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“Jesus” What’s in a Name 

Matthew 1:18-25 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 My full name is Michael John Weigand. I was named Michael after the church where my father served as Pastor – 

St. Michael’s. My middle name John in honor of my Father’s brother, John, and Weigand – my family name. Did your 

parents ever tell you how you got your name? It’s not as easy as it might seem. Parents pour though books and usually it 

takes almost the whole nine months of pregnancy to figure it out. It can even be a source of friction in marriage, but for 

the most part, we choose names because they sound nice, or because we want to honor someone. Every once in a while a 

name will fit with who a person is or what they do: James Jett was an Olympic sprinter. Nathan Leeper was an Olympic 

high jumper. Gary Player is a pro golfer, and I’m sure you could think of a few more. But rarely do we purposely give 

someone a name because it describes who they are or what they will do because we can’t know that when they are born. 

But there is an exception. Today as we walk through Matthew’s account of Jesus birth, he mentions two names that tell us 

the most important things about that child born to Mary, even before she gives birth.   

 Listen now to Matthew chapter 1:1-25. 18 This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about[a]: His mother 

Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be pregnant through 

the Holy Spirit.19 Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet[b] did not want to expose her to 

public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “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. 21 She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the 

name Jesus,[c] because he will save his people from their sins.”22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had 

said through the prophet: 23 “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him 

Immanuel”[d] (which means “God with us”). 24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had 

commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25 But he did not consummate their marriage until she gave 

birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 

 Ever been in a situation where you thought out a decision, prepared yourself to share it with your loved ones, and 

then had something happen that made those words almost irrelevant. Maybe you lost a job, and as you were preparing to 

tell your family, you get a call from a former employer asking you to come back at a higher rate of pay than the job you 

just lost. What would have been a painful conversation is now one you look forward to. That’s how I envision it with 

Joseph. Stop and consider his dilemma. He finds out his fiancé is pregnant, and he knows the child is not his. He decided 

to do the noble thing – not publicly embarrass her, but quietly break the engagement. I imagine he went through it over 

and over in his mind – looking for the right words to say, waiting nervously for the moment when he would tell her. And 

then suddenly it all becomes an afterthought. An angel comes to him and explains that this pregnancy is a miracle of God.  

He tells Joseph to go ahead and marry his fiancé. That miracle of the virgin birth by itself is enough for a whole other 

sermon, but what I want to focus on today is something that I think is often lost in the miracle of the virgin birth: the 

child’s name. Oh we all know his name. It’s Jesus. But as the angel speaks to Joseph, and as Matthew comments on the 

whole situation, we encounter two names for this child which we would do well to stop and consider.   

 The angel says to Joseph, “you will give him the name Jesus.” Now for you and me, to name a child Jesus would 

seem strange. How many children do you know that are named Jesus? In some cultures it’s more common, we had an 

exchange student, names Jesus, but in our culture it’s considered bad form. What we need to understand is that “Jesus” 

was not an unusual name in the time of Mary and Joseph. It was the Greek form of the Hebrew name Joshua. There were 

plenty of Israelite boys named Jesus running around, probably named in honor of Moses’ successor. It would be like an 

angel coming to you and saying, your child’s name will be Jeff. It’s not that unusual, but what the angel says next does 

make this child’s name unique, he continues: “because he will save his people from their sins.” The angel wants Joseph to 

understand that the name Jesus will have significance for this child. Maybe you have one of those plaques with the 

meaning of your name on it. Well, the angel is reminding Joseph that the name Jesus means “he saves.” He is telling us 

that the meaning of this child’s name is significant in this case. It states what he had come to do—to save his people—

specifically to save them from their sins. Jesus is marked even before his birth as the world’s savior from sin. So why does 

it matter?   

Every so often there will be a book or documentary that comes out, whose authors suggest that Jesus did not 

really want to be a religious leader. They suggest that he just went with the flow, and kept doing what he was doing 

because he felt people believed in him and wanted to make them happy. They suggest he took on the mantel of leadership 

because there was such a vacuum of good leadership in Israel. They claim he never had a clear understanding of what he 

should be, or a clearly articulated purpose or philosophy, much less a belief that he was a spiritual savior. Yet here even 

before he is born, for the second time, an angel makes it clear that the child’s name would be Jesus. He had told Mary, and 
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now he tells Joseph. Even Mary and Joseph knew what Jesus was to be: the world’s savior from sin. Mary even sings 

about it after the angel appears to her – she says that her spirit rejoices in God her Savior.   

 Still, that doesn’t mean it was easy for them to accept. Think about it, there are people who give names to their 

children that they hope will mark them for who they are. Some of the ones I’ve run into in my lifetime – Winner, Speedy, 

Courage, but that doesn’t make it so for any of those children. Maybe they will be fast or courageous, maybe not. While 

the Bible doesn’t say much about Joseph, one thing is clear, he is a faithful follower of God. As such, he would have 

known his Bible, including the book of Psalms. He knew that Psalm 49 tells us, “No one can redeem the life of another 

or give to God a ransom for them, the ransom for a life is costly, no payment is ever enough so that they should live 

on forever and not see decay.” Yet the angel told him that this child would save his people from their sins – that would 

include the penalty for sin – death. How could this be? I have to believe that this is one of the things that Mary “pondered 

in her heart.” How would this little child – even after he had grown up – be able to save people from their sins?   

What makes this Jesus different? What makes this Jesus, Jesus? That leads us to Matthew’s commentary on the 

angel’s appearance. He says, ”22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23 “The 

virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”).  The 

name Immanuel, there’s our second clue. While this isn’t a name we use as often to describe this child, it’s just as 

important as his given name, Jesus.   

 This child isn’t just another child – he’s more than a “special” baby like Moses or Samuel. This child is God – 

God with us. OK, well I could name a child Immanuel, too. That doesn’t make him God. How do we know that Jesus is 

God? Over and over, Jesus demonstrates the reality that he is God. He masters the Bible at age 12. He turns water into 

wine. He feed over 5000 people with a few fish and a few loaves of bread. He heals people who have been lame or blind 

since birth. These are not mere sleight of hand, this isn’t David Blain, street magician stuff! He raises Lazarus from the 

dead after his body had begun to decay. He reattached the ear of the servant at the garden of Gethsemane. Day after day, 

his actions cry out, “I am God.” And why? Why did he do it this way? Did he heal and feed and raise from the dead as 

permanent solutions to the problems that his followers faced? If so, he was a failure. Those he healed have since died.  

Those he fed have since died. Even Lazarus’ body was eventually returned to the tomb when he died a second time. He 

did these things not as a permanent solution for people’s problems – he did it to show that he was Immanuel – God with 

us – and as such, he has the power to  provide a solution to the greatest problem the any of us faces – our deserved 

punishment in hell. I can’t say it any better than Jesus did when he healed a lame man who had been brought to him by 

some friends. His first words to the man, “Take heart son, your sins are forgiven.” (Jesus) And some of those present took 

offense thinking “who can forgive sins, but God alone.” (They were right.) Do you remember what Jesus then says?  

‘Which is easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven” or to say ‘get up and walk?” But I want you to know that the Son of 

Man has authority on earth to forgive sins,” so he said to the paralyzed man, “Get up, take your mat and go home.” Then 

the man got up and went home.” There it is: Jesus showing that he is God, so that people would trust his authority to 

forgive sins. And it is just as certain for us today who live 2000 plus years after he ascended.   

 But we still have our challenging times just like those in Jesus’ day. It’s been such a long time. There are no 

pictures, there are no videos of Jesus birth, or the angels singing to the shepherds, or Jesus rising from the tomb. We don’t 

even really know what he looked like. How can I be sure that this child guarantees my future? Am I really forgiven for the 

hurt I caused? Will God really have me in his family even with the things I’ve thought and done which no one else knows 

about? Is it really possible for the worst criminal to be forgiven with all the hurt they’ve caused? Is heaven real? Will I 

really go there?   

 When you are having those struggles, I encourage you to think again of that baby’s names – Jesus, and Immanuel.  

Jesus – he will save his people from their sins. “Yes, you are forgiven.”  “Yes, even the worst of sinners can be forgiven.”  

Immanuel – yes he proved his authority to do it with miracles that thousands saw and documented. With a resurrection 

that his critics tried to disprove in his day – but could never produce a body. This child was more than a cute baby. This 

child was more than a social leader. This child is God with us. This child is called Jesus (He saves) because he has saved 

his people from their sins. AMEN  

 


