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In 1594 Shakespeare wrote a work of tragedy and love – Romeo and Juliet.  At one point in the work, Juliet says, “What’s in a name?  That which we call a rose, by any other name, would smell as sweet . . .”
What’s in a name?  Evidently a great deal.  A growing number of colleges are finding that changing to a more prestigious‑sounding name can help boost enrollment.  For example, Trenton State College is now the College of New Jersey, Western Maryland College is McDaniel College, and Beaver College is now Arcadia University. 
What’s in a name?  Some of our older members will remember when one of the best known names in gasoline was Esso.  They had a popular advertising slogan.  “Esso puts a tiger in your tank.”  Then they discovered that in one of the Asian languages the word used for Esso meant something obscene.  Since they were on their way to becoming a worldwide force as a petroleum company, Esso immediately withdrew its advertising and went into a careful study to find a name suitable for the entire world.  The company spent a huge sum of money trying millions of letter combinations seeking a two‑syllable word starting with E and not found in any language. They came up with thousands of names that had to be checked with brand names, trademarks, and companies throughout the world.  They finally narrowed the choice to two names Enco and Exxon.  Just before the final decision was reached, researchers discovered that Enco was a Japanese term that could mean “stalled car”!  That’s not the message a petroleum company wants to send so Enco was quickly dropped and in 1972 Exxon became the corporation’s new name.
What’s in a name?  Matthew writes, “This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.  Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.  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.  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.’  All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him ‘Immanuel’--which means, ‘God with us.’”
What’s in a name?  More than those colleges I mentioned can possibly know.  And there are two names given here.   “ . . . you are to  name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins . . . and they shall name him ‘Emmanuel’--which means, ‘God with us.’”

Biblical people took names very seriously because names had significant meaning. Remember how Abram becomes Abraham and Sarai becomes Sarah. Then they name their son Isaac which means Laughter. Then Isaac and Rebekah have twin sons, one of whom they name Jacob which means “one who strives.” Then God changes Jacob’s name to Israel because he had “struggled with God and with men and [had] overcome.” (Genesis 32:28) Names are important. They have symbolic value and often people live into the meaning of their name, sometimes knowingly and sometimes unknowingly.
The naming of a child is an important part of the Scripture passage before us. And as I said earlier, there are two important names given, each helping us to know more about him.

He shall be called Jesus. Jesus was a common name. It was the Bob of the first century. We know of one other person in the New Testament named Jesus. He was a companion to the apostle Paul and is mentioned in Colossians 4:11 in a list of people sending greetings to the church at Colossae. And Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, mentions no fewer than 20 different men named Jesus.

Thus, the child whom God sent to be the Savior of the world was given a name common to the time and place, one that by itself did not set him apart from the rest of the human race.  But while it was a common name, it was not a meaningless one.  Jesus means “the one who saves” or “God is salvation.”  The angel who appears to Joseph alludes to that meaning when he says, “... you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”  Thus the child was given a name that would be a constant reminder of the saving grace of God.  That’s the first name
The second, They shall name him Emmanuel.  Once Matthew has told us what the angel said, he adds his own observation.  He tells us that the angel’s announcement to Joseph about the divine origin of the child and the naming fulfilled something Isaiah had written about centuries earlier.  Matthew then quotes Isaiah 7:14: “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel.”

In its original context, that statement referred to the fact that the nation of Judah would be delivered from the threat of an invasion by the time a particular young woman of that day gave birth to the child she was already carrying.  But Matthew, looking at it through the lens of what he knew about Jesus, saw it also as prophecy.  And thus he took the name given to that child born in Isaiah’s time, Emmanuel, and applied it symbolically to Jesus.  And that name, Emmanuel, as Matthew hastens to tell us, means “God is with us.”  Thus, between His given name, Jesus, and His symbolic name, Emmanuel, this child to be born to Mary makes two important affirmations about God — that He saves us and that He is with us.   Comforting thoughts to be sure.  
And here is a thought I saw in someone else’s sermon that I thought was worth repeating.  This preacher wrote, “When it comes right down to it, however, we are probably less concerned with the fact that God is everywhere than we are with knowing that God is present where we are — in whatever actual situations we find ourselves.  Likewise, it’s less important that God can be “accessed” from anywhere than that God will hear us from where we are. The message of Jesus’ symbolic name is not that God is everywhere, even though that is true, but that God is here … with us.”     And that being the case, God is able to calm our fears and fill our sorrows if we will be open to Him because He is where we are.  Thus, the birth of a child who will be with us always, even to the end of ages.
Let me close with a story.  Phyllis Martin, a schoolteacher in Columbus, Ohio, tells of the day when the storm clouds and strong gusts of wind came up suddenly over the Alpine Elementary School.  The school public address system blared tornado warnings.  It was too dangerous to send the children home.  Instead, they were taken to the basement where the children lined the walls and huddled together in fear. She said the teachers were worried, too.

To help ease the tension, the principal suggested a sing-along.  But the voices were weak and unenthusiastic.  One child after another began to cry.  The children could not be consoled and were close to panic.  Then one of the teachers, whose faith seemed equal to any emergency, whispered to the child closest to her, “Kathy, I know you are scared. I am too, but aren’t we forgetting something?  There is a power greater than any storm.  God will protect us.  Just say to yourself, ‘God is with us,’ then pass the words on to the child next to you and tell her to pass it on.”  Suddenly that dark and cold basement became a sacred place as each child in turn whispered around the room those powerful words, “God is with us,” “God is with us,” God is with us.”  A sense of peace and courage and confidence settled over the group.

Phyllis Martin said, “I could hear the wind outside still blowing with such strength that it literally shook the building, but it did not seem to matter now.  Inside the fears subsided and tears faded away.  When the all-clear signal came some time later, students and staff returned to the classrooms without the usual jostling and talking.  Through the years I have remembered those calming words.  In times of stress and trouble, I have been able again and again to find release from fear or tension by repeating those calming words: ‘God is with us!’ ‘God is with us!’” And that is the great promise of Christmas.  Emmanuel.  God is with us!
Wherever we are…  
Whatever we face…  
Whatever what or who we may have lost…  
Whatever troubles or sorrows or joys confront us … remember … 
Emmanuel.    (point to the congregation to finish it – God is with us.)   Amen

