What’s in a Name? (Matthew 1:18-2:12; 16/12/07)
Introduction

I was speaking to an American last Sunday and he confessed to knowing little about Wales. But he had heard of the place with the longest name: Llanfair P.G. After I’d said it, he asked me what it means. I have no idea! 

What’s in a name? Do you know what your name means? Today in the West people often give names to their children merely because they like the sound. But in bible times people are given names with significant meanings. In he OT, for example, Joseph has two children in Egypt and he calls them Manasseh and Ephraim. Manasseh means ‘forget’: because God has made me forget all my trouble and all my father’s household. Ephraim means ‘fruitful’: God has made me fruitful in the land of my suffering (Genesis 41:51-52). We’re not told much of how Joseph felt during those years in Egypt, but these names get to the heart of Joseph’s experiences – the tragedies and triumphs.
As Matthew writes his Gospel he records a whole list of names first: the genealogy of Jesus. Then he records several names for the special one to be born at the time of the first Christmas. As we look at them and understand their meaning we get to the heart of Christmas. 

1) Jesus – the LORD saves (v21)

Joseph still loves Mary but he is about to divorce her quietly, so she isn’t subjected to public disgrace. Just before he does so an angel explains in a dream what has happened and tells him what to do (v20). Then we find our first name: you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins (v21). A note in the margin (NIV) explains that Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew Joshua, which means the LORD saves. So it’s clear from the very beginning that God has a definite purpose in mind for Jesus: it’s to save his people from their sins. There’s something very purposeful about these words: he WILL save his people; not that he will try to, or that he might, but he will!

When a baby is born one thought that enters our minds is the question, “What will this child do?” Leonardo da Vinci was born in the region of Florence, the illegitimate son of a notary, and a peasant girl, Caterina.mathematician He became a , engineer, inventor, painter, sculptor, architect, botanist, musician, poet and writer. Only about fifteen paintings survive, because of his constant experiments with new techniques and his chronic procrastination. So much of what he set out to do, he never finished.

But Jesus came to do a definite job. He was single-minded. He came to save us from our greatest problem. If our problem was disease, Jesus could have continued to feed everyone; if it was disease, he could have continued to heal everyone; if it was death, he could have raised everyone. But these are the symptoms of a deeper problem: sin – our sin that separates us from the God we need to know, and without whom life is empty. He died upon the cross to save his people from their sins. (Some people wonder why, then, there is still sin in the world. Jesus died to take away sin’s penalty, but he will return to deliver his people from sin’s power and presence; that is still to come). That’s why, when he died, he was able to cry out, “It is finished!” The work God gave him was completed: 

He did no come to judge the world, he did not come to blame;

He did not only come to seek, it was to save he came.

And when we call him Saviour then we call him by his name!

2) Immanuel – God with us (v23)
Mathew sees in these events – a virgin’s conceiving and bearing a son – the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy in the C8th BC. Immanuel emphasises the deity of Jesus. His name means God with us – not God against us or God far away from us! Jesus is not an angel come to earth. He is God. Just think about it: the Creator becomes a creature; the Almighty becomes weak; the Invisible becomes visible; the Word becomes flesh; God becomes man! That is why the Magi are right to worship him. That is why, later, Jesus can say: I and the Father are one (John 10:30) and the Jews try to stone him for blasphemy: because you, a mere man, claim to be God (v33).  They refused to believe his claim, despite the evidence of his miracles. There is mystery here; we cannot fathom it fully. But it is true. This makes Christianity unique. This makes the death of Jesus unique too.
At a school nativity play everyone had their parts: Mary, Joseph, angels, Magi and shepherds. The parents came to see the performance. Each of the kings was to offer his gift and say something. But one little boy had stage fright and forgot his lines. The teacher tried to remind him, but he failed to recall the words. “Just say something!” the teacher said in desperation. The little boy suddenly blurted out, “He looks just like his dad!” Although a funny mistake, there was such truth in the statement!
How can you know what God looks like? How can you be sure of his character? Is he cruel or kind? Is he evil or good? The way you can be sure is to study Jesus, because Jesus is ‘just like his dad’: Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father (John 14:9). You see him today through the Gospels. And in Jesus God is with us in our humanity: with us in our joys and our sorrows; with us in our struggles and temptations: because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted (Hebrews 2:18). He has been through the whole range of human experience and he is with us in them too. Why? Why did the Son of God humble himself like this? Why did God the Father send his Son to suffer and to die? God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son that whoever believes in him may not perish, but have everlasting life. 
3) Christ/Messiah – the LORD’s anointed

The Magi (from Babylon or Persia?) arrive with a startling question: Where is he who has been born King of the Jews? But Herod knows the right question to ask the chief priests: where the Christ was to be born (v4). Christ is not Jesus’ surname. It’s Greek for the Jewish title Messiah, which means the LORD’s anointed. In the OT kings were anointed to show that they had been chosen for a special purpose in God’s plan. From the time of David there arose the promise, through God, of a King who would deliver his people. The chief priests quote the prophet Micah to show that Christ would be born in Bethlehem and be of the tribe of Judah. So what’s in this name? It declares that Jesus is God’s chosen King. There can be good and bad kings. What kind of king is Christ? He will be the shepherd of my people Israel (v6) - strong yet tender. Jesus takes up this theme later: I am the good shepherd…and lay down my life for the sheep (John 10:14). 
What contrast this is to King Herod! This is the man who built great buildings, but who murdered his own sons and wife because he feared they were plotting against him. He desperately wants to hold onto his power so he thinks nothing of lying to the magi: so that I may go and worship him (v8). Worse still, he slaughters all the baby boys in Bethlehem two years old and younger (v16) – at the click of his fingers, it seems. Try to imagine the horror in Bethlehem as the soldiers do their work! Why all this weeping and great mourning? (v18) – simply because Herod will not allow anyone else to be king.
Who would you rather be ruled by – King Herod or King Jesus? You might be grateful that Herod isn’t round today, so you can’t be ruled by him!  The spirit of Herod is definitely around today, and you could be ruled by it. God calls you today to follow Jesus as your shepherd-king. That means submitting to him. But the spirit within you screams, “No! I want to live my own life! I’m going to do it my way!” The same spirit that was in Herod is in you, saying, “I’m going to be king!” According to Jesus, many people take this broad road in life; they may be successful, but the end is destruction. But there is a narrow road, with few on it, following King Jesus, and it leads to life!  
4) Nazarene (v23) – despised and rejected

Jesus escapes this slaughter because Joseph is warned in a dream to flee to Egypt (v13). Herod in the end dies (that’s a mercy) and in another dream Joseph is told to return to Israel. He settles the family up north, in Nazareth, far away from Jerusalem and Bethlehem. Matthew sees this as another fulfilment of prophecy: He will be called a Nazarene (v23). The problem is that there is no specific place in the OT where these words are found. However, it is prophesied that God’s servant would be despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and familiar with suffering (Isaiah 53:3). Matthew may have had this in mind, because Nazareth was a despised place and Jesus grew up to be known as Jesus of Nazareth – Jesus the Nazarene.

I suppose every city or region has an area like Nazareth. When the name of the place is mentioned people turn up their noses in disgust! If you’re from that place you don’t really want people to know! I grew up a few miles away from such a town – called Cefn Mawr. It had chemical factory there and there was often a bad smell in the air! So if you mentioned Cefn people often wrinkled their noses! 

When Philip told Nathaniel that he had met a man whom he thought was the Messiah, Nathaniel was obviously interested. “What’s his name?” he must have asked. On hearing the reply, “Jesus of Nazareth,” he said: Nazareth! Can anything good come from there! (John 1:46). Like Nazareth, Jesus was to be despised. 
It is remarkable that though God sends his on to us: Jesus the Saviour, Immanuel – God with us, and Christ the Shepherd-King, how is he received? He is rejected and crucified. When he dies, everyone forsakes him and flees. He dies alone. Why this rejection? Because people loved darkness, rather than light because their deeds were evil (John 3:19). Three days later, God declares that he has not rejected Jesus by raising him from the dead. The resurrection is God the Father saying, “You may have rejected him, but I accept him! He is my Son and the King I have appointed to rule the world!”
Conclusion: Who are his people?
In Wales, my country, there are many sheep. They all look the same from a distance, but when you get closer you see that hey have different coloured marking: red or blue dye. This is to ark them out as belonging to a particular shepherd. They are marks of ownership. What are the marks of Jesus’ sheep? Who are the people he has come to save from their sins? God knows who they are, but what are the signs? The answer is found in these names:

1) His sheep are those who trust him as Saviour. You are Jesus’ sheep if you stop trusting in your own works or goodness, and trust in Jesus’ work and goodness instead. Have you done that? Have you gone to God confessing that there is nothing good in you, and cast yourself him: Nothing in my hands I bring/Simply to his cross I cling.
2) His sheep are those who worship him as God. You are God’s child if you, like the magi, bow before him in worship and praise, offering your very life to him in every part. Do you acknowledge the claim Jesus makes upon your life?
3) His sheep are those who follow him as Shepherd-King. You are Jesus’ sheep if you receive Jesus as your King (unlike Herod). In Jesus’ day, the shepherd didn’t drive the sheep with dogs (as in the West), but called them and led them out. That’s why Jesus said that his sheep will listen to my voice (John 10:16). Have you heard the voice of Jesus calling you to stop following the crowd and to follow him?
4) His sheep are those who suffer rejection by the world – just as he did. Jesus warned that his followers would be rejected and despised even by members of their own family. You may be ridiculed or persecuted, misunderstood or mocked, just as Jesus was. But a day is coming when you will be vindicated, and God the Father will welcome and exalt you, because you belong to his Son Jesus.

These are the signs. I pray that these marks may be seen in us all. If that is so we’ll be able to speak of Jesus as our Saviour and rejoice in him and his salvation this Christmas. Amen.
