Advent 3 Sermon 2007 – “What’s in a name…?”  
Philippians 2:1-11

Just a couple of weeks ago, our news was dominated by the story of a teacher in Sudan.  As you know, she’d made the mistake of allowing the children in her class to name their teddy bear Mohamed, which was considered very offensive, a blasphemy, and it seems the penalties for that could have been very extreme – a long jail sentence, even a flogging.  The official reason behind it was that the laws of Islam prohibit any visual image of the prophet Mohamed at all, let alone a teddy bear.  Fortunately after several days of headline news, sense prevailed, and the whole thing was resolved.

But when it was all just happening I happened to be walking past the taxi rank in Sudbury, and heard two drivers talking about what was clearly this case, and one said to the other, ‘it’s all so stupid, if you called a teddy bear Jesus, no-one would mind at all!’  What do you think, do you agree? – I’ve asked a few fellow Christians, and had yes and no answers.  But I do know that one thing I mind very much, is the way in which the name of our Lord and Saviour has actually become a swear word.  If you want an example of blasphemy, that’s it.  How did we get to the point where in a supposedly Christian country it should be perfectly normal for the words Jesus Christ to be used as what the dictionary calls ‘an expression of surprise or dismay’.  I don’t think people even think about what it is they’re saying.  Sometimes when people I’m talking to discover I’m a church minister, they’ll say “Oh, I suppose I’ll have to watch my language now!”  I’d like to say, actually you should watch your language anyway, because it’s not offending my feelings that really matters, but offending God’s.

But anyway, away from blasphemy, and back to Jesus Christ the name, Jesus Christ the person, who as we hear in our reading today was in very nature God, yet became a man, yet humbled himself to become a man.  It’s important to realise that doesn’t mean he gave up being God, but that he gave up all the things that go with it, the honour and the glory, and swapped them for a very basic human existence, birth in a stable, and death on a cross.  The Lord of heaven placed himself in the world of men, and the hands of men.    
In this reading Paul takes the two words of his name and spins them round. He calls him Christ Jesus, which doesn’t roll off the tongue in quite the same way, but it makes some sense because it is the Christ word that immediately identifies him as someone special.  Just to be a bit technical for a minute, a lot of the words and names we use now as part of our religious language have come to us from the scriptures, and 2000 years ago those scriptures would have been written either in Greek or Hebrew.  Christ is a Greek word.  It’s Greek for the Hebrew word Messiah, both mean ‘the anointed one’, in other words the one who had been expected through the centuries to be sent by God to restore the people of Israel, and rule over them.  Christ is a special title, and a unique title, only one person could claim it, and it’s one that would have excited a lot of interest and anticipation in the Jews of the day.  As we sang in our first hymn this morning, ‘long ago prophets knew Christ would come, born a Jew, come to make all things new’.  In first century Palestine, the name Christ is an attention-grabber. 
Jesus, on the other hand, is just a name. There were other people called Jesus at that time, one or two of them mentioned in the bible – that’s one reason, I imagine, why he was sometimes referred to as Jesus of Nazareth, to differentiate him.  And just to do the Greek/Hebrew thing again, Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew name Joshua, and we know there are other Joshuas in the bible too.  And Jesus is still used as a name by Latin countries, they don’t see any problem with that.  Jesus is a human name, a name given to men by men, in itself nothing divine about it at all.

But - it is the name that God himself chose at the birth of his Son.  That most poignant of parental rights, the naming of your newborn child, God claimed for himself.   In Luke’s gospel the angel comes to Mary and says; “You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High.”  And in Matthew’s gospel the angel comes in turn to Joseph, and says “Mary will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”

No doubt about it, his name mattered to God.  And there is a clue as to why he chose the name he did in that line from Matthew – ‘you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins’.  God gave him a human name to emphasise his human nature, but at the same time he chose a name of great significance.  When he gave him a name he also gave him a mission.  The name Joshua, the Hebrew version of Jesus, has as its meaning ‘God is salvation’.  And the nature of that salvation is summed up by Paul in our reading today.  In just a few lines we have a stunning and majestic image of the total humanity and total deity of Jesus Christ, and the sacrifice he made.  In him God shared in our existence very closely by living as a human being.  In him God shared in our existence to the point of choosing to go through death itself, and the most humiliating of deaths at that.  But the lowest point in the life of Jesus the man, turns out to be the high point of human history.  God is salvation.  For as it says in the first chapter of John’s gospel, ‘He was in the world… and to those who believe in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.’ (John 1:10/12)
Children of God.  Not one child of God then, but many children of God, who are not God, of course, in the way that Jesus is, but nonetheless share in his birthright, his home, and the presence of his father.

And that’s a promise that’s timeless and personal.  I told you that the accepted meaning of the name Joshua is ‘God is salvation’.  But one commentator says that actually the name Joshua comes from the Hebrew words ‘yah shua’, which don’t literally translate as “God is salvation”, but as “God saves”. And suddenly that meaning is much more vital.  This Jesus is not just God who saved us at one time, and we revere him for that and have done so for 2000 years.  This Jesus is God who saves, actively loving and caring, actively working in our lives, helping us to be the people we could be, the sort of people Paul describes in the beginning of this passage, unselfish, serving, caring of others.  To believe in the name of Jesus, is to believe that we belong in God’s kingdom, both here and now, and in the forever after. 
No wonder then that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bow.
This is the enormity of the events we are about to celebrate.  The tiny child in Bethlehem is Christ, the anointed one sent by God.  He is Emanuel, or God with us.  But most importantly of all, for you and for me he is Jesus, God saves.  In his name is found grace and hope and forgiveness, and the meaning of life itself.  At this time of Advent may we bow down in awe and wonder, and give him the glory that he gave up, to come and save us.
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