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Some collegiate athletes are making bucketloads of money these days. Until recently, collegiate athletes were amateurs, which meant they could not make a dime for their time on the baseball diamond or the basketball court or the football field. They played for the love of the game. Indeed, the NCAA would impose sanctions if a local booster bought even something small like a soda for a player as a gesture of appreciation.

All this has changed. Consider Caitlin Clark, basketball player and former Hawkeye at the University of Iowa. She broke the all-time NCAA scoring record, announced she was going to enter the WNBA draft, and joined the Indiana Fever. She is already worth $3 million, and her net worth is only going to grow. But some analysts claim that by going pro, Clark will make less than she could have in college. This is possible because of NIL: Name, Image and Likeness. The NCAA now allows student athletes to be compensated for their name, image, and likeness, and the new rule is turning many athletes into instant millionaires. 

Here's what NIL means. Name. Your name is your name, and no one can use it without your consent. Image. Your image is your image, and no photo of your face or body can be used without your permission. Likeness. Any “semblance” of you belongs to you, and no one can market your likeness without your approval. Likeness is the outline of Michael Jordan on the Jordan brand or Arnold Palmer’s signature on Arizona Iced Tea. Likeness is a character in a video game that depicts former NCAA athletes using their height, body type, number, or playing style, but never their name or exact image. You own your name, image, and likeness and no one can use them without your authorization.

NIL is the filter we can use when thinking about the opening chapters of Hebrews. Today’s text is all about Jesus: his name, his image, and his likeness. The passage invites readers to consider how NIL comes into play in their own lives. NAME. Jesus is known by many names. His given name was Jesus, a name derived from the Greek name Iesous, which is a transliteration of the Hebrew name Yeshua or Yehoshua, meaning “Yahweh (God) saves” or “Yahweh (God) is salvation.” 

Jesus is also known as the “Christ,” which comes from the Greek Christos, meaning “anointed one” or “Messiah.” Jesus often referred to himself as the “Son of Man,” a title found in the Old Testament book of Daniel, which emphasizes his humanity while also hinting at his divine authority and role in the judgement of souls at the end of days. Emmanuel is another well-known name for Jesus, a name which means “God with us” and highlights Jesus’ Incarnation and the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies (see Matthew 1:23; Isaiah 7:14).

Jesus is known by other names as well. Some of them sound like titles. John the Baptist called him the Lamb of God. Jesus is the “Savior” of the world, the “light of the world,” the Good Shepherd, and the Great Physician. Jesus is the Bread of Life, the Gate, the Door, the resurrection and the life, and the true vine. Jesus is also the Word or Logos of God, who played a role in creation. According to Revelation, Jesus is the Alpha and Omega, underscoring Jesus’ eternal and unchanging nature at the beginning and end of all things.

Our reading does not use any of these names for Jesus. Instead, he is identified as “a Son” (v. 2). The author of Hebrews highlights a string of this Son’s qualifications and accomplishments. This Son: has spoken to us (v. 2); is the heir of all things (v. 2); is the Creator of the worlds (v. 2); is the reflection of God’s glory (v. 3); is the sustainer of all things by his powerful word (v. 3); made purification for sins (v. 3); is seated at the right hand of the Majesty on high (v. 3); is superior to the angels (v. 4); is blessed with a name “more excellent” than the angels (v. 4); is crowned with glory and honor (v. 9); tasted “death for everyone” (v. 9); and was made “perfect through sufferings” (v. 10). This is an impressive resume. This “Son” has enormous “name” potential and star power.

IMAGE. Jesus, is “the exact imprint of God’s very being” (v. 3). The apostle Paul agrees, claiming that “[Jesus] is the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). So, if we see an image of Jesus, we see an image of God. Would it surprise you to know that this is precisely at the heart of Jesus’ mission…to give us a glimpse of God through his own life? The question, then, is how does Jesus reveal to us the image of God? Today’s reading reminds us that God “spoke” to us by way of a Son, but the Son also spoke to us about God. Jesus taught about the nature and character of God through his teachings and parables. In the Sermon on the Mount, for example, Jesus reveals the heart of God by teaching about love, forgiveness, mercy and righteousness (Matthew 5-7).

Then, there are the miracles that demonstrated the power and compassion of God. By healing the sick, raising the dead, and performing other miracles, Jesus showed us how much God loves us, cares about us, and is concerned about our well-being. For instance, in the story of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32), Jesus reminds us of God’s unconditional love and forgiveness through the father’s response to his wayward son’s return. This is who God is, the deity with the personal touch. In Jesus’ interactions with people, he shows himself as the “imprint of God’s very being.” Jesus embodies the character and essence of God, making God known to humanity through his life, words, and actions. Jesus is the definitive revelation of God to humanity, showing us God’s love, mercy, compassion, and desire for reconciliation.
 
LIKENESS. His name is Jesus. His image is God. But his likeness is human. The classic text about likeness is in Philippians 2: “Christ Jesus…was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross” (vv. 5-8). The author of Hebrews expands that notion by quoting Psalm 8:3-4, marveling that God should have a thought or a care for imperfect human beings. And now, the writer notes, Jesus has joined us as a fellow human, scarcely worthy of divine notice! Worse, Jesus suffered a humiliating death on behalf of that fallen humanity.

This is likeness: Divinity taking the likeness of a mortal, a human! The Incarnation, the belief that God took on human form in the person of Jesus Christ, stands as one of the central beliefs of Christianity. It is a profound mystery which continues to perplex theologians and philosophers. Why would an omnipotent and transcendent God choose to become human? The writer of Hebrews explains that one reason for the Incarnation is for the redemption and salvation of humanity: “So that by the grace of God he [Jesus] might taste death for everyone” (2:9). 

We frail humans, separated from God by our sin, could not reconcile this breach without a perfect sacrifice to atone for these sins. In becoming human, God provided the ultimate sacrifice in Jesus, who offered himself as a ransom for humanity's sins. The human Jesus demonstrated God’s compassion and solidarity with human suffering. In Jesus, we encounter the fullness of God’s love and grace, providing a tangible expression of divine truth and wisdom.

As God in human likeness, Jesus was a divine exemplar of holiness and virtue. By living a perfect and sinless life, Jesus served as a model for human behavior, showing the way to live in harmony with God’s will. In bearing the likeness of a human, Jesus exalted the human condition. By assuming human form, God elevated humanity to a position of divine significance, reminding us, that we, too, were imprinted with the imago Dei, the image of God.

The elevation of humanity is an important concept as we reflect our own name, image, and likeness. Through the prophet Isaiah, God says to us: “I have called you by name, you are mine” (43:1). We are called the children of God, grafted into God’s family through Christ’s death and resurrection. We proudly bear the name “Christians,” as those who follow the Risen Christ. 
At creation, God said, “Let us create humankind in our own image” (Genesis 1:26). While none of us has ever seen God and thus, cannot know what God looks like, we are nonetheless made in the image of God. We are God’s representatives, the caretakers of creation, called to live in wholesome relationship with God and one another. When we look at one another, we are to see the face of Jesus reflected there and are to treat one another as we would treat Jesus. 

Lastly, the apostle Paul; says that we are being transformed into [Christ’s] likeness” (2 Corinthians 3:18). We reflect some of God’s qualities and nature to the rest of creation. We are living into the likeness of Jesus when we show compassion, fight injustice, seek God’s will, and respect one another as children of God. 

Respect is something that matters to us as disciples of Jesus. Watching the political debates recently, I’ve come to a new appreciation about the difference between civility and respect. Civility is a formal display of courtesy and politeness. Political candidates show civility when they shake hands before and after a debate. But civility is not the same thing as respect. Respect is a feeling of admiration for someone. Respect deems the other worthy of honor. With many political candidates, civility is thinly veiled, and respect is wholly lacking. 

Not so with us. Each of us is named as children of God, made in the image of God, and growing into the likeness of Jesus. As such, each of us is worthy of admiration and honor. Jesus, who claims us as his fellow heirs and considers us as brothers and sisters (v. 11), commands is to treat one another with respect. As we go forth into the world today, let’s celebrate the name, image, and likeness of one another. 

Prayer: Compassionate God, thank You that the Son of Man is my Kinsman-Redeemer and that I am being transformed into a new creation in Christ. Thank You that by faith, I am born into Your family and receive His nature and His name. Thank You that I am being conformed into His image and likeness. In Jesus' name, Amen.
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