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Preface: The Question Nobody Asks

When translators render the Quran into English, they do not rename the Muhammad as "George" or "Michael." When Buddhist scriptures are translated into French, no one suggests calling the Buddha "Bernard." When Hindu texts appear in Spanish, Krishna remains Krishna. We understand intuitively that proper names, especially the names of religious founders, are not mere labels to be swapped at convenience. They are identities, carrying cultural weight, historical specificity, and etymological meaning that transcends linguistic boundaries.

Yet for two thousand years, the Western church has insisted on calling a first-century Jewish rabbi from Nazareth by a name he never heard spoken in his lifetime: Jesus.

His mother called him Yeshua. So did his disciples. So did the crowds who followed him through Galilee, the Pharisees who debated him in the Temple courts, and the Roman governor who condemned him to execution. In the language of his people (Hebrew and Aramaic), his name was Yeshua (יֵשׁוּעַ), a name as common in first-century Judea as "Joshua" is in modern America. It was a name heavy with meaning: derived from the Hebrew root yasha, "to save" or "to deliver," Yeshua means "Yahweh is salvation" or simply "Yahweh saves."

When the angel appeared to Mary or more accurately, to Miriam, he did not speak in Greek or Latin or English. According to Matthew's Gospel, the instruction was clear: "Thou shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall save his people from their sins" (Matthew 1:21). But the King James translators rendered into English what was originally a Hebrew wordplay. In the original language, the angel's message would have been: "You shall call his name Yeshua, for he will yasha (save) his people from their sins." The child's very name was his mission statement, a mission embedded in Hebrew etymology, not Greek phonetics.

By the time the Gospels were written in Greek, Yeshua had already become Iēsous (Ἰησοῦς). Greek lacks the "sh" sound of Hebrew, and Greek masculine names require an "-s" ending, so the transliteration shifted. When Jerome translated the Greek New Testament into Latin in the fourth century, Iēsous became Iesus. And when English Bibles emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Latin "I" morphed into the English "J," producing the name we know today: Jesus.

At no stage in this journey did anyone translate the meaning of the name. They merely approximated its sound and with each approximation, the original significance faded further from view. What began as a Hebrew declaration of divine salvation became a Hellenized label, then a Latinized identifier, and finally an Anglicized proper noun stripped of its etymological roots.

The Uncomfortable Question

This raises an uncomfortable question: Why?

Why was the name changed when other historical figures' names have been preserved? We do not call the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius "Mark the Golden." We do not rename Cleopatra as "Clara." We do not insist that Genghis Khan be known as "Greg the Conqueror." Historians, translators, and scholars understand that proper names are points of historical and cultural fixity. To change them is to obscure identity.

Yet the church (both Eastern and Western), (Catholic and Protestant) has overwhelmingly chosen to use a Greco-Roman adaptation rather than the original Hebrew name. Some argue this is mere convention, a harmless byproduct of translation history. But this book contends that the name change was neither innocent nor incidental. It was the first act of a theological program that would ultimately strip the Jewish Messiah of his Jewishness and remake him in the image of Western Christendom.

That program has a name: supersessionism, also known as replacement theology.

The Theft of Identity

Supersessionism is the doctrine that the Christian church has replaced Israel as God's covenant people, rendering Judaism theologically obsolete. It teaches that the Old Covenant has been superseded by the New, that ethnic Israel has been supplanted by the spiritual church, and that God's promises to the Jewish people have been transferred to Gentile believers. This theological framework emerged gradually in the first centuries after Yeshua's death and became dominant by the time of Constantine in the fourth century.

But supersessionism was never merely a doctrine. It was a cultural and political force that reshaped history, art, language, and identity. Under its influence, a first-century Jewish rabbi from Nazareth, a man who observed Torah, kept Sabbath, celebrated Passover, debated halakhah with other Jews, and never once suggested founding a new religion, was systematically transformed into the founding figure of an institutionally anti-Jewish religion.

His name was changed. His appearance was changed. His theology was changed. His family, his disciples, his entire social world were stripped of their Jewish particularity and recast in Greco-Roman, and later European, categories.

Yeshua became "Jesus."

Miriam, his mother, became "Mary."

Ya'akov, his brother, became "James"; a name with no phonetic or etymological connection to the Hebrew original.

Shimon Kepha became "Simon Peter."

Sha'ul of Tarsus became "Paul."

The result is that when most Christians read the New Testament today, they encounter what appears to be a cast of Europeans living in the Middle East. The pervasive Jewishness of the text (the debates over purity laws, the Temple rituals, the Sabbath controversies, the Passover context of the Last Supper) becomes obscured behind a veneer of Westernization.

And the name "Jesus" itself, now so familiar that it requires no explanation, has lost the prophetic power it once carried. When Miriam heard the angel say "Yeshua," she heard "salvation." When contemporary believers hear "Jesus," they hear – what? A name. A sound. A religious title. But not necessarily the Hebrew proclamation that Yahweh himself has come to save.

Beyond Linguistics: The Western Christ

This book is not a treatise on pronunciation. It is not a legalistic argument that salvation depends on using the correct phonemes. Rather, it is an exploration of how language, theology, and power intersect and how the renaming of Yeshua was part of a larger process of cultural appropriation and theological imperialism.

The de-Judaization of Yeshua did not stop with his name. Over the centuries, Christian art increasingly depicted him as a light-skinned, light-haired European. Byzantine mosaics gave way to Renaissance paintings, and Renaissance paintings gave way to Warner Sallman's 1940 Head of Christ, the most reproduced image of Jesus in history, which portrays him with blue eyes, soft features, and flowing chestnut hair. This white Jesus became the face of colonial Christianity, exported to Africa, Asia, and the Americas as proof that divinity itself was European.

Theologians participated in this transformation. Church fathers like John Chrysostom preached vitriolic sermons against Jews and Judaism, severing any lingering connection between the church and its Jewish roots. Church councils like Nicaea (325 CE) deliberately distanced Christian practice from Jewish observance, moving Easter away from Passover and condemning Sabbath-keeping. Medieval Christendom codified anti-Jewish laws, forced conversions, and pogroms. The Protestant Reformation retained supersessionist theology even as it broke from Rome. Modernity secularized the pattern, turning theological anti-Judaism into racial antisemitism.

And through it all, the Jewish Messiah's name remained buried under layers of translation, tradition, and institutional inertia.

The Argument of This Book

This book argues that recovering the name Yeshua is an act of theological and historical honesty. It is not about rejecting centuries of Christian tradition or claiming that those who say "Jesus" are wrong. It is about acknowledging what was lost, and asking whether that loss matters.

The book proceeds in four parts.

Part One explores the name itself: its Hebrew meaning, its transformation through Greek and Latin into English, and the peculiar fact that the Old Testament figure Joshua (whose name is identical in Hebrew to Yeshua) was transliterated differently, exposing the selectivity of the process. It examines how nearly every major figure in the New Testament underwent similar renaming, creating a linguistic fiction that the early church was populated by Europeans rather than Jews.

Part Two investigates supersessionism: its theological foundations, its historical development, and its role in systematically erasing Jewish identity from the Jewish Messiah. It traces the process by which a Jewish messianic movement became an anti-Jewish religion, and how the Western church transformed Yeshua into a figure who served imperial, colonial, and racial agendas.

Part Three turns to scholarship and reclamation. It surveys the work of historians who have labored to restore Yeshua to his Jewish context, demonstrating that he can only be understood within first-century Judaism. It explores the theology of naming in Hebrew thought, arguing that names are not arbitrary labels but prophetic declarations. And it offers a practical theology for those who wish to honor the historical person behind the theological construct.

Part Four examines the present and the future. It shows that supersessionism is not dead but persists in subtle forms throughout Christian practice, art, and teaching. It explores what changes when believers begin to say "Yeshua" instead of "Jesus" not as a magic formula, but as a sign of restored memory and repaired relationship. And it issues a call to the global church: to repent of replacement theology, to honor the Jewishness of its own origins, and to speak the Messiah's name as his mother spoke it.

A Word to the Reader

If you are a Christian who has never questioned why you call the Messiah "Jesus," this book may unsettle you. That is not its intent, but it may be its effect. Questioning a name you have prayed in, sung about, and built your faith upon is no small thing. But the truth is always worth the discomfort.

If you are Jewish, you may find this book validates what you have long suspected: that Christianity distorted one of your own, and that the "Jesus" of Western tradition bears little resemblance to the Yeshua of history. You may also find hope here that a growing number of Christians are waking up to what was lost and are working to recover it.

If you are a scholar, you will recognize that this book synthesizes decades of historical-critical research, Second Temple Jewish studies, and postcolonial theological critique. You may disagree with some conclusions, but you cannot deny the evidence.

And if you are simply curious, if you stumbled upon this book wondering why anyone cares about an ancient name, I invite you to read on. Because names matter. Identity matters. And the story of how a Jewish rabbi named Yeshua was transformed into a Western god named Jesus is one of the most consequential (and least examined) narratives in human history.

The Angel's Message

We return to where we began: the angel's message to Miriam.

"Thou shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall save his people from their sins."

The English obscures what the Hebrew makes plain. The angel was not assigning a random name. He was declaring a mission. The child's identity and his purpose were one and the same. His name was his message.

For two millennia, that message has been muffled by translation, obscured by tradition, and buried under the weight of empire. But it has never been erased.

His name is Yeshua.

And it is time we called him by it.
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Chapter 1: Yeshua
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The Name His Mother Called Him

On the eighth day after his birth, a Jewish infant was brought to the covenant ceremony. The mohel would perform the ritual circumcision, and the father would speak the name that would define the child's identity and destiny. In a small village in Galilee, sometime between 6 and 4 BCE, a carpenter named Joseph held his newborn son and announced the name the angel had commanded: Yeshua.
Not "Jesus."
Yeshua. יֵשׁוּעַ.
It is a name we have heard ten thousand times in translation, sung in hymns, prayed in churches, debated in seminaries, but almost never spoken as it was spoken by the mother who bore him, the disciples who followed him, or the crowds who called out to him on the roads of Judea.
This chapter recovers what has been lost: the original name, its meaning, and why it mattered then, and why it matters now.
What the Name Means?

In Hebrew thought, names are never arbitrary labels. They are prophetic declarations, theological statements embedded in breath and syllable. To name a child is to speak over them a hope, a mission, an identity woven into the fabric of language itself.
The name Yeshua (יֵשׁוּעַ) derives from the Hebrew verbal root ישע (yasha), which means "to save," "to deliver," or "to rescue." When you say "Yeshua," you are saying a compressed theological sentence: "Yahweh is salvation." The name itself is a confession of faith.
Yeshua is the shortened, post-exilic form of the older name Yehoshua (יְהוֹשֻׁעַ), which English Bibles render as "Joshua." Yehoshua combines two elements: Yeho- (a shortened form of the divine name, Yahweh) and -shua (from yasha, "to save"). Together, Yehoshua means "Yahweh saves" or "Yahweh is salvation."
Moses gave this name to his successor, originally called Hoshea, by adding the divine prefix: "And Moses called Hoshea the son of Nun Jehoshua" (Numbers 13:16). It was a renaming ceremony; a prophetic act that marked Hoshea as the one through whom Yahweh would deliver Israel into the Promised Land.
The Messiah born in Bethlehem bore the same name. Not coincidentally. Not by accident. The angel's instruction to Joseph was explicit:
"And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall save his people from their sins." (Matthew 1:21)
The English translation obscures what would have been unmistakable to every Hebrew-speaking Jew who heard this verse. In the original Hebrew substratum behind the Greek text, the angel's words would have been:
"Call him Yeshua – for yoshia (he will save) his people from their sins."
Yeshua yoshia. The name and the mission are phonetically and theologically inseparable. It is a wordplay, a pun, a prophetic riddle. The very sound of his name declares what he came to do.
But in English, the connection vanishes. "Call him Jesus, for he will save"; there is no phonetic echo, no linguistic resonance, no audible link between identity and mission. The theology is preserved in translation, but the poetry is lost.
How the Name Changed: From Yehoshua to Yeshua?

The shift from Yehoshua to Yeshua did not happen overnight. It was a slow, organic linguistic development that occurred during and after the Babylonian Exile (586–538 BCE).
When the Judean elite were carried into captivity in Babylon, they found themselves immersed in a new linguistic environment. Aramaic, the lingua franca of the Near East, became the dominant spoken language. Hebrew remained the sacred language of Torah and Temple liturgy, but everyday speech absorbed Aramaic vocabulary, grammar, and phonetic patterns.
One of the most visible shifts was the simplification of longer Hebrew names. The theophoric name Yehoshua was cumbersome in Aramaic speech. Over time, the initial syllable contracted: Yehoshua became Yeshua. The meaning remained unchanged ("Yahweh is salvation") but the form shortened. It was linguistic efficiency, not theological revision.
This shorter form first appears in the biblical texts written after the exile. In the books of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles (all post-exilic compositions), we encounter multiple individuals named Yeshua (transliterated in English Bibles as "Jeshua"). One was the high priest who returned with Zerubbabel to rebuild the Temple (Ezra 2:2). Another was a Levitical leader during the reforms of Nehemiah (Nehemiah 8:7).
Significantly, the same individuals are sometimes referred to by both forms. Joshua the high priest is called both Yehoshua (Zechariah 3:1) and Yeshua (Haggai 1:1) in the Hebrew text. The forms were interchangeable; two ways of saying the same name.
By the time of the Second Temple period (516 BCE–70 CE), Yeshua had become the standard spoken form in Israel. When parents named their sons during the time of Herod, they did not say "Yehoshua." They said "Yeshua." And so did Mary. And so did the disciples.
How Common Was the Name?

Here is a fact that may surprise those who have come to think of "Jesus" as a unique, almost otherworldly name: Yeshua was one of the most common male names in first-century Judea and Galilee.
Archaeologists have uncovered Jewish ossuaries (bone boxes) from the period spanning the death of Jesus, and among them are the remains of seventy-one men named Yeshua. Seventy-one. In terms of name popularity, Yeshua ranked among the top five or six male names of the era, alongside Shimon (Simon), Yosef (Joseph), Yehuda (Judah), and Yochanan (John).
The Talmud and other rabbinic writings reference multiple individuals named Yeshua who lived before and after the time of Jesus of Nazareth; rabbis, priests, scribes, ordinary men. The name carried no inherent mystique. It was simply a name, as ordinary as "Joshua" or "Matthew" or "David" in a modern American suburb.
Why does this matter?
Because it underscores the humanity of the man we call the Messiah. He was not born with a name that announced, "I am different from you." He bore a name shared by carpenters, fishermen, tax collectors, and rebels. He was called by a name that could be shouted in a marketplace and answered by three different men. When his mother called "Yeshua!" from the doorway of their home in Nazareth, it is possible that more than one boy turned
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