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THE HOLY NAME OF JESUS 

May the words of my mouth… 

Happy (secular) New Year! Today is the day of encountering Newness.  As you know, last week, 

we celebrated a newness that far exceeds any New Year's resolutions we may have, the newness 

in the birth of a child, but not just any child -- a special child.  Today, being the 8
th

 day, this child 

is circumcised according to the Jewish custom, and named. This was a moment in Jewish life 

when a male child came to be part of God’s covenant people and received a name which would 

indicate his role within that Covenant. Naturally, parents were filled with hope and excitement as 

God opened the door of the future to their beloved child. We can only we imagine the thoughts 

of Joseph and Mary!  After all, this is He, begotten of the Father- very God incarnate, come to 

save the world from sin and death!  His name says it all-and they shall call him Jesus.  

So what’s in a name? To some, naming someone or something is very important and they place a 

lot of thought into it. While for others, not so much.  Then there are names that seem to be given 

as some kind of joke. I once heard about a couple in Detroit who, at the beginning of the space 

age, named their first child "Sputnik" - after the Russian space capsule. Musician Frank Zappa 

named his daughter Moon Unit -- How would you like to be go through life with the name 

"Moon Unit Zappa?" No wonder some 50,000 people a year go to court to have their names 

changed!  

In the Bible, the choosing of a name is not just an important feat, it is also momentous. 

Throughout the Middle East, and in many other countries and cultures, it is thought that names 

carry with them a description of the person or thing named. People choose names for their 

children very carefully because the name should describe or define some aspect of a child’s 

character or identity.  In short, your name is who you are. 
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A name in the Bible tells much about who and what a person is, or is to become, and biblical 

names are frequently changed to match who a person is, or to mark momentous turning points in 

their lives. God changed Abram's name to Abraham which means "the father of many." Jesus 

changed Simon's name to Peter meaning "A Rock."  Saul of Tarsus changed his name to Paul.  

And the list goes on. And there are places as well-Bethlehem means”house of bread”.  Jerusalem 

has 70 different names-we know it as the Holy City.   

In Europe and North America, sadly I think it’s safe to say, we have all but forgotten the concept 

of naming children symbolically, expressing hope and faith for their future through their names. 

But I went to University with a young Ghanaian man in his mid-twenties, a member of the Ewe 

tribe, and whose name translated as Peace. He told me that his people (if Christian) choose 

Biblical names to be given at Baptism, typically names like Love, Hope, Patience, etc. In his 

own experience, he remembered times when his father would say to him or a sibling who was 

acting out, “your mother and I chose that name for you, and you need to be giving thought to 

how you will fulfill its meaning.” Names in the Ewe culture still have this Biblical sense of 

symbolizing a destiny which God seeks to fulfill in you. Similarly for our friends in the Middle 

East, a “good” name would say something about whom the parents hoped and prayed their child 

would become.   

And when eight days were completed for the circumcision of the Child, his name was called 

JESUS, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb. 

When Mary and Joseph, with the help of the Angel Gabriel, named their child: Jesus -- his 

Hebrew Name means the Lord is Salvation, the Lord delivers, or the Lord rescues -- their hope 

and the hope of the entire world was that Jesus came to save, to bring us salvation.  This says a 

lot about this Holy Child and the expectations and hopes that rest on his shoulders. This child 
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would be known as God's Salvation, the Rescuer.  There's certainly power in that name!  But 

even more so, in giving that name to this Child!  For he was not just Mary and Joseph's firstborn, 

he was the incarnation of God Begotten of the Father (Nicene Creed) r-- God here among us.  

And God becoming man is so profound because the world into which Jesus was born knew only 

a God who was distant from the people, as Pastor Terry pointed out in his Christmas Day 

sermon…so "other-worldly" that His Name could not even be spoken; and distant in the sense 

that He is so Holy that no one could see His face and live.  Imagine it!  God in our very flesh, 

this same God as a tiny helpless infant, walking and working and growing up on earth! 

Such a change to what is witnessed throughout the Old Testament, we see a God who, at least to 

some people, seems to be vengeful and full of wrath, but as we dig deeper, we see that this is not 

the case.  Rather, our God is a Father who only ever wanted us to love him with all our being and 

to treat each other with dignity and respect.  In actual fact, it wasn't God who was ruthless, it was 

humanity, because they would not listen to him.  God sent messages to warn humanity of the 

consequences of their actions. He sent prophets to call the people to repent and turn back to God.  

Nothing seemed to work, until He humbled himself and took our nature -- he clothed himself in 

our skin.  God in our very flesh, this same God as a tiny helpless infant, walking and growing up 

on earth! "Christ Jesus, who being in very nature with God did not consider equality with God 

something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being 

made in human likeness."  He was one of us so that he could show us how to love, forgive, and 

live as God wants us all to live.  Jesus came into the world to redeem us from slavery to sin and 

to show us the face of a loving God, to show us how to be God-like.  Christ became the bridge 

that brings us closer to God. “God in His temple dwells below” 
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The Christian counterpart to this day is the day when our own parents bring us, with great 

anticipation and hope, to baptism in great anticipation and hope. In baptism, God affirms us as 

His own and opens the future to us as members of his eternal family. To raise one’s children as 

God’s own children is one of the great nurturing roles of parents and sponsors—and whole 

Christian communities. On our baptismal days, God opens a door to us. Even more profoundly, 

in the waters of baptism, we are drowned to a way of life that should have no control over us, 

and born again to a new life, even as we daily claim Jesus’ resurrecting power in our lives. 

The Ghanaian man of whom I spoke, told me about a name in his culture that is somewhat like 

the name Jesus. As is typically true in English-speaking traditions, in his culture, the name Jesus 

itself is considered too sacred to be applied to mere mortals. However, there is the name Holali 

which means “there is a Saviour.” It means that when all seems lost, and a person is in despair, 

he can shout “Holali,” meaning, “there is a Saviour.” The name is given to people so that in their 

lives they can always have confidence and a future orientation.  

So this New Year’s Day, let us remember that by virtue of our baptism, we Christians eternally 

live in the land of new beginnings. God is with us. “Holali!” There is a saviour! There is nothing 

in life or death that can separate us from the love of God. These are the words of celebration that 

belong to a day in which God affirms both Jesus as his Son—and through him, us as his family. 

There can be other reasons for celebrating today. Friends may come to visit and we can share 

good times. However, the only celebration really worth holding, again and again, on New Year’s 

Day, is that we are God's beloved children and we bear his Name, and, in Jesus, the future is 

ours.  And isn’t that worth celebrating not only today, but every-day?  May the Lord who walks 

among us bless you and your family this year.  Amen  

 


