“And He Shall Be Called…” #2

“Jesus”

Matthew 1:21

The list of the most popular baby names for this past year is now available.
 Topping the list for girls is Olivia, while the most often chosen name for boys is Liam. I was fascinated to learn how many Bible names made the list for boys, such as Noah (#2), Elijah (#4), Levi (#6), and Asher (#8)...and that is just in the top ten! Other Old Testament names made the list: Benjamin, Daniel, Ezra, Samuel, Jacob, David, Josiah, Isaiah, and Eli; while New Testament names such as Matthew, Joseph, John, Luke, and James also made the top 100. Even the two named archangels in the Bible, Michael and Gabriel, made the cut!

One name that is conspicuously absent, though, is Jesus.

I do realize that in some cultures, Jesus (pronounced “hey-zeus”) is commonly used, but in America, not so much. Yet Jesus Christ is still widely considered the most influential person in history. So why don’t we use His name more? (Actually, the name from which we get Jesus—Joshua—did come in at #74.)

I believe it is out of respect that Jesus is not used as a common name. We sing, “Jesus, name above all names,” and perhaps that is why we do not name our boys Jesus.

As we continue our Christmas series, “And He Shall Be Called…” we come to the name Jesus. We discover in Matthew 1:20-21 that this name was not chosen by Joseph or Mary, but came from on high:

But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”
Furthermore, the angel Gabriel told Mary in Luke 1:31, “You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.” There was no mistaking what this baby was to be named!
 On this occasion the name was not to be left to the discretion of the parent, for this Child was special and had a destiny expressed in the meaning of the name.

One other note from Matthew 1:23: Joseph is instructed to call his name Jesus. This is a Hebraic construction; it would have been possible to say simply, “call him—.” By “giving the name” Joseph officially adopted the child (as in Isaiah 43:1, “I have called you by name, you are mine”); this gave the child the status of a descendant of David.

The Meaning of the Name

First, let us look at the meaning of the name. As we saw last week, in Bible times names were more than what you called a person. A name had meaning. It indicated a person’s character and perhaps his or her purpose in life. Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew name Joshua (Yeshua), and it means, “Yahweh saves” or “God is salvation.”

There are several Joshuas in the OT, at least two of them not very significant (1 Sam 6:14; 2 Kings 23:8). Two others, however, are used in the New Testament as types of Christ: Joshua, successor to Moses and the one who led the people into the Promised Land (and a type of Christ in Hebrew chapters 3–4), and Joshua the high priest, contemporary of Zerubbabel (Ezra 2:2; 3:2–9; Nehemiah 7:7), “the Branch” who builds the temple of the Lord (Zechariah 6:11–13). But instead of referring to either of these, the angel explains the significance of the name by referring to Psalm 130:8, “He [Yahweh] himself will redeem Israel from all their sins.”

While Jesus does not make the top 100 in baby names in the 21st century, as the Greek form of the Hebrew name Joshua it was among the commonest Jewish names in the first century,
 so that a distinguishing title such as “of Nazareth” was needed.

We may not see the connection between the name Jesus and the phrase “save his people from their sins,” but Joseph would have. He was familiar with the Hebrew language. As we have seen, the English name Jesus traces its origin to the Hebrew word Yeshua, which means “Yahweh saves.”
Who was Jesus? God saves.
What did Jesus come to do? God saves.
God saves. Jesus was not just godly, godlike, God hungry, God focused, or God worshipping. He was God. Not merely a servant of God, instrument of God, or friend of God, but Jesus was God.
God saves, not God empathizes, cares, listens, helps, assists, or applauds. God saves. Specifically “he will save his people from their sins.”
 

So here, at the announcement of Jesus’ birth, we are brought face to face with the central theme of the Gospel. God, who has been at work on His people since the times of Abraham, has come among them in person. And He has come for the specific purpose of rescuing them from the mess they have got themselves into. Christianity is not good advice about morals and how we should live. It is good news about God and what he has done for us.

The Misunderstanding of the Name

Next I want to consider the misunderstanding of the name. As we have seen, the Jews of the first century would not have mistaken the meaning of the name Jesus (or Yeshua)—”Yahweh saves.” Jesus’ name identified him as the one who would bring God’s promised salvation.
 Another way to look at this name is, “God to the rescue.” So many times in the Old Testament we see God coming to the rescue of His people, freeing them from the oppression and bondage of enemy nations.

That is what many first-century Jews expected the promised Messiah to do. They felt that just because they were Jews they would be all right, and that the coming of the Messiah would mean a great political transformation of Israel, freedom from the Roman overlords, and a restoration of Israel’s earthly fortunes without any regard for the holiness of God’s people. But this Messiah, Matthew insisted, came to save His people from their sins, not just from the Romans.

From the very start, the book explains, to a Jewish audience, that Jesus would not save the people from Rome or from tyranny, nor would He set up an earthly kingdom. Instead, Jesus would save people from sin. The words “His people” form a mystery to be unfolded in the pages of Matthew’s Gospel. Who were “His people,” and how would Jesus save them from their sins?
 “People” may be used generally, but it is often used more specifically of the people of God.
 Throughout His life and ministry, Jesus would challenge the view that the “people of God” were only physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, ultimately commissioning His followers to “make disciples of all nations,” in Matthew 28:19.

This concept of the Messiah flew right in the face of the expectations of most Jews in Jesus’ day. They were waiting for a national liberator, not a personal Savior. Oh, sure, salvation from sins was an element in the Old Testament hope (e.g. Isaiah 53; Jeremiah 31:31–34; and Ezekiel 36:24–31) and in later Messianic expectation (Psalms of Solomon 17:28–29, 41), but not the dominant one.
 The Jews saw their problems as external ones, enemies to be conquered so that the nation of Israel would proudly take their rightful place on the world’s stage. 

Before we roll our eyes at such ignorance and arrogance, I wonder how many Americans are looking for the same things today? If we could only get the right people elected to office or the right laws enacted; if we could just take care of poverty and homelessness and hatred and injustice; then America would be great again! 

Is that what we really need? Would that really solve our most basic problem?
Jesus came to save us, not from politics, enemies, challenges, or difficulties. He came to save us from our own sins.

The Magnificence of the Name

This leads us to the magnificence of the name Jesus. This name goes beyond the promise in Isaiah 9:6 of “a child is born” and “a son is given.” This child, this son, would be a savior. The angel explained that the reason for calling the child Jesus was that He would “save his people from their sins.” This is the first mention of sin in the New Testament. The angel used the word hamartia, which literally means “failure to hit the mark” and clearly refers to failure to keep the law—sin by commission or omission in thought, word, or deed.
 Matthew does not use the word “sin” very often—only seven times—but the expression here shows that he regarded it as an important concept. Jesus came to deal with sins, and His name gives expression to a very significant truth.

God’s Son was given the human name Jesus because the human race has a fundamental problem: sin. Sin is not simply a passive inability to meet God’s standards. Sin is our active, intentional rebellion against God, His commands, and purposes. Sin is in our nature, and sins are what we do wrong. Every sin is an offense against a holy God. The consequences of sin are God’s wrath and our death.

God’s Son was named Jesus because He came to solve our problem with sin. Sin is our problem, but His mission was to save us from sin. He did that by living a sinless life, willingly dying in our place on the cross, and rising again to never-ending life. When a person receives Jesus as Savior, he or she is forgiven of sin and is given eternal life. 
 
Something in the angel’s words in Matthew 1:23 bears note: The word “He” is emphatic: “He and no other.”
 Only Jesus can save us from our sins and give eternal life, because only He is sinless, and therefore only He is qualified to be the sacrifice for our sin. Further, only Jesus conquered death by rising from the grave. Jesus is God’s sole sufficient solution to the problem of our sin.
 The word save may mean deliver from troubles and afflictions of various kinds, but the phrase, “from their sins,” shows that what is in mind is the salvation that reckons with the plight in which people involve themselves by their evil deeds.

You see, we are not only ignorant; we are sinful. It is not sufficient that God should have revealed Himself to us to dispel our ignorance; He must also take action to save us from our sins. Mankind needs to be delivered, not from slavery in Egypt or from exile in Babylon, but from the exile and the slavery of sin. It was for this principally that Jesus Christ came. He came as a Saviour. Christianity is a rescue religion. It declares that God has taken the initiative in Jesus Christ to deliver us from our sins. This is the main theme of the Bible. There is nothing in the non-Christian religions to compare with this message of a God who loved, and came after, and died for, a world of lost sinners.
 Jesus was not so much “The Man born to be King” as “The Man born to be Savior.” He came to this world, not for His own sake, but for mankind and for our salvation.

Jesus came to be the Lord and Savior not only of Jews, but of men and women without racial distinction, fulfilling the promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3 that in him all peoples on earth would be blessed.

There’s something else that is easy to miss. We saw from Psalm 130:8, “He himself will redeem Israel from all their sins.”  Isn’t that interesting? God promises that he will provide a rescue from sin; and, centuries later, Jesus comes to do it. This is one of many occasions where what is predicated of God in the Old Testament is applied quite naturally and unambiguously to Jesus in the New. This kind of usage needs to be borne in mind when some theologians assert that Jesus is never called God in the New Testament writings.

As such, Jesus Christ is unlike any other person who has ever lived. After Jesus’ resurrection, Peter, speaking before the Sanhedrin in Acts 4:12, also emphasized the importance of Jesus’ name: “There is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.” What a startling statement that is! It destroys the popular notion that there are many ways to God There is only one way, and that is Jesus. No religion, no philosophy, no ceremony, and no good deeds can obtain salvation. Only one name under heaven has been given by which salvation is offered. It is Jesus, the One who is God with us, who came to save His people from their sins.
 John Phillips writes, 

There are people who come to God in their own name, or in the name of Muhammad or the virgin Mary, or in some other name. They are just as lost as they were before, because Muhammad and Mary, for example, are the names of bankrupt sinners. God honors only one name for salvation at the bank of Heaven: the precious name of Jesus.

It is interesting that even though “Joshua,” or “Jesus,” was a common name among the Jews, they stopped using it after about the second century. It seems that Jesus Christ had taken that name and done something to it, as far as they were concerned. Jesus was known as “Jesus of Nazareth,” to distinguish Him from all the other people who were named “Jesus” (or “Joshua”) in that day. 

But then something happened, according to Philippians 2:9-11,

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

It is a name great in history and glorious in honor. Why? Jesus Christ meets our greatest need, salvation from sin. To do this, He paid the greatest price: He died on the cross.
 That is why He was called “Jesus”—”Yahweh saves.”
Because only Jesus can save us from sin, we need a relationship with Him. How should we think of this relationship? What should it look like? Our relationship to Jesus the Savior begins when we understand that He is a gift to receive. John 1:12 states, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” When we receive Jesus—believe in Him at the heart level—He enters our lives, and His presence includes the gift of salvation. 

In this Christmas season, have you received the gift of Jesus?
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