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Sunday, January 1, 2017 
“The Holy Name,” Rev. David Wasson 
North Scottsdale United Methodist Church 
 
January 1st is the eighth day after Christmas Day. And as today’s reading from Luke’s gospel 
recalls what happened on the 8th day of the newborn Jesus’ life.  
 
Torah, the Law of Moses, requires that every male child be circumcised on the eighth day after 
his birth. Circumcision, God had told Abraham long before, was to be the sign of his covenant 
to make a great nation of Abraham and his descendants.  At Mount Sinai, that covenant was 
further reaffirmed: Israel was made God’s people. And in today’s reading, many, many 
generations later, in the fullness of time, an eight day old boy, whose place as Son of the Most 
High was announced by the Angel Gabriel nine months earlier – an eight day old boy, whose 
birth was announced by the angels to shepherds in the fields – an eight day old 
boy, Emmanuel, God with us, God incarnate – was given that same sign of the covenant.  At 
his circumcision, that eight-day old boy was marked with the sign of that covenant of which he 
himself was sent to fulfill.  And, just as the angel had told Mary before, he is given that holy 
name we commemorate today – Jesus. 
 

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to 
one another, “Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken 
place, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 So they went with haste and 
found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the manger. 17 When they saw this, 
they made known what had been told them about this child; 18 and all who heard 
it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19 But Mary treasured all these 
words and pondered them in her heart. 20 The shepherds returned, glorifying and 
praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them. 21 After 
eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called 
Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb. 
 

(SLIDE)  
 

 
 
“What’s your name?” 
 
You can hear this question in a wide range of emotional tones:  

• Curiously friendly.  
• Angry and demanding  
• Sympathetic and caring.  

What’s your name?



	 2	

 
When in the presence of a stranger, it often feels natural or even necessary to learn 
someone’s name. Names are important to us: they are, quite literally, our identities. Since 
language has existed, what a person is called has been crucially important both to the 
individual and to the community.   
 
We highly values names, and have throughout history. The Abrahamic religions, including 
Christianity, are no exception.  
 
(SLIDE)  
 

 
 
In the book of Genesis, God named things as God created them — including the first human: 
“Adam,” who is created out of adamah, the earth. After God creates and named the man, God 
has Adam name all of the animals. In Exodus, before Moses can introduce the Hebrew people 
to their God, he has to learn God’s name: “YHWH” — “I am what I am, and I will be what I will 
be.” 
 
Throughout Genesis, and the rest of the Bible, names are changed to reflect new identities and 
purposes. Abram becomes Abraham and Sarai becomes Sarah. Jacob becomes Israel, the 
one who struggles with God. In the New Testament, Saul becomes Paul and Simon becomes 
Peter, the Rock upon which the Church is built. From our very beginnings, names have been 
given the highest importance. They are more than just words. They often carry a person’s 
place and purpose in the world. 
 
So, let’s consider the weight and significance of the name of Jesus. 
 
(SLIDE)  
 

 
The name ‘Jesus’ comes to us from Latin, which itself is a translation of the 
Greek Iesous.  Translation and transliteration have muddied that original name given to Jesus 

Ἰησοῦς
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at his circumcision some two thousand years ago. That name would have been Aramaic –
 Yeshua.  
 
(SLIDE)  
 

 
 
This was, in fact, a very common name; it appeared throughout the Old Testament, and the 
young Jesus would have likely had peers who were also named Yeshua.  But that name – 
common as it may have been in that day – finds its great significance, and great holiness, in 
the baby in Bethlehem who received that name. For Jesus, Yeshua, has a meaning in its 
original Aramaic – God saves.  
 
(SLIDE) 
 

 
 
We find Jesus in the Gospel passage having been born in a stable for animals, with no one but 
his parents and some low-born shepherds to celebrate and spread news of his birth. He’s born 
poor to young parents, named on the eighth day like every other Jewish boy, and becomes a 
refugee in Egypt at a young age.  
 
But we are also told that he is named by an angel before he is conceived. We are also told that 
angels announce his birth to the shepherds. This ordinary poor boy is also holy — our God has 
become flesh and lived among us, not as a king, but as a carpenter’s son. 
 
Jesus’ name may have been nothing special in his own day, but it was forever made holy 
when that child bore that name – it would bear the promise that God made to his people – that 
he would save them; that he would save us. For in Jesus, God does deliver us from our own 
brokenness, from our own frailty, from our own incompleteness. So we remember Christ’s Holy 
Name, that holy name which Paul tells us is “above every name” in Philippians 2 – not 
because of its greatness, and its grandeur, and glory – but because it points to a God who 
emptied himself of those very things, taking on human likeness, so that we might be delivered. 
So that we might be brought back to the fullness of God’s love. 

Yeshua

God	Saves
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Jesus, whose holy name simply means “God Saves,” lived as God-made-flesh who was not so 
much interested in earthly power as he was in making the ordinary holy.  
 
The ordinary life of a thirty-year-old man born in an occupied land was also the holy life of the 
Christ, the Son of the Living God.  
 
Ordinary people become holy pillars of a new faith: Peter, the fisherman; Mary, the girl 
engaged to the builder; Matthew, the tax collector; Mary, the woman who went to put spices on 
the body of the executed teacher. The ordinary becomes holy. Sinners become saints. 
 
Ordinary bread and wine become the holy communion of God. 
 
In baptism, ordinary water becomes holy and welcomes them into the family of God — in 
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  
 
Names are important to us and to our faith: they help us to define ourselves, each other, and 
our world. 
 
(SLIDE)  
 

 
 
The name of Jesus makes the ordinary holy. 
 
It is not a magic name. It is not an incantation. It is not meant to denote dominance. In the holy 
name of the ordinary poor boy who was God-made-flesh, our own names, our own bodies, our 
own lives are made holy. 
 
The name of Jesus makes the ordinary holy. 
 
We, ordinary people, ordinary flesh, are made holy by the God born in a stable in an occupied 
land. So, as we begin another ordinary year in the Holy Name of Jesus, let us pray that God 
would make our ordinary year holy: may we seek and find God this year in the ordinary, for 
God has made the ordinary sacred. May we find God in the poor children born in the occupied 
lands. May we find God in the marginalized and oppressed of our own nation. May we find 
God in our ordinary neighbors, for the name of Jesus makes the ordinary holy. Amen. 

The	name	of	Jesus	makes	
the	ordinary	holy.


