Sermon	Year C	Festival of the Presentation	Luke 2:22-40		February 2, 2025

THE TEXT
LUKE 2:22When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and Mary took Jesus to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23(as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord”), 24and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.” 

25Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him. 26It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, 28Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying:

29“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
    you may now dismiss your servant in peace.
30For my eyes have seen your salvation,
31    which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:
32a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
    and the glory of your people Israel.”

33The child’s father and mother marvelled at what was said about him. 34Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, 35so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

36There was also a prophet, Anna, the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, 37and then was a widow for eighty-four years. She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. 38Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.

39When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. 40And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was on him.

Time with the Children of God
Good morning children of God! Who would like to have a guess at what some of the most special times in the church year are?

Christmas and Easter! They’re really important times when we celebrate everything God has done for us in Jesus. 

Today, February 2, is also an important date that comes between these major events. Today is known as the Festival of the Presentation of Jesus. God’s law required that all boys who were the first born in the family to be set apart and blessed for God’s service. So 40 days after he was born, on February 2, Mary and Joseph went to the Temple with the child Jesus for him to be blessed and set apart for God’s service. 

When Mary and Joseph brought the child Jesus into the Temple, there was a man called Simeon who had also come there. Simeon had been waiting a long time to see the Saviour that God had promised would come. Simeon reached out and held Jesus in his arms. The Holy Spirit had shown Simeon that this child was the One who had been born as the Saviour of the world; the One Simeon had waited so long to see. This is why Simeon said:

“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
    you may now dismiss your servant in peace.
For my eyes have seen your salvation,
    which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:
a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
    and the glory of your people Israel.” (Luke 2:29-32).

Simeon was saying that Jesus wouldn’t only be a priest in the Temple. He was the One God had promised would come as the Saviour of the world. His service to God would be saving the world by dying on the Cross, before he rose from the dead to give us new life. When Simeon held Jesus in his arms, Jesus hadn’t yet gone to the Cross, but the Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon that this would happen.

We haven’t seen Jesus like Simeon has. But Jesus has come to give us light so that we can see him as our Saviour. As you grow older, may you always be looking to Jesus for God’s saving help, and may you hold him close, just as Simeon held him in his arms. Because one day, all those who trust in Jesus, will see him with our own eyes, just as Simeon did. 
Prayer 

SERMON
Have you ever thought about the different pictures some people have of God?

Some people think of God as an angry, vengeful God who must be appeased by continual adoration and good works—that if something has gone wrong in life they must have done something terribly bad for God to punish them so sharply.

Some people think of God as distant and far away, like a sleepy old man on a rocking chair far away up in heaven, disinterested in the world he made and oblivious to what goes on down here on earth. But perhaps if they show enough faith and dedication, then they will be able to rouse God and he will bless them.

Some people think of God like a personal genie—they will keep God at a distance, but when they really need something, then they’ll get the golden lamp out of the cupboard and polish it, trying to coerce God to pop up and grant them their wishes.

Today’s text shows us that God is not like any of these human ways of picturing him. 

Mary and Joseph bring Jesus to the Temple 40 days after his birth to present him to the LORD. Why did they do this? In Exodus 13, God had commanded his people that the first-born son of every family was to be presented to the LORD as a dedication of service to him. When God’s people were in slavery in Egypt, the Egyptian first born sons were potential heirs to the throne of Pharoah, who was thought to be partly divine and therefore a rival to the true God. On the night God visited Egypt and brought judgment on Pharoah and the Egyptians, God struck down all the first born in the land to bring an end to Pharoah’s throne. But God spared the first born of the Israelite families who had trusted in his promise to pass over their homes marked with the blood of a sacrificed lamb.

The command in Exodus for Israelite families to dedicate their first-born sons to God was a memorial of God’s gracious rescue of his people in slavery to Pharoah in Egypt. It was a sign of God’s ongoing commitment to bring them blessing while at the same time being the means for the families to pledge their allegiance to God and faith in his promise to bring blessing throughout their lives.

Mary and Joseph bring the infant Jesus to the Temple 40 days after his birth, to present him to the LORD in accordance with his word. Before they are able to see the priest, Simeon approaches them. Simeon was a devout believer in Jerusalem, who had been waiting and longing for the consolation of Israel—that is, for God to reveal the salvation he had promised through the prophets of old. The Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon that he would not die before seeing this himself and prompted Simeon to enter the Temple courts—right at the time Mary and Joseph arrive, holding Jesus. This was no co-incidence, but a divinely arranged meeting, in which Simeon takes the infant Jesus into his arms and says:

“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
    you may now dismiss your servant in peace.
For my eyes have seen your salvation,
    which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:
a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
    and the glory of your people Israel.”

Inspired by the Holy Spirit, Simeon proclaims that the promised salvation from God he has waited so long to see is embodied in the infant Jesus. God has opened Simeon’s eyes to the salvation he has prepared for the world in the Person of Christ. He is a light of revelation to the Gentiles; the spotlight to show where God’s saving help for all peoples is found.

Speaking to Mary, Simeon prophesies about the destiny of the child. Many people will fall and rise as they meet Jesus because he will not be who they expected. People will reject his message of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, becoming entrenched in their pride. People will believe they are God’s favoured people because of their Abrahamic ancestry and religious performance. Jesus will expose where the hearts of people really are, and what they really trust in and treasure. Those whose hearts are set against God will be revealed. And yet those who recognise their unworthiness and who have no other hope will turn to him and be saved. And so Jesus is the stumbling block who will cause division in Israel, to the point of his own suffering and death—which is the ultimate means of God’s salvation for the world.

With Simeon’s divinely inspired words it would have soon become apparent to Joseph and Mary that they were dedicating their child to more than regular priestly duties in the service of God. I don’t think it is a coincidence that these words are spoken before a priest attends to Mary and Joseph and Jesus, or that a priest isn’t even mentioned in today’s text.

Jesus is the priest. He is the great heavenly High Priest, who would not make satisfaction for the people’s sins by offering animal sacrifices. He has paid the price for us to be at one with God and receive his favour, by taking away the sin of the world with his own precious blood. This is what the writer to the Hebrews means when he says in today’s reading:

“Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death…For this reason he had to be made like them, fully human in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people.” (Hebrews 2:14-17).

Human ideas of who God is and how he works will always fall well short of divine truth and reality. We need God to first reveal himself in the same way he did to Simeon—by the Spirit through the word. So how does our text give us a clear picture of what God is truly like? 

God is not a far-away old man, disinterested in what happens down here on earth. God left his home in heaven and came down to earth in the person of Christ. As the writer to the Hebrews says, he became one of us. This happened from the moment of conception when God’s presence was in the infant in Mary’s womb. Jesus is the down to earth God, who has come to dwell with us. As Jesus was brought into the Temple by Joseph and Mary, Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament prophecy of Malachi: “Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty.

Neither is God an angry, vengeful God who must be appeased by continual adoration and good 
works. Though he is all-powerful, he comes to earth not to obliterate, but to bless: as a frail embryo, born in squalor, wrapped in simple swaddling cloths. He is a suffering God. In the Person of Christ, God knows what hardship and betrayal, suffering and pain and even death are like. God does not punish us for our sins. Sometimes he lets us suffer the consequences of our sins, or sometimes the difficulties we face in life we would rather be rid of are ways God intervenes to prompt us to be more diligent in focusing on him and his priorities. But they are not punishments for sin, for the punishment for the sin of the whole world was completed by Christ on the Cross, who suffered the full wrath of the Father so that we would not have to. When Jesus gasped out “It is finished” that meant that no further punishment for the payment of sin was necessary.

Joseph and Mary presented the infant Jesus—giving him back to God, so to speak—in the Temple. We could say that Mary and Joseph recognized Jesus as a gift, not a possession. God is in control of all things, yet so often we are in the business of trying to manipulate or control God, by squeezing him to fit into our ideals, priorities and worldviews, going to him when it is convenient for us, avoiding him when it is convenient for us, praying “Thy will be done” only to later assert that “My will be done”. But our baptism means that God is not ours to possess or manipulate, but he has entered into our hearts and taken possession of us. Our lives belong to God, and, like Joseph and Mary, we have the privilege of passing Jesus on to others.

For God has come to us in Christ too, to give us the fulness of his divine favour, truth, grace and salvation. We receive all the benefits and blessings of Jesus’ sacrifice on the Cross in the holy supper he invites you to. As the unseen host, he comes to serve you his true body and precious blood hidden in simple bread and wine. So as we commune with one another, we commune with the Holy One who makes us partakers of the new covenant—in which the blood of lambs is not painted over our doorposts for salvation, but the blood of the Lamb of God, Jesus, covers our hearts and washes away our sin. God passes over us in judgment. We are among those he has freed. 

This is why Simeon’s song has traditionally featured after we have received Holy Communion. We join with Simeon in saying that we too can depart this life in peace, because with our own eyes we too have seen God’s salvation in Christ. We too have cradled the Christ child in our arms, as it were, as we made a cradle with our hands in which we held his body at the sanctuary step. There is one final thing to add. It is a beautiful reality revealed in the verses before today’s reading from Hebrews:

Both the one who makes people holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters. He says:

“I will declare your name to my brothers and sisters;
    in the assembly I will sing your praises.” 
And again he says, “Here am I, and the children God has given me.” (Hebrews 2:11-13b) 

Jesus has made you holy to belong to his holy family, by revealing his Father’s name to us. He is present with us in this assembly, to sing the praises of his Father with us. On this Sunday of the Festival of the Presentation of Jesus, it is Jesus who presents you to the Lord. He says to his Father: “Here am I, and the children you have given me.” 

The greatest offering that takes place each Sunday is not the collection in bowls. It is you, us; the congregation—who Jesus presents holy to God as priests for his service. He says to his Father: “Here am I, and the children you have given me.” Here they are, the people I have redeemed and washed by my blood. Here they are, the people to whom I have revealed your name. 

The Festival of the Presentation of Jesus is a wonderful reminder that in Christ, God is with us as the Light that has come to dispel our darkness. It reminds us that no matter what the year ahead brings, we belong to him as his beloved children. He loves you so much that he came into this world to save you, and present you holy to God. That is what God is like. Amen.
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