Luke 2:22-40.  The Presentation of Christ in the Temple.

We all have a call from God – the important thing is to hear it and obey it. Luke the Gospel writer takes us into the temple, where there are five people, each with their call, each with their part to play.

Mary and Joseph have come to the Temple 40 days after the birth of their first-born son for two particular reasons. Firstly, according to Exodus 13, ever since the night of the Passover, when God killed the firstborn of the Egyptians but spared the homes of the Israelites, every first-born Jewish male belonged to God and had to be presented (or consecrated) to him (v.22). Secondly, a woman who had given birth to a boy was unclean for 40 days. At the end of that period, she had to offer a sacrifice to take away her unclean-ness, so that she could re-enter the Temple (v.24). Although they had already named their son Jesus (v.21), as Mary had been instructed by the archangel Gabriel, and knew that he was a very special child, they obviously did not think that put them above the law.

They were obedient to God and they were also open to what God wanted to reveal to them. So when Simeon took their baby into his arms and prophesied over him, they don’t say, ‘we’ve heard all this before’. Instead, they marvel - amazed to hear this old man confirm what an angel had said to them about their son. But they find out that being open to God will bring them sorrow as well as joy, because Simeon prophesies that Jesus will bring division and tells Mary that “sorrow, like a sword, will pierce her heart” (v.35). 

So God’s call to Joseph and Mary is to be obedient, even when they might not fully understand what is happening, and even when it brings them pain. The ceremonies at the Temple remind them clearly that their child is not their own, but belongs to God. And all of us who are parents do well to remember that our children are not so much given as lent to us by God. Joseph and Mary show us that it is possible to be fulfilled and to be mightily used by God simply by living an ordinary life in an ordinary place in obedience to his call. They are happy to fade into the background and to return to Galilee and their home town of Nazareth. More important to God than our gifts, wealth or status is our availability to him.

Are we prepared to be obedient, even if it brings pain or disappointment? It may be part of our calling to be tested in that way.

Although they only take centre stage for one short scene, Simeon and Anna are key figures. At that time in Israel, the Zealots were looking for a Messiah who would be a warrior king who would assert the Jews as the rightful king of the nations. Others, who were known as the Quiet in the Land, had no dreams of violence and armies and believed in a life of quiet prayer and watchfulness until God should come. Simeon and Anna were two such people – both old, devout and expectant, yearning for the Messiah to come. As Milton said when he grew old and blind, ‘they also serve who only stand and wait’.

The Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon that he would not die before this day, and the Holy Spirit is upon him now. He is rather like a slave who has been instructed by his master to watch the night sky until the rising of a special star and then to announce it.  And as Jesus appears, the HS tells him that this is the one for whom he has been waiting. And he tells God that he can dismiss his servant in peace for his eyes have seen God’s salvation – the one who will be a light to all nations, including his people Israel. In this moment, as he goes on to warn Mary and Joseph of what lies ahead, his life’s task is completed and he can die fulfilled.

Anna may be even older than Simeon – a widow now 84 years old. She too is devoted to God, always in his Temple and serving him through fasting and prayer. She too has been waiting for this moment. Taking her cue from Simeon she announces to all within earshot that this is the promised Messiah, the one who will redeem Israel.

In an age where youth is prized, old age has a bad press at the moment. But there are benefits to old age! As Lord Longford said, ‘old people have one priceless advantage as compared with young ones. They have been young themselves, and young people have not been old.’ 

How many old people can you think of who are watchful and expectant as Simeon and Anna were? A friend in Devon called Dorothy comes to mind – widowed since before we knew her, now confined to her home, full of faith, she continues to be a prayer warrior. How many people have become Christians or have been upheld in times of difficulty through the prayers of people like Dorothy?

There are advantages and disadvantages to all stages of life, and a challenge for the church is to resist ageism and to encourage networks of relationship across the ages. It has certainly been a huge advantage to our children to be part of a large, extended family in every church we have belonged to. What positive experiences have you had of being part of God’s family?
Jesus, at the other end of the age scale, is at centre stage throughout. In contrast to the many Christmas cards where Jesus is either sidelined or completely absent!
Although he was the Son of God, Jesus was born under the law and fulfilled all the obligations of the law. Through circumcision, he became identified with God’s people. Though he was without sin, he took on himself all our human impurity and guilt. The sacrifice of two doves that his parents offered to redeem him foreshadowed the sacrifice of his own blood that he would offer to redeem all humanity. Jesus came not to sweep the law away, but to fulfil it.

The carol, Once in Royal David’s City, gives the impression that Jesus was an unreal, angelic boy – ‘Christian children all must be mild, obedient, good as he’. But we see that Jesus was in many ways a normal Jewish boy, who grew up with the customs of his community; who lived in a poor home with parents who had to sacrifice two doves instead of a lamb (v.24) and who knew the struggles of trying to make ends meet. But he grows to be more truly human and alive than anyone before or after him – fully developed and balanced in body, mind and spirit (v.40).

Nevertheless, as Simeon prophesies, ‘he will bring the salvation and the destruction of many in Israel’. He will be like a stone which causes many who think they stand to stumble, and many who are humble to be raised up. It’s not an outwardly ‘good life’ that counts with God but the deepest inclination of our hearts: and it is our attitude to Christ that reveals the nature of our hearts to God.

At the heart of God’s call to each one of us, whatever it might be, is the call to centre our lives on Jesus Christ. This is worth remembering when we’re tempted to focus our attention on the church building, or work, or our favourite hobby, or our family, or anything else which may be good in itself but takes our focus away from Jesus. We’re not designed to meet the expectations of the world but to live in close relationship with Him. Whatever age you are, as you surrender your life to God, you will find out what he dreamt of for you and what part in his purposes he wants you to play.

