One of the key sources of information in scripture 


and human culture 



is the meaning of a name.  

In scripture, 


when God names something 


or God's name is disclosed, 



there is meaning attached to it.  

As you heard from Eva and Esme, 


they are excited about what their names mean.  

We have shared with them


the stories of how we arrived at their names with them many times.  

Yesterday, 


some of you were at the baby shower of Jason and Karen Roman.  

One of the activities, 


was to help with the naming of the boy and girl twins.  



Naming them after family members, 



how their parents spend time on the sea, 



and words related to Roman topics all were at play, 


because names matter, 



they are part of our identity 



and how we view ourselves.

So we start our Advent season 


with the first God person specifically named in the New Testament.  

Before Jesus is named by God, 


God named Jesus cousin John.  

The question is, 


why the name John?  

As our scripture reading points out, 


no one in Zechariah's family was named John.  SLIDE
When we look at the meaning behind the name, 


it means "Jehovah is a gracious giver" 



in the Greek version of Ioannes (E O Wan Ace) 


and "God is gracious" "



when the Hebrew word Yochanan (Yoke Ha Naan) is used.  

We can see in the context of the immediate story 


that Zechariah and Elizabeth would see that John coming into their life 



show God giving them something 



that they didn't think they would ever have, 




a child or son.

But as we look at the bigger story, 


it might seem like John could have had a more appropriate name.  

By the end of his life, 


he was seen as fulfilling all of the promises of Elijah.  



Making the paths straight 



and proclaiming the Messiah.  

So why not go with Elijah SLIDE

and take on the name that means, 



“Yahweh is my God.”  

Or his birth story is similar to Samuel's, 


where his mother was old and barren 


and an interaction with God in the temple occurs



sharing the reality of the pending birth.  


God heard her prayer 



and that is what the name means.  

Or even taking his Father's name of Zechariah 


and pronouncing that “Yahweh Remembers.”  

All of those would have been good.  


All could have worked into the story.  

Yet God sends messengers 


and causes Zechariah to be mute 



until the boy is born and named, 


to ensure that “John” is the name used.  

What is the big deal?

Sometimes we get so caught up in what we do, 


that we miss the bigger picture of what God is doing.  

If we stay focused on Zechariah and Elizabeth's story alone, 


we miss out on the bigger picture that the name John was pointing to 



a story that demonstrates that Jehovah is a gracious giver.  

Remember, John was to prepare the way 


and point to the gift that was coming.  

God does not just give barren parents children.  


If we remember from our Abraham story, 



without God in our life, 




we are all barren people.  

It is only because of the gospel of Jesus coming as a God man in our world, 


that we have life 


and are no longer barren.  

John time and time again 


points to this great gift that is Jesus and saying, 



this is available to you because God is gracious. SLIDE
Coming off of Black Friday, 


many of us bought some things we might not have 



because the price was reduced.  


That is not gracious, 



that is a good deal.  

Gracious is 


receiving something we could never have even made a down payment on, 
something we never deserved, 



and receiving it anyway.  

That is the gift that Jesus is to us.  

John's mission in life 


was to get people ready to receive that gift.  

Part of being ready to receive a gift, 


is understanding the need for the gift.  

When we were new parents, SLIDE

we received a nose frida.  

My first reaction was, 


“what kind of malarkey did someone get sucked into buying?”  

I didn't remember 


how difficult it was for me in my first 5 years of life 



to blow my nose.  

Now I understand the difficulty 


and the beauty of this little snot sucker, 



that allows you to control the suction power better 




than the nasal aspirator 




and clean it better as well.  

John's preaching in the desert, SLIDE

helped all of the people realize that they were indeed sinners.  

If we don't get that, 


than the gift of Jesus is lost on us.  

The more we realize how sinful we are, 


how unable we are to do good on our own, 

the more we realize that God is a gracious gift giver.  


We did nothing to earn, 


to be considered for this gift.  

But John came offering a baptism of repentance 


and pointing to the coming gift of Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  



That is how gracious God is.  
God provides not only the gift that we can not earn, 


but also sends the gift of John 



to help us see how we can not do it on our own.  

John gives up followers, 

gives up eating like other people, 

gives up wearing normal clothes, 


so that all may know who God is 


and what God is doing.

In the end, 


John also gives up his life, 



pointing all people towards Jesus as the source of life.  

No one was below 


or above John's call 



to change and repent.  

From the simple farmers slave 

to the King and Queen of Israel themselves, 


John shared his message with anyone who came near, 



because it is a gift that we can not live without.  

May we realize the gracious gift 


that God has provided us in Jesus 



and point everyone we meet in that direction.  

May we all be John's, 


pointing to Jesus.  

Becoming less 


so that Jesus might become more 



in each person's life.  

John the Baptist did this well enough, SLIDE

that for much of history that followed, 



his name was the source of the most popular names.  

For most of American history, 


it has been the top name for males.  

23 Pope's took it as their name, 


with John Paul the II being the most recent.  

It is appropriate name for a Pope 


for the point people to the gracious gift from God 


acknowledging they were not the gift themselves.  
May we also remember that we are a gift, 


but Yahweh is the gift giver and the one who should be worshipped.  

May we remember how John lived into his name, 


not just for his parents, 


but for all the world's salvation.  

May we live into our names with a similar reach, 


for the sake of the Kingdom of God that is breaking into this world.
