationship.  What does this mean?  Consider the role of an ambassador. The foundational part of being 
an ambassador for a country is the relationship with the country. The ambassador must be a citizen of  
the country he represents and must be accepted by the government of that country to act in its name.  
The role is based on the relationship. However, the ambassador must act and speak single-mindedly 
with confidence in what he is saying and doing in accordance with the words an wishes of his country. 



Double-mindedness,  uncertainty,  and “wishy-washiness” will  sabotage his  effectiveness in  his  role. 
Likewise,  our relationship with Christ  affirms our role under Christ.  Our role to act  and speak for 
Christ should give us the confidence to have faith in His message and His will. Lack of faith, or faith 
that  is  misguided  damages  our  role,  while  damage  in  our  role  hurts  (but  does  not  destroy)  our  
relationship. Faith that is not based on our role of giving God's true message, and doing God's actual  
will, is false faith. Seeking the role of God's ambassador when it is not based on a relationship with 
God puts one in league with the false prophet and apostate. 

What  about the phrase “In Jesus'  Name” as an incantation?  Folk Christianity sometimes sees the 
phrase “In Jesus' Name” used this way. While few Christians would describe it as an incantation or  
magical phrase, in practice it  often assumes this role.  A passage that often gets referenced in this  
manner is John 14:13-14, “Whatever you ask in My name, I  will  do it  so that the Father may be 
glorified in the Son. If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it.” (CSB)  For many, this is a pretty  
straightforward  passage.  As long as  you tack  on the phrase  “in Jesus'  name”,  Jesus  has  obligated 
Himself to do whatever is asked regardless of the request. 

This brings up the obvious question of whether God would do evil is we ask it “in Jesus' name.” The  
fact is that the phrase does not have special powers. In Matthew 24:5, Jesus speaks of people coming 
“in My name” who would deceive people, spreading lies. The Old Testament has a number of places 
where people speak “in my (God's) name” spreading lies. That which is false is not made true when 
one adds “in Jesus' name”. 

A look at the use of the term helps clarify the meaning. In some passages, “in My name” or “in His 
name” refers to Jesus, while in others it refers generically to God. Some passages may refer to someone 
else  (such as  in  I  Samuel  25).  But  such passages  can be  instructive  in  their  common usage.  The 
following table is not complete. However, it seems more than adequate to see that context of the usage 
of the terms.

Passage Description Role of Term Note

Deut. 18: 15-22 One may speak “in my 
(God's) name” and say what 
is true, or may say what is a 
lie.

Ambassadorship Saying one comes “in My name” is not enough. 
Must be commanded by God to speak. If it does 
not come true, what was spoken “in My name” 
comes from a false prophet.

I Samuel 25:4-9 David gives clear instructions 
to 10 men to speak “in my 
(David's) name”

Ambassadorship The 10 men were to speak clearly the message 
that David gave them. 

Isaiah 65:1 God calls out to people who 
were not originally called by 
or in “My name”

Relationship To be called by or in God's name is to have a 
relationship with God... to be chosen.

Jeremiah 14:14-15 False prophets speak lies, 
give false visions “in My 
name”. These will be 
punished.

Ambassadorship Those who are not called by God to give God's 
message are punished. Saying that they speak in 
God's name is a lie.

Jer. 23:25; 27:15; 
29:9, 23

Same as Jeremiah 14:14-15 Ambassadorship

Zechariah 5:4 Punishment to those who 
swear falsely in God's name

Ambassadorship 
(perhaps also 
relationship)

False is false. It is not made true by swearing in 
God's name. In fact saying it in God's name 
may result in greater punishment.



Zechariah 13:9 God will answer those calling 
on or in His name.

Relationship God's people can call upon His  and God will 
answer.

Matthew 18:5  Luke 
9:48 

We are to welcome little ones 
“in My name” as we would 
welcome Jesus.

Ambassadorship 
and Relationship

We are to receive and accept little ones as Jesus 
would. 

Matthew 24:5
Mark 13:9
Luke 21:8

False prophets will come 
deceiving many “in My 
name”

Ambassadorship Falsehood will be spread claiming to be from 
God.

Mark 9:39-41 Those who do miracles and 
give aid in Jesus' name are 
from God

Ambassadorship 
and Relationship

Doing God's will (faithful in the role of 
ambassador) demonstrates their relationship 
with Jesus

Mark 16:15-18 In Jesus' Name, will do 
miracles

Faith Miracles tied to those who believe (implying 
faith, role, and relationship)

John 14:12-14 Ask in Jesus name and our 
prayers will be answered

Faith Answered prayer tied to belief... suggesting 
faith, role, and relationship.

John 14:26 Holy Spirit sent “in My 
name” from the Father

Ambassadorship Trinitarian formulation. Holy Spirit sent by God 
the Father to act for the Son in His absence on 
earth.

John 15:16
John 16:22-28

We can ask the Father in 
Jesus' name, and He will 
answer

Relationship and 
Ambassadorship

Strong passage seeing the interrelationship 
between our relationship with Christ and our 
role under Christ.

Acts 3:6; 4:10 Healing in the name of Jesus Ambassadorship Peter is stating whose authority he is acting 
under. 

Acts 4:18; 5:40 Teaching in the name of Jesus Ambassadorship Sanhedrin does not want apostles to teach and 
preach under the authority of Jesus.

Summary.  An understanding of the usage of “In Jesus' Name”, “In My Name” and so forth, gives a 
better understanding of the true power, role, and relationship with have in Christ. The power given by 
God is not to manipulate God, but to grow in our faith in Christ, our relationship in Christ, and in our 
role as ambassador/servants of Christ. Our role in this earth is not powerless... it is empowered by our 
relationship, role, and faith in Christ. However, that power is limited by those same three conditions. It  
is wise for us as Christians to be pleased and honored both by the power and the limitation of our 
prayer, actions, and life “in His name.” 

Reference:  http://bible.org/article/prayer-name-lord-jesus-christ.  “Prayer in the Name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ” by John F. Walvoord”>
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