
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Circumcision of Christ


psalter:
Psalm 105
1st lesson:
Deuteronomy 50:1-10
2nd lesson:
Luke 2:15-21
The Name of Jesus
"When eight days were accomplished, for the circumcising of the child, his name was called JESUS, which was so named of the angel before he was conceived in the womb." (Luke 2:21)
At the Annunciation, the angel Gabriel had said to Saint Mary, "Thou . . . shall call his name Jesus." (Luke 1:31) Likewise, an angel, in a dream, commanded Saint Joseph, "Thou shalt call his name Jesus: for he shall save his people from their sins." (Matthew 1:21) It was a very appropriate name, because it meant, "Jehovah is salvation."

The idea of "name" in scripture means more than mere identification. As someone has said, it is "an expression of the essential nature" of the one who bears a certain name; it "reveals his character." To this Biblical view, we can compare our own idea of a good name which someone gains because of such qualities as honesty, dependability and Christian charity. That person's name comes to stand for and express these qualities of his character.
It has also been pointed out that "to know the name of God is to know God as he has revealed himself." The writer of Psalm 9 says, "They that know thy Name will put their trust in thee; for thou, Lord, hast never failed them that seek thee." To know God's name is to know that He is trustworthy.

Therefore, because of the great importance of the divine name, "Thou shalt not take the Name of the Lord thy God in vain." That is, we are not to invoke His name lightly. We must use it in a reverent way, and avoid, blasphemy, cursing and reviling. This commandment also warns us against light and frivolous use of His name.

The Third Commandment is a forceful reminder of the duty of truthfulness, and of keeping our promises and commitments to God and to each other. It's related to the fact that in Baptism, we take upon ourselves the Name of the Triune God, and certainly want to be faithful to that Holy Name in all that we do.

In the Sermon on the Mount, our Lord said when talking about this commandment, "Do not swear at all . . ." (Matthew 5:33) The effect of what He said was to emphasize the truth that God is everywhere therefore everything that is said is said in His presence, and every good commitment made is entered into in His presence, so it's all as if sworn to. Many Christians have interpreted the Lord's statement "not (to) swear at all" as forbidding oaths in the courts of law. Yet Christ Himself consented to be put on oath at His trial, because He did not object when the high priest said to Him, "I adjure thee by the living God, that thou tell us whether thou be the Christ, the Son of God." (Matthew 26:65) He is reminding us of the great calling of His followers to be true to God's Name in all that we say and do.

Scripture says many other things about God's Name. His Name must be feared, says Deuteronomy – "That you may fear this glorious and awful name" (Deuteronomy 28:58); because, says Proverbs, "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom." (Proverbs 9:10)
His Name is loved: "O look thou upon me, and be merciful unto me as thou usest to do unto those that love thy name," prayed the writer of Psalm 119 (Verse 132). He asked for God's accustomed mercy for those who loved Him.
God's claim for worship is an exclusive claim. Exodus reminds us: "You shall worship no other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God" (Exodus 34:14). His Name is excellent or majestic. "O Lord our Governor, how excellent is thy Name in all the world; thou that hast set thy glory above the heavens," proclaims the writer of the eighth psalm. It is a holy name, as the book of Leviticus states: "You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy" (Leviticus 19:2); and, "You shall not profane my holy name, but I will be hallowed among the people of Israel." (Leviticus 22:32). In the spirit of these commandments, Christ taught us that the first petition in the prayer He gave to His followers must relate to the Name of God: "Hallowed by thy Name."

The Holy Scriptures tell us that God is faithful to His people not only because He loves them, but also to uphold the greatness of His own Name. When the people of Israel in the time of Samuel demanded a king to lead them, some of them became fearful, because they thought that by asking for such a leader, they had turned their backs on God. Samuel reassured them: "The Lord will not cast away his people, for his great name's sake, because it has pleased the Lord to make you a people for himself." (1st Samuel 12:22)
At Mount Sinai, after the people had turned against God by making the golden calf, Moses interceded for them with God, in terms similar to what Samuel had said: "Turn from thy fierce wrath . . . Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, thy servants, to whom thou didst swear by thine own self . . . I will multiply your descendants." (Exodus 32:12-13)
In a famous and well-loved passage, we have these words; "He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake" (Psalm 23:3). God will be faithful to Himself, to His own Name.

King Solomon, we know, built the first temple in Jerusalem; and in his prayer of dedication he spoke of it as "this house, the place of which thou hast said, 'My name shall be there.'" (1st Kings 8:29) Centuries later, Christ spoke of Himself as "this temple," meaning "the temple of His body," explains the Fourth Gospel (John 2:19). So Christ is the place, the temple, where the Name of God supremely dwells; He is the Word of God made flesh, the Name incarnated. "I have come in my Father's name," He said of Himself (John 5:43).

At the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, many recognized  – at least for the moment – where He had come from, for they shouted, "Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord." (Mark 11:9) In His prayer just before His trial and crucifixion, Christ said, "I have manifested thy name to the men whom thou gavest me out of the world." (John 17:6) He also prayed, "Holy Father, keep them in thy name which thou hast given me." (John 17:11) He knew that God is trustworthy, and will keep all those who rely on His Name. He made that prayer for us, as well as for His first disciples, for all those in the Church are among those whom God has given to His Son.

Because Christ Jesus came in His Father's Name, and incarnated it, then the Name of Jesus can be placed alongside that of His Father, and prayer can be made to Him as to God, or in His Name, as in the Name of God. One of the psalms declares of God, "We have hoped in his holy name." (Psalm 33:20) The Christian can say the same of the Name of Jesus, as Saint John declared in the Prologue to the Fourth Gospel: "To all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God." (John 1:12)
We are baptized in the Name of the Blessed Trinity, in which the Name of Christ the Son's Name is equal with the Father's and the Holy Spirit's. We receive our names then, so that they can be a reminder of the professions of faith made on that occasion. We assemble to worship in the Name of Christ, Who has promised to be with those who come together in this way. He is with us when we gather to worship, and therefore we know that God is present. So Saint Paul's great affirmation of faith about the Name of Jesus is a fitting conclusion to our reverent thoughts of the Name given to the son of Mary and Joseph: "God . . . hath highly exalted him, and given him a name which is above every name: that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth; and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,  to the glory of God the Father." (Philippians 2:9-11)
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