
Luke 2:21 
Circumcision and Name of Jesus 

January 1, 2023 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, the one verse of our Gospel reading, “And at the end 
of eight days, when he was circumcised, he was called Jesus, 
the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the 
womb.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 For much of our Advent midweek preparation, we spent 

time meditating upon titles of the Christ of God. But, no matter 

how many Scriptural titles one can rightly ascribe to the Second 

Person of the Trinity, there is only one name that is rightly His… 

that at the name of Jesus, every knee shall bow and every 

tongue confess.  

 It’s important to meditate upon the difference between 

a title and a name. A title, we might say, identifies one 

according to His office and vocation; a name identifies one 

according to his essence and being. Adam was named thusly 

because he was “from the ground;” Noah means “comfort” – a 

reminder of that which He received from the Lord in the ark. 

David means “beloved,” Peter – “the rock”… all indicators of 

their person and life.  
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 Some would point out exceptions to this, such as names 

that refer to fatherhood or motherhood: “Eve” – mother of all 

the living; “Abraham” – father of many nations. But, even 

there, the vocational responsibility is not the emphasis, as 

much as the lineage that shares their seed/essence or faith.  

 Thus, we ought consider when meditating upon this 

name, Jesus, that it is to tell us something of his person and 

essence. We know what the angel tells Mary and Joseph, to 

name the child Jesus “for he will save his people from their 

sins.” That doesn’t sound so much like person/essence as it 

does vocation/title. However, the meaning that the angel 

unveils is significant for this reason: the Hebrew equivalent for 

the name Jesus is Joshua (Yeshua in the Hebrew,  in the 

Greek, Jesus in the English)… in the Hebrew, Joshua, which 

means “God is salvation.” Notice how the name grounds the 

individual in being a beneficiary of God’s mercy: “God is 

salvation” – away from the individual as doer, to the individual 

as beneficiary.  

 So, when Joseph follows the angel’s explanation and 

command to name the child Jesus, he is assigning the divine 

name that does speak of the child’s person and essence by 

saying, “He will save His people from their sins.” Notice the 
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difference between the Old Testament ‘version’ (Joshua) and 

what the angel says. Joshua, the Old Testament successor to 

Moses, Joshua – who led God’s people into the promised land – 

his name reminds those people, “It’s not me who saves you; it’s 

God who saves you.” But, the angel gives a very specific 

message… and thereby declares the name “Jesus” is more than 

an equal of its OT foreshadowing; Jesus does not simply mean 

“God (somewhere out there) is salvation”… but the angel says, 

“He will save His people from their sins,” so that (in a sense) we 

ought hear that Jesus means “I – the LORD – will save My 

people.” 

 Thus, what a marvelous – even if marvelously subtle and 

overlooked – truth is the name of Jesus… a marvelous truth 

that is the very main point of this sacred verse of Scripture that 

serves as our text… a passage, by the way, which can be 

employed for many important points: the perfection of God’s 

plans, the Scriptural numerology regarding the number eight, 

the keeping of the rite of circumcision, even the point to be 

made that life (and not ‘the potential for life’) begins at 

conception, for the Greek clearly states that he was conceived 

in the womb… yes, so many points to be made, but the chief 

point, the very main focus is that “he was called Jesus” – 



  4 

                                                                   4 

there’s the main clause, the main verb, the main point… around 

which the other details find their importance. Yes, what a 

marvelous truth is the name Jesus as chosen for the God-Man: 

as it is given to the one who is born, it’s a name that testifies He 

is true Man; as it is given to the One explained by God’s 

messenger, it’s a name that testifies He is from God, indeed 

true God… God Himself, of divine nature and essence, yet in 

the flesh and tied forever to human nature, to save His people 

from their sins. 

 As marvelous as is the name of Jesus, equally marvelous 

is the covenantal occasion at which the name is given. Though 

the Christ child was neither a child of Adam nor of Abraham 

and, therefore, needed the covenant of circumcision as little as 

he would later need Baptism in the Jordan… nevertheless, he 

honors and brings glory to the covenants of God’s grace and 

the lineage of faith who live in those covenants.  

 We often think of them, not as living in covenants, but 

under the law – the ‘law of circumcision’ being a comfortable 

description of it among those who would rather live “by faith in 

the heart.” But, just as with Baptism, so with circumcision… and 

just as with circumcision, so with Baptism… that what was law 

for the parents in caring for the children God entrusted to their 
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care was in fact Gospel and mercy toward those children God 

claimed for Himself.  And, as it truly was an act of God’s mercy 

and favor, thus circumcision was no legalistic-but-necessary 

‘evil,’ but rather (St Paul reminds us) was the covenant of Old 

that prophesied that, even in the new covenant, membership 

in the family of God – His name and identity – would come by 

grace through a mark of bloodshed.  

 Yes, here there is no distinction between the old and 

new covenants, nor between circumcision and baptism. Both 

require bloodshed and the mark of identity in the lineage of 

faith. Forget the supposed difference between the bloodshed 

of the eight-day infant versus the watery sprinkling of the 

baptized no matter how many days or weeks or months or 

even years old. Regardless, the bloodshed that saves is the 

same… it is the blood of Christ, the first drops of which were 

shed at his circumcision, the full outpouring of which was at his 

crucifixion. No other blood contributed, for no other name 

under heaven saves – so that of us all, the Old Testament 

prophet may say the Messiah’s blood will “sprinkle many 

nations”, and the New Testament apostle may say that “the 

blood of Jesus cleanses us from all unrighteousness.” And, not 

only no other blood may save, but no other name under 
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heaven has authority to identify us as his own – either as the 

children of Abraham, before whom, Jesus was (the great I 

AM)… or as the children of God, before whom Jesus confesses 

and acknowledges us as his brothers. 

 No, regardless of circumcision or baptism, the saving 

blood and the saving name are the same. 

 That doesn’t mean, however, that there’s not a 

distinction between Old Covenant and New… or circumcision 

and baptism… when it comes to an understanding of law and 

gospel. Consider how St Paul speaks of the ‘old’ way in our 

Epistle reading: 

“Now before faith came, we were held captive under the 

law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed. 

So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in 

order that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith 

has come, we are no longer under a guardian.” 

 

Notice what Paul indicates… that the old way knew a particular 

law or outward custom, which was meant to be a guardian 

(from the Greek, a tutor of children) – to keep everyone in the 

teaching of the need of salvation – until the object of faith 

(being Christ himself) came into the very flesh of their guardian 

customs. We ought always respect and revere – and not so 
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quickly cast away – God’s purposes and plans regarding the old 

covenant. Such careful guardianship was needed, lest those 

dead in their sins not realize they were dead in their sins and 

lest those who were of the lineage to be saved by faith not 

realize their reason for hope still indeed lay ahead as a certain 

promise to be fulfilled.  

Yes, what a wonderful guardian was the old covenant, 

that not only foreshadowed the promise but also taught the 

need for the promise and faith springing from that promise. 

And then, once Christ had come into the flesh as the promise 

fulfilled, then the customs of guardianship, the customs that 

pointed to the law and the need, gave way to the greater 

custom that not only points to faith’s hope in the promise 

come to pass, but actually gives and bestows life and faith in 

that hope and promise come to fulfillment in the name and 

person of Jesus.  

 Indeed, circumcision gave way to baptism, not as the 

law giving way to the gospel, but as the preparatory giving way 

to the fulfillment… the tutor giving way to the Master. In other 

words, our baptism is rightly compared to the circumcision of 

old – as St Paul calls our adoption as sons – “circumcision made 

without hands” – no longer by our bloodshed, but by Christ’s 
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substitutional bloodshed completed on the cross but – if you 

will – already begun at just eight days old.  And, as the name of 

the child was given at the circumcision and, therefore, the 

name of Jesus was first made known as the child shed blood for 

us, then our identity and name is rightly tied forever to our 

greater circumcision, holy baptism… and our gifted adoption 

into the Triune God who is visibly made known in the person 

named Jesus – He who saves His people from their sins.  

It may be coincidence that such a defining day in the 

church year – this eighth day of Christmas – is also the first day 

of the secular new year. But it’s certainly a useful coincidence. 

Our synod president, Rev. Matthew Harrison, recently wrote an 

article regarding the calendar, in which he remarked how 

Martin Chemnitz – most well-known for his work on the Book 

of Concord of 1580 – very much approved of the new 

Gregorian calendar introduced in 1582. And, why wouldn’t 

Christians approve? – if for no other reason than that the first 

day of each new year gives us opportunity to consider that our 

hope is not in new years’ resolutions or in self-improvement of 

the old self, but our hope is that each and every new day of 

each and every (new) year is a day lived by baptismal identity in 

the name of Jesus… that salvific name given to that salvific 
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Child who – in one of history’s years – went to the cross to 

atone for the sins of all the years and justify us from the sinful 

condition that has marred all the years. And, by going to that 

cross, He has given us new life (and with it, new years and new 

days) to live lives that confess this saving name to and before 

all men.  

 Thus, I’d encourage and exhort you in two ways as this 

new year of the Gregorian calendar begins: first, re-learn (and 

re-learn to mark and appreciate) the date of your baptism – no 

matter how old you are – for it is forever the date in which your 

life of captivity and death was brought into the life of promise 

and forgiveness and resurrection in Christ Jesus. We sons of 

adoption have erroneously taken a lapse of the “eighth day 

‘law’ and ‘requirement’” (and the promise that any day of 

baptism carries the “eighth day” promise)… we’ve erroneously 

taken it to mean that the day of baptism itself is of no “new 

creation significance”… and so we easily forget and never 

bother to ask or re-learn of the day we were baptized. But, as 

much as we are right to say not just that “I was baptized, but I 

am baptized”… nevertheless, we can never adequately state 

the significance of your eternal metamorphosis, if you will, on 

that day you were baptized out of the orphanage of ‘Not My 
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People’ into the family of God and saved by the name of Jesus 

and made an heir of all the “eighth day blessings” that the new 

creation will bring.  

 And, if such momentous truth was yours on that day of 

your baptism, it remains yours every day. Thus, the second 

exhortation on this first day of a new year: live your life this 

year – every minute of every hour of every day of it – in the 

name of Jesus. Live as a child of the promise, who therefore 

delights in and reveres the holiness of God’s law. And, when we 

– in our baptismal lives of repentance and forgiveness – must 

reflect upon our sins in not living in the name of Jesus, we may 

nevertheless run to that same name and the divine One who 

owns it… we may run to him whom we have put on in 

baptism… and we may plead his righteousness to cover us 

before the Father and therefore before each other…before 

each other in our marriages, in our households, in our 

congregation… giving us clear consciences before God and one 

another as offspring according to the promise, and (thus) clear 

consciences that each new day we are all (still) one in Christ 

Jesus.  

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
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+ AMEN + 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 1, 2023 


