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Number 6:22-27 

We start the New Year with the words of benediction … the same 

words that are used at the end of every worship service.  Within the 

context of our reading, Israel is about to leave Mt. Sinai to continue 

its journey through the wilderness in order to enter the Promised 

Land.  This morning we leave 2016 behind and continue our journey 

into 2017. 

What blessings will the New Year bring? 

What struggles will we have to face? 
 

We have no way of answering those questions but as we study these 

familiar words we notice that God will be hard at work this coming 

year just as God was hard at work in the past.  God will bless us, God 

will let his face shine upon us, and God will be gracious to us and 

look upon us with his favor.  God will give us his peace.   
 

Ultimately this blessing is a constant reminder that God desires us to 

live well in his grace and mercy.  God wants to shelter us from all that 

is evil and steer us away from sin.  God puts his name upon us so that 

all will see it and believe.  
 

Hymn #295 (Of the Father’s Love Begotten) – Verse 1 
 

Galatians 4:4-7 

For most of us, Christmas has come and gone although it is only the 

eighth day of Christmas.  By now most of our Christmas trees and 

decorations are down and we will spend the rest of the day watching 

the AFC North Division Champions (the Steelers) play against the 

Cleveland Browns at 1:00 this afternoon.  We will wait until 

tomorrow (or even Tuesday) to return to our normal routines.       
 

But (thankfully) our reading from Galatians keeps us in the Christmas 

season.  Christ has come in the flesh (born of a woman) to free us 

from the law.  It is now possible for us to become a member of God’s 

household – with all the benefits that go with it.   

 

 

There is no shortage of things we can do to make God accept us.  We 

can be good people, we can attend worship regularly, and we can give 

our hearts over to Jesus but it is simply our relationship with Christ 

that determines our new status in God’s family.     
 

But our reading comes with a word of caution.  Paul is addressing 

Christians who have turned back to their old ways and (therefore) 

they have turned their backs on Jesus Christ.   

What things should we not repeat in the New Year? 

How can we stay focused on Christ? 
 

This is not a plea to make some kind of New Year’s resolution that 

will make us feel good for a short period of time and then miserable 

later because we quickly broke our promises.  Paul implores us to 

remember:  Remember that Christ has come.  Do not return to our old 

ways but keep our eyes on the fulfillment of God’s promise through 

Jesus Christ.  And to help us remember God has also given us the gift 

of the Holy Spirit to guide us and lead us in the way of truth and life.   
 

Hymn #279 (O Little Town of Bethlehem) – Verse 1 
 

Luke 2:15-21 

A quote from Shakespeare – 

What’s in a name?   

That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. 
 

Within the 12 days of Christmas is another festival day.  January 1 is 

the day the church celebrates the naming of Jesus.  In our gospel 

lesson for today we encounter four names – Joseph, Mary, Jesus, and 

Emmanuel.  We will look at the meaning of each of their names 

because in Scripture a name implies a direct relationship with God.    
 

Joseph means he will add or God increases.  Joseph consistently got 

out of the way to make room for God to do his work … for God to 

increase his presence among the people.  Joseph never forced his own 

will even when the plans God shared with him completely altered his 

life.  Through Joseph, the people experienced God in his fullness. 
 

Mary is a bit more complicated.  The Egyptian roots of her name 

means beloved or cherished.  In Hebrew her name means rebellion.   

 



Mary needed both of those qualities for the work to which she was 

called.   She was the beloved one, the cherished one of God, who was 

chosen to carry and give birth to the Messiah.  On the other hand, that 

rebellious streak – the ability to follow her inner voice when others 

might try to convince her to behave differently – became a gift.  Her 

courage allowed her to travel to Elizabeth when the angel told her to 

go.  It sustained her through their journey to Bethlehem and Jesus’ 

birth in a stable.  Most importantly, her innate qualities gave her the 

ability to say yes to the angel when she ultimately knew the 

consequences would be serious.   
 

God did not make things easy for Mary and Joseph but God did come 

up with a name for the new baby.  As parents we know the difficulty 

of coming up with the perfect name for our children.  When Tom and 

I were told we were having twins (and not wanting to know the 

gender of the children ahead of time) we had to come up with 4 sets 

of names which was no easy task.  As you know my one grandson is 

named Hobbs and although his name has not made the top 1000 list 

(yet) his name fits him well.   
 

Hobbs is definitely a unique name and you might think God would 

have given this special child a unique name as well.  He could have 

named him something that represented what he will do later in life, 

like Healer, Teacher, One Who Walks on Water, or Forgiver.  Instead, 

God gave him a name that was fairly common among first-century 

Jews.   
 

The name Jesus means he saves.  First century Hebrews living under 

the occupation of Rome often named their children Jesus as a cry to 

God.  It was a way of claiming the promise that God would come and 

set them free.   
 

In this Jesus, though, the name will take on a new meaning.  Jesus 

will proclaim a new kind of freedom that God is bringing to the whole 

world.  In his death and resurrection we receive the forgiveness of our 

sins and are saved through him.  This Jesus is different in that he is 

the fulfillment of God’s promise to save and redeem us.   
 

 

 

Matthew also gives us another name for Jesus – Emmanuel – which 

means God is with us.  God was with us in the person of Jesus 2,000 

years ago and God is with us today.  As we look forward to 2017 (in 

the midst of our joys and sorrows) God is with us through his Son, 

Jesus the Christ.  Amen  
 

Hymn #296 (What Child is This)  

 


