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A Savior for All People

Happy New Year.  It’s good to be in Church together on the first day of a new
year.  This is where our hopes and intentions for the future come together—in this place
where we worship the Lord.

I’d like to use this day in the Church calendar to focus us on something to think
about for the year ahead.  Today is the feast of the Holy Name of Jesus.  We celebrate
the historical event that took place on the eighth day of Jesus’ life.  We heard from
Chapter 2 of Luke’s Gospel that His parents, Mary and Joseph, took Him to the Temple
to be circumcised.  This “covenant of circumcision” was required for every Jewish son,
as set forth in Genesis 17:10-14.  It was at this event that God’s will was fulfilled, that
this child should be given the name Jesus.

Luke has already told us where the name came from.  It was sent by God. The
Angel Gabriel told Mary that she would bear a son, and would call Him Jesus.  The
public naming of Jesus took place on the eighth day after His birth.  And that is what we
celebrate on January 1, the Feast of the Holy Name, the eighth day after Christmas.
But the actual naming of Jesus took place long before.  You could say it took place
when the angel visited Mary.  Or, more accurately, you could say it took place in the
heart of God before time began.  For always, it was God’s intention to redeem the world
by sending His Son, whose name would reflect who He was.

Let’s think about that name, and that intention and what they say about God.
First of all I would point out that God does not have a name.  This is not an oversight.
When God was talking to Moses at the burning bush, and calling him to be God’s
spokesman and to lead His people, Moses asked Him, whom shall I say sent me?  And
God said, “I am who I am.  Tell them ‘I am sent me.’” (Exodus 3:14)

By contrast, all the gods of the surrounding nations had names:  Baal, Dagon,
Molech, Isis, Ishtar, etc.  They were named by those who dreamed up these gods as
part of their mythology.  But the one true God, the one who was not made up, but who
instead made us up, says only, “I am who I am.”

When God became flesh and dwelt among us, He had a name, like all other
human beings.  But His name had special significance, first because of what it means,
and second, because it was God who gave the name.  The name Jesus was the Greek
form of the Hebrew name, Yeshua, or known more commonly to us as Joshua.  It
means, “God saves.”  It is very common to name a child in hopes that the name would
turn out to have truth.  You might name a daughter “Linda,” which means “pretty” in
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Spanish.  I had a friend whose name was Socorro, which means “help in time of
distress.”  Sure enough, she grew up to be a caregiver.  In fact, the name Joshua was
given to Hebrew children to reflect the hope that God would one day send a Messiah to
save His people.  But this was different.   God Himself gave Jesus this name.  Now,
instead of being a hope, this becomes something else.  God is telling us, “This is who
He is.  He is the Savior.”

In Matthew’s Gospel we find that Joseph also had a visit from an angel, just as
Mary did.  The angel told him “You shall give him the name Jesus, because he will save
his people from their sins.”  God was revealing what kind of a Savior Jesus was to be.
He was not coming into the world to free people from political oppression.  He was
coming to rescue them from their sins.  Matthew quotes the angel as saying the child
was coming to save “his people.”  Joseph would no doubt have been hearing him say
that it was the Hebrew people whom Jesus was coming to save.  And yet, we know that
God’s mission was much wider than that.  That is what I want to talk about for the rest of
my time this morning.  I want on this Feast Day to honor God by holding up the breadth
of His goodness, for He sent Jesus to be the Savior of the whole world, to plant within
every people on earth a living presence of those who know Him and show forth His
glory.

You can see it coming in the very first book of the Bible, if you are paying
attention.  God came to Abraham and said, “Go to a place that I will show you.  And you
will have an heir, and you will have a multitude of offspring.  And through you and your
offspring, I will bless the whole world.” (See Genesis 12:1-3) We often tend to think of
the Hebrew people as a family God called together to be kind a springboard for the
Church.  But in reality, God called the Hebrew people together as a family so that He
could be known intimately among a people, whose mission it would be to make His
glory known throughout the world.

Listen to Psalm 67:

May God be gracious to us and bless us
   and make his face shine upon us,
 that your ways may be known on earth,
   your salvation among all nations.
 May the peoples praise you, O God;
   may all the peoples praise you. [Psalm 67:1-3]

Isaiah spoke that message for God when he said,

It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the tribes of Jacob
and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also make you a light for the
Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth. [Isaiah 49:6]

It’s a shame that the people of God’s intimate family didn’t see that as their goal.
They chose instead, to see themselves as specially favored and set apart (which, of
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course they were,) but for their own benefit.  And so, they did not go out and offer God’s
salvation to the nations.

But in the fullness of time, God sent His Son, Jesus, whose name is “God saves.”
He came first to them.  They had the first chance to hear the good news.  But there are
in the Gospels signposts of the impending explosion of God’s mission to the world.

• The first whole village Jesus converted was in Samaria, a people who had fallen
from the family of God. (See John Chapter 4)

• He said, in a conversation with an inquiring Pharisee named Nicodemus,

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  For God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.
[John 3:16-17]

• When He gave His disciples their “Great Commission,” He said, “Go, therefore,
and make disciples of all nations….” (Matthew 28:19)

• On the day He ascended into heaven, Jesus told them “You shall be my
witnesses…to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)

God’s intention, God’s plan, God’s mission, is a global one.  He intends for all the
peoples of the earth to know Him, and to be free of the evil hold of Satan, and to glorify
Him and sing His praises in every language, and every cultural idiom.

We, like the ancient Hebrews, easily fall into thinking of ourselves as favored by
God for our own benefit.  I know Jesus, and I am saved.  End of story.  Well, tonight
when you go out and look up at the night sky, ask yourself if the God who spread those
galaxies across the heavens could be a God who thinks small.

This God who created the earth and all that is on it has made it a wonder of
diversified life.  So far, we have identified 1 _ million species of animals and 1.7 million
species of plant life.  Could this be a God of narrow vision?

He created humankind in His image.  There are about 24,000 people groups1

spread all throughout the world, each with its own distinctive culture and language.
Does the God we worship seem like a God who would redeem only a small, privileged
group of people?

This is a God who thinks big.  This is a God whose mercy is wide as the
universe.  And this is a God whose heart is for every people, nation, and language.
                                               
1 Ralph D. Winter and Bruce A. Koch, “Finishing the Task: The Unreached Peoples Challenge,” in
Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader, p. 543 (Fourth Edition, William Carey Library,
Pasadena, CA 2009
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What is phenomenal about all this is that He has entrusted this global vision to us, the
body of believers we call the Church.  This Jesus, this one whose name is “God saves,”
has put together an army of His disciples.  And He has sent us out to the whole earth to
preach the good news that He is the Savior of the world.  But do you know what?  There
are still 1.7 billion people who have never heard that good news.  How do we think
about that?

• Do we wonder “How could God let all those people be lost?”

• Do we speculate, “Surely they can be saved without knowing Jesus?”

• No.  What we are to wonder is, “With all the resources available to Christians in
this world, how can there still be 1.7 billion people who haven’t heard?  And we
have to wonder, “Where have we failed?”  And we have to ask, “What can I do?”

Now, you may say, “One-third of the people in the world today have accepted
Christ as Savior.  That’s two billion people, not a chintzy number.”  But you would be
thinking small.  Jesus said, “Go and make disciples of all nations.”  He said the Gospel
is to be preached to every nation. (Matthew 24:14)  So we have this charge, this clarion
call, not to sit on the comfort of two billion souls, but to care about, love, hope for, and
share the gospel with those who have not heard it.  As St. Paul said,

How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they
believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without
someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent? As
it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!” [Romans
10:14-15]

Every Sunday in our prayers, we pray for a people called the Fulani.  Do you
know who they are?  Do you know why we pray for them?  The Fulani are an ethnic
group of 30 million people who are spread out across central and west Africa.  They are
the largest group of nomads in the world.  Their life is their cattle.  Most Fulani are
Muslims, because their people were conquered by jihad in the 19th Century.

Why do we pray for them?  We decided several years ago that if we are going to
take the Great Commission seriously, we need to be involved in reaching out to the
people in the world who haven’t heard the good news of Jesus Christ.  The Fulani are
one of the 25 largest unreached people groups in the world.  There is no indigenous
Christian presence among them capable of evangelism.  There are just a few thousand
Fulani who proclaim Christ as Savior.  So we made the commitment to learn about
these people and to pray for them.  We give money to the Anglicans in Nigeria who are
trying to reach them with the Gospel.  We have sent members of our congregation on
three occasions to visit the area where Fulani are being evangelized, and where
Christians are trying to create safe places for those Fulani who embrace the Gospel.
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There are many ways to respond to the Great Commission without becoming a
life-long missionary in an unreached culture.  Praying for people groups is a major way.
But there are other ways to work with the missionary community, such as:  research,
reporting, translating, publicizing, networking, and giving financial support to those who
carry the Gospel to them.

On this New Year’s Day, as you come into the year 2012, I encourage you to
make your first thoughts about God.  And think big.

• Think big about His glory.

• Think big about His majesty.

• Think big about His love.

• Think big about His Church.

• Think big about His call upon your life.

I want to offer you three suggestions for ways to be more involved in God’s great
global mission.

First, I encourage you to dig more deeply into the Word of God, so that you may
increase your vision of what He is doing in this world.  Look for that thread of global
mission running throughout the scripture.  It starts in Genesis and goes all the way to
Revelation, which shows us the image of “a great multitude that no one could count,
from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne of God”
praising Him for His salvation. (Revelation 7:9)

Second, I encourage you to find out about the people groups around the word
who have never had the chance to hear the Holy name of Jesus. Get to know one or
more of them.  Discover their humanity and their culture.  Pray for them and those who
take the Gospel to them.  Tad de Bordenave can help you with this.  Or better still, sign
up for the Perspectives Course, which begins in the next few weeks.  Talk to Tad or
Constance McDearmon or Susan Thomas about it.

And finally, I encourage you to simplify your life.  Cut back on waste and on
things you don’t need, to free yourself up to be able to give financially to God’s
important work.

Three good New Year’s resolutions:  Spend time in the word; pray for the lost
peoples; and simplify your life.  What you will discover is the truth of what Jesus said,
Jesus whose name means, “God saves:”   He said, “I have come that [you] may have
life, and have it in abundance.”  (John 10:10)  May 2012 be a year of abundant life for
you.
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