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Here we are, the first Sunday after Christmas. Looking back at this year, who could have, 
would have, predicted that it would turn out as crazy and upending as it has. I was talking 
with my daughter, and she said that this pandemic and times of isolation have given her 
the time to think about the important things and she has learned to be more thankful for 

    all the many blessings we have despite the pandemic. I have to agree with her. I look at 
my situation. Every day I speak with people who have been laid off or have had drastically reduced work 
hours, and I have to say, “Thank you, Lord,” because I am still working and but for a few inconveniences, 
I have not been majorly impacted by this pandemic.
 
As we journeyed through Advent, we looked at the meaning of the four candles that we lit: Hope, peace, 
joy, and love. As we look to the start of the new year, 2021, let’s allow these four words to lead us and 
give us a road map to follow. Our scripture today has all of these elements. Let’s take a look.
[Read Luke 2:22-40]

At the start of Luke 2, up through our reading today, several events happened over time. They didn’t 
all follow on the heels of each other as Luke would have us think. The chapter starts out recounting the 
birth of Jesus and the coming of the shepherds to see him. Then we have a gap of eight days in verse 
21, and we read that on the 8th day after his birth, the local moyle comes to perform the circumcision, 
and it was time for a celebration. In verse 22, which is the start of our passage, we read that Joseph and 
Mary head off to Jerusalem for the rites of purification at the Temple, which takes place 40 days after the 
birth. So, Jesus is now almost two months old, and here we enter the story. 

The first candle that we lit was for joy. There was undoubtedly joy surrounding Jesus’ birth. Joseph 
and Mary had each come to terms with this. In their own time, each of them came to see that this was 
the work of God and something to be embraced. Mary had to face the possibility of excommunication 
from her city. Instead of fear, she recognized the hand of God and said to the angel that she was God’s 
servant, so let this thing happen as you have said. In anger, Joseph had wanted to put Mary away quietly, 
but when the angel appeared to him and explained what was happening, Joseph also recognized the 
work of God and submitted his will to the divine purpose of God. Now the baby is here. How could there 
not be joy at the birth of a son? Joseph seems quite content with everything, and Mary is a new mom. 
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I remember looking at each of my children right after each one was born. The love and joy that filled me 
were inexpressible. How much more so for Mary. But joy was also the thing that carried them through 
this difficult time. It was joy that helped them face this monumental task because they knew that God 
was the source of it all. 

They are now at the Temple to offer their sacrifice, as prescribed in Leviticus. As they were approaching 
to offer the required sacrifice and to offer Jesus in dedication to God, a man takes the baby in his arms 
and prophesies over him. This man, Simeon, was told by God that he would not die until he saw God’s 
salvation. Imagine the joy that Simeon felt. He had believed God all these years, and because he had 
believed, he saw the promise as if it was real. Now, on this day, his joy has become a reality, and so he 
tells God, now I can die in peace. I’ve seen the reality of what you told me years ago.

The challenge for us is to believe that what God says will surely come to pass. Do we believe? If not, 
then we need to find that place again that lets us embrace the promises of God and “for the joy that is 
before us,” fearlessly follow after God, whether or not we see it come to pass. 

Our gospel story today is also one of peace. Again, it starts with Mary and Joseph. Each one of them 
could have been in turmoil and fear at these strange words from God. Mary found solace by accepting 
the angel’s message and letting it happen. Joseph initially was angry and anxious but found peace when 
the angel explained it to him. The peace that passes all understanding comes from letting God’s word 
happen. In the psalms, we read, “Be still and know that I am God.” The literal meaning or translation of 
the words “be still” is really “let go.” Let go and know that I am God. Mary could have argued or offered 
suggestions for the best way for this to happen. Instead, she “let go” and allowed God to do His work. 
Joseph was indeed upset, but after the angel visited him, he “let go” of his plans and believed in God. 
Joseph stepped out of the way and watched as God’s plan unfolded. He now has a new son, and he is 
at peace. Mary, too, is at peace, and in our story, Simeon says that he can “depart in peace” because he 
has seen the fulfillment of God’s word to him. Later on, Jesus says to his disciples that blessed are those 
who have not seen and still believe.

We obtain peace by believing and knowing that He is God. In the Bible, we also need to remember that 
the word “peace” does not mean a cessation of hostilities or an end to war. If every war were to cease, 
that would not necessarily bring about peace. Shalom, or salaam in Arabic, is an all-encompassing word. 
It refers to physical as well as emotional and psychological well-being. It is a state in which we have 
come to terms with all of the inequities of life, and we can still face them with calm and serenity. As Jesus 
said, “My peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you. Not as the world gives…” The peace of God, 
the peace that passes all understanding, is the peace that comes from letting go all of our cares and 
worries and knowing that God will take care of it all. Simeon believed in God. He saw the joy that was 
before him. Simeon didn’t have to struggle. He believed God. Are we secure in our faith so that we can 
believe in God and accept what the future holds? Or are we always anxious and worried over what may 
come? Let go. Know that He is God and that He will take care of you. Things may not be as we would 
like them to be, but we can have peace when we let go because we know it does not depend upon us.

Our next candle was hope. Hope is one thing that we have to have. I was having a conversation one 
time with a friend, and he commented, “That’s a prayer without hope.” If we do not have hope, then we 
have no foundation on which to live. Simeon and Anna were both people of hope. Simeon had been 
told that he would not die until he had seen the salvation which God was preparing. Anna believed in 
God’s promise of the Messiah and spoke to the people about the baby Jesus to everyone looking for, 
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hoping for, the Messiah. Anna had faith because she had hope. In Hebrews, we are told that “faith is the 
substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” If we are a people of faith, then we have 
to be people of hope. Without hope, there is no faith. Simeon and Anna had a sure and certain hope 
based upon God’s word. In the New Testament, that is one of the things about which Paul talks. It’s the 
subject of his epistle to the Thessalonians. From the teaching of the apostles, the church had been told 
about the return of the Lord. The church based their lives upon this.

In light of the times in which they lived, Rome’s oppression, the taxes, the oppression from their leaders, 
the people wanted to be released from all of this. The only hope that they had was that Jesus would 
return and set everything right. But time went on and on, and nothing happened. Nothing changed. 
Some of the saints were dying, and now it was feared that they would see their reward before those 
who were still alive. The church was becoming discouraged, and some were lapsing in their faith. Paul 
steps in with words of encouragement to tell them that this wasn’t true. We all would be with the Lord, 
no one getting there before another. So, Paul writes, “With the voice of the archangel and trump of God, 
the dead in Christ shall rise first, then we which are alive will be caught up to be with them and meet the 
Lord in the air, and so shall we ever be with the Lord.” The return of Jesus is a sure and certain hope. In 
light of the times in which we live, I’m sure we all would like to see release or an end to the craziness. I 
know some are wondering, “Is this the end? Is Jesus coming?” This is something that no one can predict. 
When the disciples asked this question, he said that it is not for us to know the times or the seasons. 
He said that even he does not know. Our only job is to be his witnesses. However, just like Simeon and 
Anna, we have to believe in God and trust that His word is true. Jesus will return. This is the hope in 
which we cannot lose confidence. Our hope is in his return. Our hope is in the power and efficacy of 
death and resurrection. Our hope is in the life after death, which was opened to us by Jesus. Our faith 
is then the substance of that hope. It’s a sure bet. We live and move as God’s children because of the 
hope that we have in His word. Because of hope, we have faith. Because we have faith, we can live and 
move in this world with confidence that no power of evil can stand against us or overpower us. Our hope 
is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness. We dare not trust the sweetest frame but 
wholly lean on Jesus’ name. On Christ, the solid rock we stand, all other ground is sinking sand. Do you 
have hope? Are we looking for the return of Jesus while we live and work for him in this world? One of 
the hallmarks of the early church was their hope. Let us be a people of hope.

Finally, our last candle was lit for love. Simeon and Anna were people of love. They loved God, and they 
loved His people, which is why, when they saw the baby in Mary’s arms, they declared the promises 
of God. They wanted all the others to see and know what they saw and knew. The word of God is 
not something to be held inside. It is something to be shared so that all may believe. Loving others is 
the hallmark of the followers of Jesus. Let it always be said of the church, “Behold, how they love one 
another.” The love and compassion, and kindness that Jesus had for others, especially the oppressed, 
the outcasts, and the sinners, were the very things that set Jesus apart from the other religious leaders 
of his day. This love compelled him to violate the social norms of his day and let him talk to women in 
public, touch the lepers, and risk being called unclean. It’s what allowed him to be with the dead and 
raise them back to life when he knew that being with a dead person would defile him. Love for the 
outcasts, such as the blind, the Samaritans, the disabled, is what allowed him to break the Sabbath so 
that one of God’s children could be restored. Paul wrote, “Now abides faith, hope, and love, but the 
greatest of these is love.” When we see a homeless person, does our heart go out to that person? When 
we hear the stories of people losing loved ones to COVID, does our heart break for them? People are 
lining up, like never before, at food banks to be able to feed their families. Are you heartbroken for them, 
or is your first thought, “Glad, it’s not me?” Jesus was never too tired or busy to show compassion to
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another person. He never judged them as being unworthy. Every opportunity for him was a chance to 
show another person that they, too, were a beloved child of God, made in His image and that they had 
value. Love is the greatest of all. If we say that we have joy because of Jesus; if we say that he gives us 
peace; if we say that we have hope because of Jesus, then we also must be a people who are the first 
to show love and compassion and kindness to everyone. We must be the people who will reach out and 
touch those whom society calls unfit or unworthy. We should be the first to stand up for the plight of the 
refugee, the homeless, and the oppressed. If we are followers of Jesus, then we have to be the ones 
to break the boundaries that society sets up and cross the lines to reach those who are hurting and 
broken. 

As we come to this new year, 2021, let us renew our faith and commitment to Jesus that we will be 
his people to bear his message of joy, peace, hope, and love to the outcast, the drug addicts, and 
alcoholics; to the homeless, the poor, the ones without jobs. Let’s look past our minor inconveniences 
and allow our hearts to be moved as we look at our society and with Jesus, see that the fields are white 
unto harvest. Let us go into the fields to reap the harvest of God. Let 2021 be the year that God’s people 
rise up in new ways to reach the people to whom God has sent us. Arise, shine, for your light has come.

Amen.


