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The Answer to a Promise 

Luke 2:22-40 

John Breon 

 

An old man in the temple, 

Waiting in the court, 

Waiting for the answer to a promise 

 

 For some time, Simeon had the sense of standing at the threshold of 

two worlds, between two eras. The old world, the old age, was the one he 

was familiar with. It was the world of God’s covenant, the Law of Moses, the 

sacrifices, and the promises of God. 

 Those promises let Simeon and others know that a new era was 

coming. All through the Law and the Prophets, all over Israel’s history, were 

hints and glimpses of what the Lord would do, of the new covenant and the 

Messiah who would deliver them and reign over them in God’s glory. Faith 

in that age meant looking forward to the Messiah’s coming. It meant living 

in anticipation of God’s sending consolation to Israel, of God redeeming his 

people. 

 Like so many before him, Simeon waited to see the promises fulfilled. 

He longed for that to happen, but it seemed so far away. He was getting 

old and he may have thought that he’d never see the consolation of Israel, 

God’s Messiah. 

 Walter Wangerin is a Lutheran pastor and author. He tells about 

Christmas 1954, the year he turned ten. He was ten years old, the oldest of 

seven children. One of his family’s Christmas traditions was that a room was 

shut and locked two days before Christmas. That’s where the tree was and 

the children couldn’t go in there until Christmas Eve. Their father loved to 

build the anticipation and excitement. All the children were getting excited 

as Christmas approached. All except Walt. He says: 

 

I held myself in a severe restraint. Because—what if you hope and it 

doesn’t happen? It’s treacherous to hope. The harder you hope, the 

more vulnerable you become. And what if you believe a thing, but it 
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isn’t true? Well, the instant you see the deception, you die a little. And 

it hurts exactly in your soul, where once you had believed. I knew all 

this. I had learned that excitement is composed of hope and faith 

together—but of faith and hope in promises yet unkept—and I was 

not about to let excitement run away with me, or I would certainly 

crash as I had crashed the year before. 

 

 The year before, as they opened presents on Christmas Eve, Walt’s 

brother Paul had burst into tears. Walt never knew why. But it horrified him 

that pain could invade their holy ceremony. He was angry that his father 

hadn’t protected his brother from tears. All he could do was sob in 

sympathy with his brother and grieve to the same degree he had believed. 

 But now, at age ten, he thought he was an adult. If the traditions 

couldn’t protect him, then he’d protect himself. So he determined not to be 

moved, not to be excited by any of the Christmas traditions. Not the church 

program on Christmas Eve, where Walt had lines as the prophet Isaiah. Not 

by all the people at church wishing Merry Christmas. He wouldn’t be moved 

by the gifts given to the children by the church. He wouldn’t be moved by 

his family’s tour around town looking at lights and decorations.  

 When they got home, his father kept delaying their going into the 

room. But finally he opened the door and said, “Now.” The children, from 

youngest to oldest, rushed into the room, saw the tree and the piles of 

presents. Let’s hear Walt tell the rest of the story: 

 

There, in the midst of them, my mother sat smiling on the floor, her 

skirts encricling her, her own radiance smiting my eyes, for she verged 

on laughter. My mother always laughed when she gave presents, 

however long the day had been before, however crazy she had almost 

gone. I began to blink rapidly. 

     But there, unaccountably, was my father, standing center in the 

room and gazing straight at me. At me. And this is the wonder fixed 

in my memory: that the man himself was filled with a yearning, 

painful expectation; but that he, like me, was withholding still his own 

excitement—on account of me. 
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     Everything else in this room was just as it had been the year 

before, and the year before that. But this was new. This thing I had 

never seen before: that my father, too, had passed his day in the hope 

that risks a violent hurt. My father, too, had had to trust the promises 

against their disappointments. So said his steady eyes to me. But 

among the promises to which my father had committed his soul, his 

hope and his faith, the most important one was this: that his eldest 

son should soften and be glad. 

     If I had grown adult in 1954, then lo, how like a child my father 

had become! The colored lights painted the side of his face. He gazed 

at me, waiting, waiting for me, waiting for his Christmas to be 

received by his son and returned to him again. 

     And I began to cry. O my father! 

     Silently, merely spilling the tears and staring straight back at him, 

defenseless because there was no need for defenses, I cried—glad 

and unashamed. Because, what was this room, for so long locked, 

that I was entering? Why, it was my own heart. And why had I been 

afraid? Because I thought I’d find it empty, a hard, unfeeling thing. 

     But there, in the room, was my father. 

     And there, in my father, was the love that had furnished this room, 

preparing it for us no differently than he had last year prepared it, yet 

trusting and yearning, desiring our joy. 

     Look, then, what I have found in my father’s room, in my heart 

after all: the dearest Lord Jesus, holy child— 

     The nativity of our Lord. 

     I leaned my cheek against the doorjamb and grinned like a grown-

up ten years old, and sobbed as if I were two. And my father moved 

from the middle of the room and walked toward me, still empty-

handed; but he spread his hands and gathered me to himself. And I 

put my arms around his harder body. And so we, both of us, were full. 

(The Manger Is Empty 59-66) 

 

 Could Simeon have felt like God’s promises wouldn’t come true? That 

he was a fool for believing? Then, not only the promises of the prophets, 
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but another promise came that let Simeon know he was standing at the 

very door of the Messiah’s kingdom. God gave him this promise. The Holy 

Spirit revealed to Simeon that he wouldn’t die until he had seen the Lord’s 

Messiah. 

 Amazing! He must have been filled with new hope. Expectancy 

burned in him. Old as he was, it couldn’t be long before he’d see the 

Messiah for himself. His waiting in faith took on new joy and excitement. 

 Other things confirmed this promise and added to its excitement. The 

Holy Spirit, “the Spirit of prophecy,” was at work in Simeon. No one had 

heard of that happening for years. The common thought was that when 

Messiah would come, the Spirit would again be active. The Holy Spirit was 

upon Simeon in a powerful way. He must have felt like Elijah or Ezekiel or 

Isaiah had felt. He was aware of the Spirit’s power. He was aware of many 

things he couldn’t have known by himself. One of those things was the 

promise that he would live to see Messiah. 

 Simeon probably still didn’t know what exactly to expect. Would 

Messiah burst through the clouds in power and glory? Would he be a 

mighty warrior charging through Jerusalem? Would he come as a baby and 

grow up among the people? 

 Simeon began spending more time around the Temple. Maybe he 

watched young families, little children, babies. He may have frightened 

several young mothers. Every time he saw a blue blanket, he wondered, 

“Could this be Messiah?” And he’d hurry over to look at him. But somehow 

he knew that none of them was the One he was looking for. 

 Then one day the Holy Spirit prompted Simeon to go into the 

Temple. He went into the temple courts and saw a young couple going 

through the ceremony of dedicating a firstborn son to the Lord. They were 

offering the sacrifice required in the Law. They were obviously poor. Since 

they couldn’t afford the lamb, they were sacrificing a pair of doves. 

 Simeon had to see him, to hold him. But he restrained himself as best 

he could. He couldn’t just grab the baby out of his mother’s arms. She 

looked nervous enough as it was. So he asked, “May I hold him?” He could 

almost see what she was thinking: “Old man! He’ll drop my baby.” But she 

was kind and handed the child to him. 
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 Simeon held this tiny, squirming infant. He looked in his face. And he 

knew. The Holy Spirit let him know things he couldn’t have known on his 

own. This was Messiah, the Lord’s salvation, the consolation of Israel 

nestled in his arms. 

 Simeon knew that his waiting was over. The Lord’s promise was 

fulfilled. All the Lord’s promises were fulfilled. He held them wrapped in a 

baby blanket.  

 

And all at once he sees them 

In the morning sunshine 

A couple coming carrying a baby. 

 

Mary and the baby come 

And in her hand five shekels, 

The price to redeem her baby boy. 

The baby softly cooing, 

Nestled in her arms, 

Simeon takes the boy and starts to sing. 

 

“Now that I’ve held Him in my arms 

My life can come to an end. 

Let Your servant now depart in peace. 

I’ve seen Your salvation. 

He’s the Light of the Gentiles, 

And the glory of His people Israel.” 

 

 I imagine Simeon then opening his eyes and seeing the child’s 

mother and father staring at him and then at their baby. They look stunned. 

Simeon himself is surprised. This little child would not just be Israel’s 

Messiah, but also God’s revelation and salvation to all people. 

 Then, looking at the baby’s mother, Simeon saw something of the 

future. He told her that her child would cause the falling and rising of many 

in Israel. He would be a sign that many would speak against. This would 

reveal the true motives and thoughts of many hearts. Many would resist 
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and reject God’s Messiah. Simeon probably didn’t understand all that he 

saw. But he knew there would be suffering. And though it must have pained 

him to tell her, he said that Mary’s sorrow and suffering would pierce her 

soul like a sword. 

 The shadow of the cross lies over this scene. Come on, Simeon! It’s 

still Christmas. The trees and lights are still up. Do we have to think about 

suffering and the cross now?  

 Yes, we do. Jesus came to be one of us, to live among us and show us 

how to live. But he also came to die, to be the perfect sacrifice that would 

provide forgiveness, redemption, consolation for everyone who would 

receive him.  

 Just as Simeon finished speaking, a woman named Anna, a prophet 

who stayed at the Temple, was standing there. She spoke out with thanks 

to God. She started telling people about this child. She spoke to those who 

were looking forward to the redemption of God’s people. Anna and Simeon 

represent the best of the Old Covenant people. They’re part of a 

community that longs for the kingdom of God. And they get to peek 

through the door and see the new thing God is doing. And they announced 

that news. Probably not many people listened. But still they told what they 

knew about this child sent from God. 

 The other day I was listening to Andrew Peterson’s album Behold the 

Lamb of God as I drove around town. It’s a great collection of songs that tell 

the story of God’s work to call and redeem people from Abraham and 

Sarah through Moses and the prophets and then the birth of Jesus. The 

finale is called “The Theme of My Song.” It repeats and re-emphasizes some 

of the earlier songs. Then it says: 

 

Glory to Jesus 

Ancient and strong 

Giver of love 

And the theme of my song 

Glory to Jesus 

Ancient and strong 

Come to your people 
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And carry us home 

 

So rejoice, ye children, sing 

And remember now His mercy 

And sing out with joy 

For the brave little boy is our Savior 

Son of God 

Son of Man 

 (https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/andrewpeterson/thethemeofmy

 songreprise.html)  

 

 As I listened to that, I thought, “I’m going to keep believing this stuff, 

I’m going to keep singing it and telling it to others. No matter what doubts 

and fears arise. No matter the opposition, no matter what struggles.” I am 

gripped by the wonder of the gospel. 

 So the promises to Simeon and Anna came true. God’s promises 

always do. Simeon held the promise in his arms. You too can embrace this 

child, Jesus, and find all of God’s promises bundled up in him. 

 Michael Card concludes his song about Simeon this way: 

 

And now’s the time to take him in your arms. 

Your life will never come to an end. 

He’s the only way that you’ll find peace. 

He’ll give you salvation. 

He’s the light of the Gentiles, 

And the glory of His people Israel. 

 (Lyrics from Michael Card’s book Immanuel 53-54) 
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