What You Gonna Name that Baby?

Name of Jesus

Luke 2:15-21

January 1st, 2012

Dear friends in Christ,


One of the very important decisions parents expecting a child must make is what to name the baby.  The name chosen will most likely be with the child for a lifetime, so you want to choose wisely.  When doing so, the parents are hopefully thinking about what will be best for the child, rather than a name that brings attention to themselves.  Sometimes, with some of the rather unusual names given to children today, I wonder about that.  But, that’s not for me to judge and hopefully every child, regardless of the name they are given,  will be loved as God’s child, which they are.

I looked up the top 5 most popular names given for boys and girls in the U.S. in 2011.  According to Babycenter.com, these names, or their variations, are the most popular today.  For boys they are Aiden, Jackson, Mason, Liam, and Jacob and for girls, Sophia, Emma, Isabella, Olivia, and Eva.  The popularity of names changes from year to year and on that site you can look back to the most popular names in any year going back to the mid-19th century.  

Mary gave birth to a very special child, the most precious of all.  This child was the very son of God, taking on human flesh, fully becoming one of us.  According to Jewish custom, on the 8th day following the birth of a male child, the child was to be circumcised and named.  Today, January 1st, is the 8th day following our celebration of Christmas last Sunday, and so the focus today is on the naming of the child.


Much like modern day parents, Mary and Joseph had a decision to make.  In the words of a song I knew growing up, “Mary, Mary, what you gonna name that baby?  What you gonna call that holy baby?” And, like parents today, Mary and Joseph had many options for names and probably were receiving lots of advice.  But this just wasn’t any name to be chosen.  This was to be the name above all names, the name given to God’s own son.  Mary and Joseph surely wanted to get this right.

“Mary, Mary, what you gonna name that baby?” says the song.  The verse continues, “Slaves we are and looking for a master, why don’t you call him Lord, let’s all call him Lord.”  Lord certainly would have been a title running through the mind of Mary as she thought about her child.  This was God’s son, Lord and ruler of all.  Surely he should be called Lord.  Let’s all call him Lord.  But that was not the name given.


“Mary, Mary, what you gonna name that baby? We like our sheep need someone to guide us.  Why don’t you call him shepherd, let’s all call him shepherd.”  Shepherd was a name that Mary may have considered.  It was the shepherds that first came to visit her and her newborn baby.  This child would be the good shepherd, born to lead and guide all people to God.  Surely he should be called shepherd.  Let’s all call him shepherd.  But that was not the name given.


“Mary, Mary, what you gonna name that baby?  Kings of the world, we seek someone to rule us.  Why don’t you call him king.  Let’s all call him king.”  King was certainly a title worthy of this baby.  He was the fulfillment of the prophetic promise that a new king from the family of David would reign forever.  And like the title, Lord, King declares that this child, God’s son, would rule over all.  The universe is his kingdom.  Surely he should be called King.  Let’s all call him King.  But that was not the name given.

No, the name of this baby would be Jesus.  The name is the Greek version of the Hebrew name Joshua, and means “God is salvation.”  The name is best explained in Matthew when the angel appears to Joseph and tells him that the baby will be named Jesus, “for he will save his people from their sins.” The baby Jesus is the savior, and his name declares he is the one who saves us.

Mary, Mary, what you gonna name that baby? Hungry and poor, we need someone to save us, why don’t you call him savior, let’s all call him savior.”  And that’s what Mary and Joseph did.  They named him Jesus, the one who saves, savior.  In the end, they listened to the advice of the angel, obediently giving the baby the name Jesus, as they were told to do.

In Philippians 2:6-11, our second lesson, Paul incorporates into his letter what is most likely an early Christian hymn. In this hymn we see how Jesus embodies or takes on his given name, "he saves." The hymn tells us how Jesus does that for us.  Being "in the form of God," he did not regard equality with God as something to be grasped or exploited, as something to be held onto at all costs and used to his own advantage. Rather, he willingly "emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point to death -- even death on a cross" (2:6-8). 

Jesus is not a passive victim in this divine drama, but enters fully and willingly into his mission. He empties himself of all claims to divine glory to become a human being – and not a human of high status and honor, but a lowly slave serving other human beings. He humbles himself even to the point of dying a slave's death, for the shameful and tortuous form of execution by crucifixion was reserved for slaves and rebels against Roman rule. 

This Jesus is the one whom God highly exalts and to whom God gives "the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend... and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" (2:9-11). In exalting Jesus, God gives Jesus the name already mentioned -- "Lord" -- and confers on him Lordship over all creation. One day every knee will bend before him, "in heaven and on earth and under the earth," and every tongue join in confessing together that Jesus Christ is Lord.
This hymn makes the incredible claim that the one we call God is most fully revealed in the one who is crucified. The one who humbled himself and took the form of a slave shows us who God is and how God acts. God's essential character is shown to be one of self-emptying love rather than self-promotion or grasping to power and glory. God's high praise of Jesus confirms the divine nature of his mission and ensures that one day he will be acknowledged by all for who he truly is. Jesus, the one who saves, is God's anointed one, the Messiah, the Christ, and Lord of all.

We each have been given a name, and in our own way embody our name.  But we also take on and embody other names that are important to us.   For example, if we live in this state, we are Utahns.  We identify with this region of the country, its history, its geography, and all this state has to offer.  We may claim our heritage; Scandinavian, German, Italian, Latino, African, Native American, to name a few.  We may claim the name of a particular political party;  republican, democrat, or perhaps independent, although to claim either of the last two in Utah is a bit risky.    In the world of technology, I’ve run across proud Mac users, who claim that name and wouldn’t think of being associated with PC’s.

When we were baptized, we were given yet another name, Christian.  Through faith, we embody the name of Jesus, the one who saves.  When I was growing up there was a movement called the Jesus people, that directly claimed the name of Jesus. If we are believers, we are all Jesus people, taking on the name of Jesus for ourselves.

When the early church was just being formed, the first disciples embodied Jesus and took on his name.  It was almost as if they were Jesus, doing what Jesus did while on earth.  In the Book of Acts we read how Peter and John acted in the name of Jesus, healing miraculously as Jesus healed and proclaiming the gospel with great boldness.  For the Christian movement to take hold and become alive, the Holy Spirit made that happen at that time.  Now we don’t expect to be able to do all those miraculous things in the name of Jesus in the same way as in those early days of the church.  But what does it mean for us today to claim the name of Jesus, to embody that name in our lives?

Well, what does Paul say?  “Let the same mind be in you, that was in Christ Jesus.”  He then goes on to quote this hymn and show how Jesus embodied his name in humility and loving service.   He did not grasp for power and control.  
I think we embody the name of Jesus when we show love, compassion, and understanding towards others, rather than self righteous judgment as if we know what’s best for others and their circumstances.  I think we embody the name of Jesus when we think of the needs of others first, rather than our own, taking on the heart of a servant.  I think we embody the name of Jesus through generosity, laying down what we have for others in the name of the one who laid down his life for us.
Being of one mind in community does not mean there will be no differences of opinion within the community.  But it does mean that in claiming the name of Jesus we strive to be united in a spirit of love and concern for all people, even as Jesus gave his life for all.  
Mary, Mary, what you gonna name that baby?  What you gonna call that holy child?  He is Lord, he is shepherd, he is king.  He is wonderful, he is counselor, he is Prince of Peace.  But most of all he is Jesus, the one who saves us from our sins by becoming a humble servant to all.  As we claim the name of Jesus, may our lives be a worthy reflection of that name.  Amen  
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