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“Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way…” 
 
Our Gospel reading for this evening begins with a great hope. It’s going to tell us about 
the birth of this one we have learned over the past couple of weeks is Emmanuel, God 
with us. It’s going to show us how the Christ, or the Messiah (which means Anointed 
One), which we saw last week, is going to come into the world to rule over the people 
as the One whom God has chosen to be King.  
 
But what begins as a hopeful story very quickly is turned into what must have been 
great confusion and heartache and disappointment for both Mary and Joseph. “When 
his mother Mary had been betrothed to joseph, before they came together she was 
found to be with child from the Holy Spirit”. In a shame culture this was an 
extraordinarily big deal. Having been found to be pregnant before they consummated 
their marriage meant, logically speaking, adultery and that could have meant the end of 
Mary’s life. 
 
Matthew tells us that Joseph was just and cared for Mary’s reputation (though I wouldn’t 
blame him for wanting to look out for this own, too). So being the righteous man that he 
was, he devises a plan to save Mary from the consequences of what Joseph can only 
assume were her sins of adultery...and himself from the ridicule that would certainly 
follow.  
 
So what started as hope, hope for the coming of the Christ, hope for this new family, 
quickly devolved into disappointment. But seemingly out of nowhere it turns into 
something that neither Mary nor Joseph could ever imagined...not even in their wildest 
dreams. Matthew tells us, “Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary as your wife, 
for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you 
shall call his name Jesus for he will save his people from their sins”. 
 
This evening we ask once again that question, “What’s in a name?” and this evening we 
see that the name given to Jesus captures the mission for which God has sent him. The 
name Jesus is, in fact, the Greek pronunciation of the Hebrew Yeshua (where we get 
Joshua). And this name means YHWH saves or YHWH is my salvation. In his very 
name, Jesus, we see the purpose for which Jesus comes to earth. The purpose for 
which he becomes our Emmanuel and our Messiah. To save his people from their sins.  
 

-- 
I can’t help but wonder, though, if this idea of salvation connects with people outside of 
the church. Actually, I wonder if this idea of salvation, that is, our need for salvation, 
connects with those of us inside the church, either. 
 
For Mary and Joseph, they were part of a people who had long-awaited this Savior and 
Messiah. As a people, they longed for God’s salvation. They longed for a political 
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salvation. They longed for a world that was put back together again. Isaiah presents the 
image to us as a lion lying down with the lamb, etc.  
 
But I wonder, those of us here tonight and definitely many we encounter on a daily 
basis, I wonder if this idea of salvation is foreign or just simply perceived as 
unnecessary. I mean, what exactly do we need saving from?  
 
There is no outside political force trying to occupy our nation. For the most part we’re all 
pretty self-sufficient, aren’t we? I tend to stay away from water (or at least the deep end) 
thus keeping my need for saving to a very minimum. Don’t we all do that? Minimize the 
risks? Play it safe? We as a people living in 21st century US, we don’t need saving from 
much.  
 
Yet, in our text from Matthew this evening the Angel of the Lord insists that Joseph call 
his would-be son “Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins”. 
 
If salvation is a concept that is foreign, so too is the idea of sin. I heard someone way 
once that outside of the church the only other place we use the word ‘sin’ is when we’re 
looking at the dessert menu. That is to say, sin in our world has been reduced to the 
naughty things that we do from time to time. But are they really something that we need 
saving from? Do we actually need salvation from that last bite of chocolate cake? Do we 
really need salvation, even, from our anger or our thoughts?  
 
Jesus came as YAHWEH's salvation. But do we really need saving?  
 
St. Paul, of course, says, “The wages of sin is death…”, doesn’t he? That is, the 
ultimate effect of living in this sinful and broken world is, in the end, death. And although 
there are many working to put it off, death is an enemy that looms large. Death is an 
enemy that no amount of human work can overcome. It’s an enemy that cannot be 
defeated.  
 
Until, of course, God sends into the world the one who will save his people from their 
sins. Jesus. Jesus has brought us God’s salvation. Jesus has done what he was named 
to do. Jesus alone went to the cross, bearing our sin and our shame. Jesus went to 
Calvary, knowing that only his sacrifice could bring salvation to a world that might even 
know it even needs saving.   
 
Our sins may seem small, but in the grand scheme of things, each is an affront to God. 
Each demonstrates how broken God’s creation is. And each one is the reason for which 
Christ came, Christ died, and Christ rose again. So what’s in a name? What’s in the 
name of Jesus? It’s the promise which God built our hope and expectation on long ago 
in the garden. The promise of a savior, of salvation, from sin and from death. Through 
Christ, YHWH is our salvation. YHWH and no other. Amen. 


