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22 When the time came for their purification 
according to the law of Moses, they brought him up 
to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23 (as it is 
written in the law of the Lord, ‘Every firstborn male 
shall be designated as holy to the Lord’), 24 and they 
offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the 
law of the Lord, ‘a pair of turtle-doves or two young 
pigeons.’ 
 
25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name 
was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, 
looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and 
the Holy Spirit rested on him. 26 It had been 
revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would 
not see death before he had seen the Lord’s 
Messiah.  27 Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into 
the temple; and when the parents brought in the 
child Jesus, to do for him what was customary 
under the law, 28 Simeon took him in his arms and 
praised God, saying, 
 
29 ‘Master, now you are dismissing your servant in 
peace, 
    according to your word; 
30 for my eyes have seen your salvation, 
31     which you have prepared in the presence of all 
peoples, 
32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles 
    and for glory to your people Israel.’ 
 
33 And the child’s father and mother were amazed at 
what was being said about him. 34 Then 
Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, 
‘This child is destined for the falling and the rising 
of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be 
opposed 35 so that the inner thoughts of many will 
be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul 
too.’  (Luke 22-35, NRSV) 
  



 
Merry Christmas!  I’m stingy with my “Merry 
Christmas” greetings.  I’m sure this annoys some 
people, but if you say “Merry Christmas” to me before 
Christmas Eve, I will say to you in return, “Almost!”  
What we need in the church is a good Advent greeting.  
“Merry Advent” doesn’t quite do it for a number of 
reasons.  If you come up with one, let me know.  Today 

is the first day of Christmas, a celebration that lasts 
twelve days, just like the song says.  So Merry 
Christmas!   
 
Did you know that Costco set up their Christmas aisle 
this year in July?  In July!  At this point you should 
probably just leave it up all year.  Ironically, though the 
world around us as been celebrating their version of 
Christmas for weeks, if not months, on the day that 
Christmas actually begins most people are ready to 
move on.  It may be a week or so until the lights come 
down off the eaves and the tree gets stripped and tossed 
into the gutter, but the world around us is already 
thinking about whatever comes next.  I think we all 
realize that for most people around us Christmas has 
very little to do with Jesus. 
 
If I sound grumpy about this, I’m not.  If people don’t 
pay much attention to Jesus in their lives most of the 
year, why should we expect them to pay attention to 
him on his birthday?   Expecting people who don’t 
worship Jesus to even say “Merry Christmas”, literally, 
“Merry Christ-Mass”, doesn’t make sense to me.  And 
so for most people, “Happy Holidays” is a perfectly 
acceptable greeting this time of year.  So I really don’t 
expect the world to act differently at Christmas than it 
does the rest of year.  In fact, it is why I like it that in 
the church that we work off a whole different schedule.  
It should remind us that we are celebrating something 
quite a bit different from what the world around us is 
celebrating.   
 
It was 40 days after Christmas Day – that would be 
February 2nd on our calendar – that Mary and Joseph 
strap the baby Jesus into his infant car seat and take 
him to the Temple in Jerusalem.  The manger is empty, 
or at least returned to the animals, its permanent 
residents.  The shepherds and the angels are long gone, 
back to their homes.  The lights are off the eaves and 
the tree is at the city dump.  For most people it’s just 
another seemingly ordinary day in Jerusalem.  But 
because of ancient Jewish rites, for Mary and Joseph it’s 
a special day.  The law of Moses required the mother of 
a male infant to come to the temple 40 days after the 
birth of the child to be purified.  Firstborn male children 
were also expected to be consecrated in the temple 
shortly after their birth.  Both these things are 
happening at the same time for this family.  Generally 
these rites would have called for the sacrifice of a lamb 
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and a pigeon, except in hardship cases where a family 
was so poor that they could only afford two birds.  The 
fact that Mary and Joseph show up with two pigeons 
tells us quite a bit about their economic status. 
 
At that time there was a man living in Jerusalem named 
Simeon.  We don’t know a lot about him, and this is the 
only time he shows up in the Bible.  We actually don’t 
know anything about his status or role.  If he were a 
priest or a Pharisee, or even some important temple 
official or leader, Luke certainly would have mentioned 
that to his readers.  He’s not.  Apparently he’s just an 
ordinary Jew living in Jerusalem, ordinary at least in 
terms of the way others might perceive him.  What was 
not ordinary about Simeon was his character.  Luke 
tells us he is a righteous man.  He’s sincere in his beliefs 
and his practice of the Jewish faith.  Remember when 
Darth Vader says of Luke Skywalker, “The force is 
strong with this one.”  Luke says of Simeon, “The Holy 
Spirit is strong with this one.”  Three times Luke tells 
us how much the Spirit is leading this man through life.   
 
Simeon is also a man with some inside information.  All 
of Israel in those days was waiting for the promised 
Messiah to come.  The name “Messiah” literally means 
“anointed one”.  In Greek it translates to “Christ.”  The 
Messiah, the Christ, was the coming King who would 
be David’s true heir, the one through whom Yahweh, 
Israel’s God, would rescue Israel from pagan enemies.  
Well, the Holy Spirit of God has revealed to Simeon 
that he would not die until he saw the Messiah with his 
own two eyes.  What’s implied here is that Simeon is an 
old man, that he’s been waiting for this to happen for a 
long time.  Because of his inside information, he’s 
become an old man who is on the look out. 
 
That’s the only reason we can explain why Simeon 
notices in the temple that day what nearly everybody 
else misses – he’s paying attention to the Holy Spirit 
who is leading him.  It’s the reason why he even 
happened to be there the very hour when Mary and 
Joseph show up.  When they arrive, he knows it’s them.  
He knows it’s him!  Which is quite remarkable when 
you think about it.  For one, Simeon didn’t have the 
advantage of angel messengers or a guiding star.  He 
certainly didn’t have the advantage of watching Jesus 
perform supernatural signs and wonders or teach with 
other-worldly authority and wisdom.  All he sees is a 
baby.  And in spite of how artists have often portrayed 
the baby Jesus, there was no halo over his head or light 
emanating from his presence.  I love the carol “Away in 
a Manger”, except that part about “no crying he makes.”  
Trust me, this baby cried.  On the outside, Jesus looked 
like any other baby brought by any other couple to the 
temple that day.  And yet, Simeon notices that this 
ordinary looking baby is the Messiah.   

What follows is a beautiful scene.  Luke tells us that 
Simeon took Jesus in his arms.  We’ve all seen or 
experienced ourselves that awkward moment when 
first-time parents hand over their infant child to 
somebody else.  Support with both arms.  Cradle the 
head.  Be gentle.  How many first-time parents do you 
know who would let a stranger hold their baby?  Some 
won’t even trust Grandma!  I love this picture of 
Simeon holding Jesus drawn by an artist named 
Katherine Buechner.  It’s a crude and simple drawing, 
but it captures the sweetness of the moment.   
 
But why Simeon?  Why is this the man that gets to see 
and hold the Messiah?  In one respect, it’s not a 
question we can answer.  Why Mary?  Why Paul?  
Why Abraham?  Why Moses?  Why David?  God has 
his reasons and often doesn’t share them.  Having said 
that, Luke gives us some hints.  Again, Luke goes to 
great pains to describe the character of this man, 
particularly the fact that Simeon is a man who is paying 
attention to the work of God around him.  While other 
people are distracted and moving on, he keeps his focus.  
As I thought about this more, I have to believe that in 
some ways this encounter in the temple that day was 
the fruit of a lifetime of paying attention.   
 
This past week in our Advent journey through the 
Gospel of Matthew, a lot of us read Jesus’ parable of the 
ten bridesmaids in Matthew 25.  It’s a parable about 
paying attention.  To sum it up, ten bridesmaids are 
waiting to meet the bridegroom.  The bridegroom is 
delayed in coming and it gets late, so dark that you 
need a lamp to see.  Five of the women were wise and 
brought oil for their lamps.  The other five were foolish 
and brought no oil.  When the bridegroom finally 
arrives, the five foolish bridesmaids miss him because 
they were out trying to buy oil.  It’s one of many 
parables – three in that chapter of Matthew alone – 
about being prepared for Jesus’ coming into the world. 
 
What struck me about the parable this time was the 
end.  When the foolish women finally get back they find 
that the party inside has already started without them 
and that the door is locked.  They bang on the door and 
cry out in desperation, “Lord, lord, open to us.”  The 
answer they receive is what caught my attention.  
“Truly I tell you,” the Lord says to them, “I do not 
know you.”1  What was the difference between the wise 
and foolish bridesmaids?  Their preparation, right?  But 
what does that preparation symbolize or signify?  Is it 
doing enough good works and religious duties to have a 
fat enough résumé to present to Jesus when he shows 
up?  It can’t be that.  We are not saved by our own 

                                                           
1 See Matthew 25:1-13.  All biblical citations are from the 

New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   
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goodness.  Instead, it seems clear to me that they are 
not allowed to come into the party because Jesus 
doesn’t know them.  And isn’t that another way of 
saying that they don’t know Jesus?  There is no 
relationship there. 
 
Is it possible that what’s going on here with Simeon is 
that we have a man who has spent his life seeking after 
God, trying to know God, doing his best to walk with 
God, trying to listen to God, and so when God shows 
up he doesn’t miss it.  He hears God’s voice through the 
Holy Spirit and recognizes the voice because he’s been 
listening to it for many years.  He sees God’s face in 
Jesus.  And when he does, he can’t contain himself.  
After all these years of waiting, and watching, and 
hoping, and praying, and listening, as he holds the hope 
of the world in his hands he cries out to God,  
 

Master, now you are dismissing your servant in 
peace, 
    according to your word; 
   for my eyes have seen your salvation, 
    which you have prepared in the presence of all 
peoples, 
   a light for revelation to the Gentiles 
    and for glory to your people Israel. 

 
Let me tell you something that I believe.  To be honest, 
let me tell you something I’m trying to believe.  The 
presence of God is all around us.  The Spirit of God is 
willing to lead, and reveal, and open our eyes.  Christ 
himself is risen and moving in and through our world.  
The question is whether or not we are paying attention.  
And will we keep paying attention, keep seeking, keep 
listening, keep praying, keep making knowing and 
walking with God the most important priority in our 
lives.  It’s one thing to pay attention on December 24th.  
Lots of people do that.  But what about February 2nd.  
By then, most people have moved on. 
 
You might have noticed that after Simeon’s outburst of 
grateful praise, he turns to Mary and Joseph, who 
understandably are standing there dumbstruck in 
amazement, and he blesses them.  But then he says 
these words to Mary, “This child is destined for the 
falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a 
sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts 
of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce 
your own soul too.” I bet none of you had that verse 
on the front of your Christmas cards this season.  Can 
you imagine?  I was tempted to leave out this last part, 
just end with Simeon blessing Mary and Joseph.  What 
he says after that sort of throws cold water on the 
moment, doesn’t it?  Some might even say that this text 
isn’t a great choice for Christmas morning because it 
ends on such a downer.  A lot of people don’t want to 

ruin Christmas by thinking about the true message of 
Christmas.  
 
But this is the message.  Yes, Jesus is the Messiah, the 
one come from God – God himself! – into our world, 
even became one of us, to redeem our world and set us 
free.  In him we see salvation, and light for the world, 
and glory for all God’s people.  His birth is so 
monumental that we mark our calendars by it!  His life, 
culminating in his death and resurrection, all of it 
constitutes the central events of human history.  
Nothing else even comes close.  But while he came to 
save, he also came to divide.  That’s what Simeon means 
when he speaks of many falling and rising.  It is in how 
each person comes to relate to Jesus, whether they 
know him and trust him or not, that determines 
whether they are moving towards God or away from 
God.  It is Jesus who will ultimately reveal the inner 
thoughts, the hidden motivations and affections, of 
every human heart.  And it is Jesus who will cause 
hardship, even for those who choose to trust him.  Jesus 
himself said at one point, “Do not think that I have 
come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come 
to bring peace, but a sword.”2 
 
Mary would experience hardship in her life beyond 
what she could imagine that day.  All who follow Jesus 
and trust him with their lives will know similar 
hardship, because to follow Christ means to go where 
Christ goes, and Christ goes to give himself away for 
the sake of others in obedience to God.  As Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer once put it, 
 

When Christ calls a man, He bids him come and die. 
It may be a death like that of the first disciples who 
had to leave home and work to follow Him, or it may 
be a death like Luther’s, who had to leave the 
monastery and go out into the world. But it is the 
same death every time—death in Jesus Christ, the 
death of the old man at his call.3 

 
It’s been said before that many people fail to know Jesus 
because they don’t really want to know Jesus, and the 
reason for this is that they have a hunch that what they 
would learn would require them to believe and act in 
ways that are contrary to what they want out of life.  I 
understand that sentiment because I have seen it in 
myself.  To follow after this one whose birthday we 
celebrate is to go down a difficult road in life.  Jesus 
divides because ultimately the world will be divided 
between those who followed him anyway, and those 
who put their hope in something else. 

                                                           
2 Matthew 10:34 
3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (Collier 

Books, 1963).   
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As you seek to follow Jesus in your life, long after the 
world has moved on from Christmas, I don’t know what 
the hardship of that road will look like for you.  It will 
certainly at least be the death of an obsession to living 
life on your own terms, and learning instead to live life 
on God’s terms.  That’s what it’s look like for me.  It 
also may look like Simeon, a life of ordinary days full of 
waiting, and watching, and praying, and obeying, and 
worshipping, and hoping, seeking to know Jesus as best 
you can so that when Jesus does show up you will know 
him when you see him.  And if you know him, you can 
be assured that he will know you as well.  
 
Did Simeon struggle along the way?  Did he have 
doubts that this day would ever arrive?  I have to 
believe that he did.  Who doesn’t?  But when the day 
finally came, do you think he ever looked back again 
with regret?  His eyes had seen the salvation of the 
Lord, the light of the world which had come for all 
people, the glory of God revealed on earth!  Now he 
could be dismissed in peace.   
 
I don’t know what this year will bring for you or me.  
Blessings and trials both, I’m certain.  But as we 
celebrate the birth of Christ, let us move forward 
waiting and watching expectantly for the return of 
Christ.  I suppose I’ve lived long enough, and 
considered enough other options, to have come to the 
place in my life where I believe Jesus is really the only 
thing worth waiting for.  If we can keep waiting and 
watching, keep serving and trusting and obeying, I have 
to believe that the day will come when we will also be 
able to say with joy beyond description, “Master, you 
are dismissing your servant in peace.”   
 
Amen 
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Christmas lasts until January 6th.  Does it feel like 

you will still be celebrating Christmas until that 
time?  Why or why not?  
 

2. Read Luke 2:22-35 again.  What stands out to you 
from Simeon’s encounter with Jesus? 
 

3. Simeon seemed to have an intimate relationship 
with the Holy Spirit.  How does a person develop 
such a relationship, so much so that the Spirit will 
guide you through life?   

 
4. Do you spend time in your life waiting and 

watching for Jesus?  What does that look like for 
you? 

 
5. Consider again what Simeon says to Mary and 

Joseph in verse 34-35: “This child is destined for 
the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and 
to be a sign that will be opposed so that the 
inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a 
sword will pierce your own soul too.”  What do 
you think he means? 

 
6. How do you imagine Simeon’s words left Mary and 

Joseph feeling?  Luke says that they were amazed.  
Amazed by what? 

 
7. What would it take for you to be able to say you are 

ready to die in peace?  Are you at that place now?   
 

8. Read the following account of Anna, who also has 
an encounter with Jesus that day (Luke 2:36-38).  
What new insight does this account provide for us? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table to Table: A question for kids and                              
adults to answer together. 

If we want to find Jesus in this world, where should we go 
looking?  How will we know if we find him?    


