December 18, 2022 
Matthew 1:18-25
A Commanding Name

##

ADVENT
NAMES

##

SUMMARY
Names in the Bible always have deeper meaning beyond the words. What does it mean when someone has two names?

AT A GLANCE
The best professional sports team names have clear and strong connections to their regions. The names associated with the Son of God are commanding as well and inspire us to respond with faith and commitment.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Belonging to Jesus,” December 22, 2013. 

This is the first year that the Washington, D.C. NFL team has been called the Commanders. For 87 years, they were the Redskins, a name that was found to be disparaging to Native Americans. Then, for two years, they were simply “the Washington Football Team.” 
“Washington’s leaders,” according to ESPN, had stressed “that the franchise would like to incorporate the military because of its connection to the nation’s capital. Commander is a term used most often in the military as a naval officer rank, but it also can be used as a generic term.”
According to team president Jason Wright, “It’s something … that embodies the values of service and leadership that characterizes” the D.C. region.
Service and leadership are good qualities, for sure. But not everyone loves the new name. Teams need a good nickname, but what can you call the Commanders? The “Commies”? Don’t think so. And Commanders doesn’t really connect to the Washington region, aside from the military personnel in the area.
A similar problem popped up in Cleveland when years of controversy led to the abandonment of the name “Indians” for the pro baseball team. As of opening day this year, the Cleveland Indians were the Cleveland Guardians. According to WKYC Studios, the name comes from a set of statues called the Guardians of Traffic, near the ballpark.
Once again, not everyone is thrilled. “Garbage name for a garbage team,” said one Twitter user. “Clevelanders will spend their baseball lifetime explaining it,” said another person on Facebook. “No one who isn’t from Cleveland will have a clue.”
Clearly, the best team names have clear and strong connections to their regions. For example, the Washington Nationals are in the nation’s capital, the Pittsburgh Steelers reflect the city’s steel mill tradition, and the Orlando Magic is a nod to Disney World. No one has to explain these names. The connections are clear and strong.
Of course, problems arise when a team makes a move. The New Orleans Jazz was an NBA team with a clear and strong regional connection. Who doesn’t know and appreciate New Orleans jazz music? When they moved to Utah and remained the Jazz, the name stopped making sense.
To be effective, a name needs to be commanding.

An Act of God
In the first chapter of the gospel of Matthew, the birth of Jesus is foretold. The story begins in controversy, with Mary, the mother of Jesus, found to be pregnant. This creates an issue for Joseph, to whom she is pledged to be married. Not wanting to humiliate her publicly, he decides to divorce her quietly.
But then an angel of the Lord appears to Joseph in a dream and says, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (v. 20). Joseph realizes that Mary has not been unfaithful to him, but that her pregnancy is an act of God.
Then the angel says, “She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (v. 21). This is the first commanding name given to this child: Jesus is the Greek form of Joshua, which means the LORD saves.
Matthew tells us that all of this takes place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet Isaiah: “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” — which means “God with us” (v. 23, quoting Isaiah 7:14). This is the second commanding name given to the child: Immanuel means God with us.
When Joseph wakes up, he does what the angel of the Lord has commanded him. He takes Mary home as his wife, and when she gives birth to a son, he gives him the name Jesus.
Jesus, meaning the LORD saves.
Immanuel, meaning God with us.
Both are clear, strong, commanding names.

What’s in a Name?
We know how important it is for professional sports teams to have names that send a clear message. But what about biblical names? Professor of religious studies Russell Fuller says that the names of individuals in the Bible are always full of meaning, expressing “their personality and status or nature.” In the Bible, a name is always more than just a word. 
We see this most clearly when a person’s name is changed in recognition of a change in their nature, personality, or status. For example, Jacob’s name is changed to Israel after his successful wrestling match with a divine being. Abram’s name is changed to Abraham after the creation of the covenant with God. Saul becomes Paul after he becomes a follower of Christ. The names of newborn children, says Fuller, are “carefully chosen to reflect the circumstances of their birth as well as to indicate something of their personality or status.”
· The name Moses means “to draw out,” reflecting Moses’ rescue as an infant from the waters of the Nile.
· The name Miriam means “drop of the sea, bitter, or beloved.” It later evolved into the name Mary.
· The name Elijah means “the LORD is God.”
· The name Jesus means “the LORD saves.”
· And the name Immanuel means “God with us.”
In the Bible, a name is always more than just a word. It expresses personality, status and nature. So, what does it mean to say that the Son of God is both Jesus and Immanuel? Both names embody who Jesus is: Savior and God-with-us. Both invite us to respond — not just with the cheers of a sports fan, but with deep faith and commitment.
Jesus, the first name, means “the LORD saves,” and that Jesus will save his people from their sins (v. 21). Jesus has been sent to earth to be the One to save us from all the sins and shortcomings that fracture our relationships with God and the people around us. We make such a mess of our lives, as individuals and as communities, that we need a Savior to rescue us. Jesus does this by offering us forgiveness for our past failings, and guidance for the path that lies ahead. We might sing about his saving work at Christmas, using the words of the carol, “O Little Town of Bethlehem”:
O holy child of Bethlehem, descend to us we pray;
Cast out our sin and enter in; be born in us today.
Cast out our sin — that’s the work of Jesus, the Savior. The letter to the Hebrews tells us that Jesus came to “remove sin by the sacrifice of himself” on the cross (Hebrews 9:26). Jesus casts out our sins, once and for all, in an act that never needs to be repeated. He lays down his life for us in an act of loving sacrifice, one that brings us forgiveness and new life.
We need Jesus to save us. He does for us what we can never do for ourselves, no matter how hard we try. Each of us is like an addict who discovers that recovery requires turning to a higher power — a power greater than ourselves. When we put our faith in Jesus the Savior, we find that forgiveness and change are possible.
Immanuel, the second name, communicates that God is with us (v. 23). Turning to a higher power also helps us discover that we are not alone. With Immanuel in our lives, we are never alone. Using the words of “O Little Town of Bethlehem” again:
We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell;
O come to us; abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel.
Jesus came to abide with us, to live with us, to stay with us forever. That’s the work of Immanuel, God with us.
We need this now, more than ever. Loneliness is a problem this time of year, which is why many churches are offering “Services of the Longest Night” on December 21. This is the day of the winter solstice, when the sun sets at its earliest point all year, creating the longest of nights. Christians who gather for Longest Night services focus their prayers on dark times — the death of a loved one, the loss of a job, living with cancer, or adjusting to a separation or divorce. 
Churches have discovered that the Christmas season is not a bright and happy time for every member of the congregation, and such services give people opportunities to acknowledge their pain and pray for healing and help. Since the days become longer and longer after the winter solstice, there is reason to believe that light can return and darkness can be overcome. People also find hope in the support of the community, and the chance to draw closer to the One who is our Lord Immanuel, God with us.
As we move toward Christmas, let’s keep the commanding names of Jesus and Immanuel in front of us. They tell us that Jesus is our Savior, coming to save us from sin and deliver us to new and abundant life. He is also Immanuel, God with us, the surest sign that our Lord is with us in every time and place and situation. With Jesus, we are never trapped in our sins and shortcomings. With Immanuel, we are never completely alone.
There is nothing controversial about these names. Instead, they are perfect descriptions of the One who commands our faith, our trust and our deepest commitment.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 7:10-16
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Pay Attention to the Sign! When we leave the safety of our homes, most of us rely heavily on signs. It’s the way we live. We stop when a sign tells us to. We go when the light turns green. If we’re in unfamiliar territory, we look for signs that will help us to our destination. And when we don’t look for signs, it may “weary” our passengers in the car, just as Ahaz made God “weary” with his refusal to ask for a sign. As Isaiah points out, it is one thing to weary “mortals,” and quite another to weary God! This is the Sunday before Christmas. Let’s pay attention to the sign. A child is born. His name is Emmanuel. Ahaz could not be convinced that God was with him, and so he formed an alliance with a foreign king. Let us learn from his mistake. God is with us. Jesus is the sign. Let’s pay attention.
What Does the Text Say?
The text opens with the somewhat disconnected statement that “Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz” (v. 10). Up to this point in the narrative, the Lord hasn’t spoken directly to Ahaz, but only to the prophet Isaiah, who relayed the information on to Ahaz. Ahaz’s apparently pious response (v. 12), judging from Isaiah’s counter-response (v. 13), was perceived to be more a lack of trust in the Lord’s ability to protect than a confident forswearing of putting the Divine to the test. Over Ahaz’s demurral, Isaiah declares to the “house of David” that the Lord will grant a sign. The sign is the impending birth of Isaiah’s second child, Emmanuel, “El / God is with us,” with whom “the young woman” is pregnant (v. 14). The young woman is not specified, but she is very likely the prophet’s wife (or one of them; cf. the birth of Isaiah’s third child by “the prophetess,” 8:3). Ultimately, Isaiah was unable to persuade Ahaz to remain confident that the Lord would preserve his throne, city and nation, and Ahaz sought military protection from the Assyrian Tiglath-Pileser (2 Kings 16:7).

Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Restoration Project. The problem for the preacher of this text is that our congregations are unlikely to relate to it. What is the relevance of a sermon on “restoration” for a people who have not been fed “the bread of tears,” and who have not been given “tears to drink in full measure”? So, the preacher may ask questions that could alert the congregation to the need for “restoration.” Do we have a sense that the face of God “shines” upon us? Have we been in prayer and conversation with God lately? Or have we been a bit busy? Do we feel that our lives are sometimes out of control and unmanageable? If we think about life seriously, do we understand why we are here? Do we have a purpose? Perhaps we do need to be restored to a place where we live in the light of God’s presence, and we are saved from emptiness and meaninglessness. Stopping by Bethlehem is just what we need to do.
What Does the Text Say?
The psalmist calls out in anguish to God, not understanding the horrible contrasts between God’s earlier redemptive acts and promises and what is now occurring. He implores the Shepherd of Israel to show the brilliant light of his glorious presence and deliver his “flock” Israel. The key to Psalm 80 is to catch the full significance of the refrain in verses 3, 7 and 19. Notice the repetition and intensification. Verse 3 states most simply: “Restore us, O God; let your face shine, that we may be saved.” Verse 7 begins with “Restore us, O God of hosts.” Verse 19 begins with “Restore us, O Lord God of hosts.” The expansion of the divine name is not just a literary device; it conveys the escalation of the psalmist’s inner groaning and heartfelt plea to God, who alone can restore what has been lost. Note that each verse has four elements: (1) “Restore us,” (2) a calling upon God, (3) “let your face shine” and (4) “that we may be saved.” They are confident that God will bring light to their dark lives.

Romans 1:1-7
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Who Is This Child? We’re a week from Christmas Day. Next Sunday, we’ll be at the manger looking down at a newborn child. Who is this baby? Have we ever held an infant, perhaps our own child, and wondered, “What’s going to become of you, little one?” The apostle Paul tells us about this baby. His name is not only Jesus; it is Jesus Messiah. He is a baby who will grow into a leader others will follow and emulate. He is a child of royal lineage. He will be “declared to be Son of God.” He will rise from the dead. He will be called Lord. That’s who this child is.
What Does the Text Say?
Paul’s letter to the Romans is the only known instance of the apostle writing to a Christian community with whom he has not yet had any personal interaction. It serves, therefore, as an introduction through which he presents himself by way of a compelling review of his understanding of the gospel, especially with respect to the salvation of Jews and Gentiles alike. Paul succinctly lays the groundwork for this review in 1:1-7. As the formal opening of the letter, today’s reading features three customary components: sender (vv. 1-6), recipient (v. 7a) and greeting (v. 7b). The recipient is straightforward, and the greeting is standard. However, compared to all other Pauline correspondence, the sender component of Romans is exceptionally lengthy and involved. It is here that Paul sets the tone for the rest of the letter by deftly highlighting his apostleship, the gospel, salvation history and his mission — all in six verses. Paul’s apostleship. Of significance is how he specifically ties the divine source of his authority to the substance of his calling. In no other letter does Paul make this connection so immediately. The gospel. Worth noting is how Paul’s discussion of the gospel not only has the feel of a more formal confession or statement of faith, but also lifts up the Incarnation and suggests at least a nascent awareness of the Trinitarian nature of God (see vv. 3-4). Salvation history. The creedal tone of verses 3-4 corresponds to Paul’s strong portrayal of the gospel within the context of salvation history, where God’s relationship with Israel is bridged to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Paul’s mission. Because of the risen Christ, salvation history not only continues, but it now openly includes Gentiles. Paul’s role as an apostle is directly linked to the risen Christ empowering him “to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles” (v. 5b). Finally, with Romans 1:1-7 appearing on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, verse 3 may well be a good starting point for reflection. What exactly is the meaning for our time of the gospel concerning the Son who descended from David according to the flesh? Like the apostle Paul, how much of our own identities are caught up in being called to receive, proclaim, share and live the good news of the Incarnation?

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Boston Celtics: The name was chosen because “Boston is full of Irishmen,” according to team owner Walter Brown. But it was the other considered names that deserve highlighting: Whirlwinds, Olympians and Unicorns, among them. “And at forward, from French Lick, Indiana, give a big Unicorns cheer for Larry Bird!” That would have been great.
—Chris Chase, “Strange-but-true origin stories of 19 sports team names,” USA Today, February 9, 2015, https://ftw.usatoday.com.

##

[Michelangelo’s] first major work of art was the Pietà, a marble statue of the Madonna holding the dead Christ in her arms. The figures were perfectly balanced and carved from a single block of marble. The story was that, after the statue had been put on display, Michelangelo went to see it and overheard a crowd of people praising its beauty. Someone asked who had made it and another replied that it was il Gobbo, from Milan. That night Michelangelo locked himself in with the statue and carved an inscription on the Madonna’s robe that reads “Michelangelo Buonarroti the Florentine made this.” It was the only work he ever signed.
—Garrison Keillor, The Writer’s Almanac for March 6, 2022.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/radio/twa-the-writers-almanac-for-march-6-2022/.
Retrieved July 7, 2022.

##

However, as it happens, one solid, century-long behavioral measure comes from a very simple choice that faces almost all of us at one time or another: What names do we give our newborns? Concentration of parental baby-naming choices on fewer names implies tighter social constraints on appropriate baby names, whereas a wider dispersion of parents’ choices reflects a desire to assert individuality. Individualistic people give their children rare names, reflecting a desire to stand out, as opposed to common names, which reflect instead a desire to fit in.
—Robert D. Putnam, The Upswing: How America Came Together a Century Ago and How We Can Do It Again (Simon & Schuster, 2020), Kindle location 3,202.

##

“Jesus is the key, as far as I am concerned,” [pastor Harley Camden] said. “He brings power. And peace.”
“I think I need that,” Kelly said, turning to Harley. “I don’t have it inside myself.”
“You can ask for it,” he said. “Put your trust in him, and he will help you” …
Kelly pondered this as they walked along Mill Street, approaching town hall. Then she said, “How do I ask for help?”
“Check this out,” said Harley, motioning her to a park bench in front of the hall. They took a seat and Harley pulled out his smartphone. After doing a quick search, he said, “You can pray these words. They come from a hymn.”
Kelly looked at the screen and read out loud:
Come, my way, my truth, my life:
Such a way, as gives us breath;
Such a truth, as ends all strife;
Such a life, as conquers death.
For a few moments, she looked at the screen in silence. Then Harley said, “It’s a prayer to Jesus. The Bible says that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life.”
“Come, my way, my truth, my life,” said Kelly, quoting the hymn.
“Jesus is the way,” said Harley, “the way that gives us breath.”
“Find your breath,” said Kelly, repeating her own fitness instructions.
“Jesus is the truth.”
“The truth,” nodded Kelly.
“And the life,” said Harley. “The life that conquers death.”
“Salvation,” said Kelly.
“Not original to me,” said Harley. “Like I said, it’s a hymn. But I do believe it.” 
—Henry G. Brinton, Windows of the Heavens (Eugene, Ore.: Resource Publications, 2021), 196-197.

##

What if the weight fell to you to name the Christ child at his birth? …
Of course, God spared Joseph this burden. In both the announcement to Mary and in Joseph’s own dream, the angelic instructions were clear: name him Jesus. …
God has not left that to our speculation. For starters, three clear truths ring out on the surface of the angelic announcements in Luke and Matthew. And Advent is perhaps the most wonderful time of the year to slow down and hear what God is saying to us in this one spectacular name, Jesus, which we’re so prone to treat as common and take for granted.
1. Promise of Transcendent Greatness
The English Joshua and Jesus come from one Hebrew name: Yeshua. So Joshua is the name Mary would have heard when the angel first spoke it. “You shall call his name Yeshua” (Luke 1:31) — one of the great names in the history of God’s people.
The great Moses handed the reins to Joshua, of all men, and he led the people as they marched across the Jordan and around Jericho and throughout the land of milk and honey, claiming what God had promised. Joshua was uncontrovertibly great, one of the nation’s greatest figures alongside Abraham, Jacob, Moses and David. …
2. Advent of the One Messiah
But not only will he be surpassingly great, but then comes the announcement that would seem even more surreal to Joseph and Mary: this child is the Messiah, the long-promised, long-anticipated “Anointed One.” He was coming to fulfill God’s promise to David in 2 Samuel 7, concerning one who would not only sit on David’s throne but do so forever. …
3. Foreshadowing of Unexpected Sacrifice
Yet the angel’s words in Joseph’s dream include this surprise: “he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). Yeshua means “Yahweh saves.” That this unique child’s name would be Yahweh saves was understandable for Joseph. Of course, God’s people needed saving — from the Gentiles. From the Romans who ruled over them; from local puppets of Caesar, like Herod and Pilate. …
Then the bombshell: “he will save his people from their sins.” Not from the enemies, but from their sin. He will save them from themselves.
—David Mathis, “The Name God Gave His Son: Three Reasons We Call Him ‘Jesus,’” Desiringgod.org, December 2, 2020.
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/the-name-god-gave-his-son.
Retrieved July 7, 2022.

##

An aptronym is when a person has a name that is uniquely suited to its owner. Some examples:
· Usain Bolt, the fastest human ever
· Mark De Man, Belgian football defender
· William Headline, Washington Bureau Chief for CNN
· Marijuana Pepsi Vandyck, American education professional with a dissertation on uncommon African-American names in the classroom
· William Wordsworth, poet
· Philander Rodman, father of basketball player Dennis Rodman, who fathered 26 children by 16 mothers
· Sue Yoo, attorney
And of course there are also inaptronyms:
· Rob Banks, a British police officer
· Don Black, white supremacist
· Robin Mahfood, president and CEO of Food for the Poor
· I.C. Notting, an ophthalmologist at Leiden University
Maybe this is all coincidence, or maybe it’s nominative determinism, the hypothesis that people tend to gravitate towards areas of work that fit their names …
—Anonymous author of Roger's Bacon blog, “Nomen est omen: On nominative determinism and the power of names,” May 19, 2022.
https://rogersbacon.substack.com/p/nomen-est-omen.
Retrieved July 7, 2022.

##

Each fall for the last number of years I have had the privilege of assisting in all things Homiletical in my colleague Mariano Avila’s Calvin Seminary course on the Gospels and Acts. Each semester Mariano begins with a quote from former Princeton Seminary President John A. Mackay from the opening of his book on the Gospels. Mackay wrote that in his experience, too many Christians worship “a Jesus who was born, who died, but who never lived.” Mackay’s provocative point is clear: too many believers love celebrating Christmas and they are thankful for their personal salvation through Christ’s death on the cross, but the in-between part of Jesus’s actual life and teachings? It does not get as much press. …
Although I have heard John A. Mackay’s words before, last week when Mariano recited them to our class, they struck me with renewed urgency and vividness. The reasons why are obvious and not a few of you reading this know where I am going already. But after 18 wearying months of COVID, we have repeatedly seen right within the church failures to love, failures to embody Christ’s peaceable nature, failures to be as concerned about the stranger as we are about ourselves or those who agree with us on this, that, or the other thing.
What could be farther from Christ’s incarnate way of life than angry and profane people storming the Capitol on January 6 under (literally) banners of “Jesus Saves” … as well as multiple armed people seen kissing and praying in front of the various wooden crosses that had been erected?
—Scott Hoezee, “The Jesus Who Never Lived,” Reformed Journal, September 14, 2021.
https://blog.reformedjournal.com/2021/09/14/the-jesus-who-never-lived/.
Retrieved July 7, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Matthew 1:18-25
Taking a somewhat circuitous route may be helpful in finding our way into this most familiar of gospel passages. Indulge for a moment what at first seems a peculiar question: How would you respond to someone who said, “The Star Trek franchise, in both its TV versions and in movies, is all about space travel.” One doesn’t have to be a Trekkie to recognize that assertion is true only in a superficial sense and really misses the point of the Star Trek stories completely. Space travel is more than just a presupposition of the stories; it’s literally the world in which they exist. But the stories are about human relationships in all their manifestations from the intimately interpersonal to the politics of empires. They’re about the human values of courage, curiosity and inventiveness. They’re about holding out a hopeful future for humanity even while realistically — yes, realistically — recognizing what strips genuine humanity from us. The same is true even of the movie Apollo 13. It’s based on a real instance of space travel, not an imagined one, but it’s no more about space travel than the Star Trek shows and films.
With that in mind, consider your response to this observation: “The story of the annunciation to Joseph is all about the virgin birth of Jesus.” Does that statement strike you as odd as saying Star Trek and Apollo 13 are “all about” space travel? Well, it should. Leave aside the question of whether “virgin birth” in the gospel of Matthew is more analogous to “space travel” in Star Trek or Apollo 13 (a debate which, obviously in different terms, has been with the church not just since the rise of modern rationalism but from its very first centuries). The fact is, this gospel reading is no more “all about” the virgin birth than those movies are “all about” space travel. The belief in the virgin birth is more than just a presupposition of this story; it’s literally the world in which it exists. Yet the statement that the story is “about” the virgin birth is true only in a very superficial sense, one that comes close to missing completely what the story is about.
Good storytellers almost always begin by setting the stage. Only more gradually do they reveal their deeper purposes and meanings. Now, the evangelist who composed this gospel is, to say the least, a good storyteller. Notice where he places the virginal conception of Jesus: It’s the cause, the setup, for the story’s conflict. Right at the outset, the evangelist tells us that Mary “was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit” (v. 18). That is to say, the virginal conception of Jesus is known to be the reason for the problem Joseph confronts, not the mystery that, when revealed, resolves the conflict for him. As Luz (Matthew 1-7 [Hermeneia], 94-95) points out in reminding us of early-church debates about this passage, it’s possible that even Joseph already knew this and that the dilemma he confronted was how he should relate to someone who stood in such special relationship with God as Mary. Thus, when the angel tells Joseph, “the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (v. 20c), that’s old news — certainly to us as readers (v. 18) but possibly also to him. The news for Joseph (and first-time readers) is elsewhere in the annunciation: “[D]o not be afraid to take Mary as your wife” (v. 20b), and, even more importantly, “[Y]ou are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (v. 21).
That name for the child is the real puzzler in this story. Having recounted the angel’s words to Joseph, the evangelist asserts, “All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet” (v. 22). Matthew then proceeds to quote Isaiah 7:14 about a “virgin’s” (parqenoV, the specific word used in the particular Greek translation he cites) conceiving and giving birth to a son who’s to be named “Emmanuel.” Once again, it isn’t the “virgin” giving birth that presents the challenge in the story (because the evangelist can simply point to the text of the Greek translation he’s using); rather, it’s the issue of the name. How can it be that the angel’s instruction and even Joseph’s subsequent obedience in naming Mary’s son “Jesus” (Matthew 1:25) was “to fulfill” a prophetic declaration about naming a child “Emmanuel”? Sure, the names’ meanings are not mutually exclusive — “Jesus” meaning something such as “God saves” and “Emmanuel,” as the evangelist makes explicit, meaning “God is with us.” But clearly, these aren’t the same names.
The problem all but disappears, however, if we consider what it could mean “to fulfill” a prophetic declaration in some approaches to interpreting Scripture in the first century. The idea of fulfillment wasn’t that the prophet had, centuries in advance, exactly predicted events that would happen only in his future. Rather, prophecies were also fulfilled when the prophet’s words later provided insight for God’s people into their circumstances, just as they had for the prophet’s own contemporaries. Isaiah certainly wasn’t suggesting to Ahaz that he should wait more than 700 years for the birth of a child who would be the “sign,” the proof, that God was with him and Judah during their time of crisis (see all of Isaiah 7). The fulfillment of “what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet” — for Joseph first and for Matthew’s first readers decades later — was that this child’s birth was the “sign,” the proof, that God was with him and them amid the crises they each faced. It may hardly be coincidental that in citing Isaiah 7:14, Matthew 1:23 states, “[T]hey shall name him Emmanuel” (emphasis added).
The clincher comes from noticing that the evangelist, master storyteller that he is, ends the gospel sounding the same note with which he began, when Jesus speaks its very final words: “And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (28:20b). The gospel proclaims a hopeful vision for humanity even as it realistically recognizes the sin that strips us of our genuine humanity. In the birth of the child Jesus, we encounter not only the one who will save us from our sins but the fulfillment of the promise, “God is with us.”

CHILDREN’S SERMON Matthew 1:18-25
Tell the children your first name and explain why your parents gave it to you. If you are named for a relative, make that connection. Ask several of them if they were given their names for a particular reason and invite them to share the reason if they know it. Tell them that the Bible contains the story of the naming of Jesus, and it begins with the announcement that Mary is “found to be with child from the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:18). Explain that Joseph could have named the baby “Joseph Jr.,” but that wouldn’t have made sense, because Joseph was not the father. It was the Holy Spirit of God. Ask the children to suggest names that Joseph and Mary might have considered. Let them know that an angel came to Joseph in a dream, and suggested, “You are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (v. 21). Point out that this sounded like a good idea, because the name Jesus means “God saves.” Then let them know that Jesus received a second name, Emmanuel, which means, “God is with us” (v. 23). Close by saying that names are important, especially if they have special meaning to us, and that Joseph was right to call the baby Jesus because he did grow up to save his people from their sins.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Advent
Leader: Love comes wrapped as a baby,
People: God’s love lying in a manger.
Leader: The ordinary conceals the unspeakable;
People: God is with us. God knows us. God is with us, revealed in us. His name is called Emmanuel.
Leader: God’s love is coming to us.
People: God’s love is with us, again and again with us.
Leader: Soon and always, with us.
People: Emmanuel. God with us.

Prayers — Advent
Ever-loving God, who brought forth in this world the very image of yourself on a winter’s day two millennia in the past, we give you our praise and thanksgiving that this gift still lives with us today. Bethlehem is our eternal reminder that you are with us and among us, that you did not and will not abandon your people, and that you have shown us a way to live and a way to love. Let all who feel lonely and without meaning or hope, discover the Christ child as Emmanuel. Let all who feel busy and preoccupied pause at the manger to experience the Emmanuel. Amen.

Benedictions — Advent
Christmas is coming quickly now. Emmanuel is nearly here again. In this week to come, take a moment to stop, to listen, to hear beyond the carols, beyond the commercials, beyond your mind saying, “I must hurry now, there is much to do.” Take a moment each day to listen for the word of God spoken in your life, to you and for you, this week. It may come from the Bible; it may come out of the mouth of a child. If we listen, we will hear God speaking.
May your souls be filled with the Light of Life, with the Sparkle of Christ, and may the joy of love bless you each day and every night until we meet on Christmas Eve. May the blessing of God, the giver of Emmanuel, live lively in your life. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
O Little Town of Bethlehem
Angels from the Realms of Glory 
Worship and Praise* 
Your Great Name (Grant) 
Jesus Saves (Cottrell)
Joyful Joyful We Adore Thee (Arr. Galbraith)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday of Advent, Cycle A
Isaiah 7:10-16
Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
Romans 1:1-7
Matthew 1:18-25
