
1 

Looking Forward 
Luke 2:21-35 

 
Dr. Mark R. Bender 

 
First Christian Church – Wichita Falls, Texas 

 
December 30, 2018 

 
21 After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called 
Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.  
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’), 24and 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. 26It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before 
he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27Guided 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, 28Simeon* 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. 
34Then 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 35so that 
the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.’ 

 
 

Did you see them?  They were here, right here, in this Sanctuary Monday night.  They 

may have even been sitting just down the pew from you.  I saw them…the Chreasters 

were here. 

Chreaster is the unfortunate name given to those people who only come to church on 

Christmas and Easter – the big “festival” days of the Christian year.  The presence of 

Chreasters is one of the reasons why attendance is higher than normal on these days.  
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They may not be here on the third Sunday of Epiphany, the fifth Sunday of Lent, or the 

17th Sunday after Pentecost, but on Christmas Eve and Easter, they’re here.  It’s part of 

their DNA.  Or said another way, their marking and celebration of these days on the 

calendar wouldn’t be complete without coming to church; without the ritual of being in a 

holy place on a holy day. 

I think Chreasters sometimes get a bad rap.  Sure, there are some who only bother 

with church on these “feel-good” days.  I’m not denying that.  But some are people of 

faith who have to work on Sundays – police officers, fire fighters, medical professionals, 

and others.  While their work prevents them from being here every Sunday, they make a 

special point to break free on these days – to celebrate the power of these days with their 

church family.  And, you and I – the church – must also own our part in creating 

Chreasters.  Because of the emphasis the church puts on these days with special 

advertisements and decorations, their curiosity about Christianity piques.  And so, rather 

than judging these people as lazy, we have to consider how many are actually seeking to 

learn more about Christ, to learn more about faith; how many of them are a lot like us.  

Perhaps they shouldn’t be objects of ridicule or shame for their attendance, but people we 

should focus on with our welcome and love…even as, especially as, we light the candles, 

sing the carols, and hear the promises of scripture.  As we go about the rituals of the 

season. 

Mary and Joseph knew about the rituals of the season.  Or better said, they knew 

about and practiced the powerful rituals associated with the birth of a son.  That’s why, as 

observant Jews, Mary and Joseph went to Jerusalem with their newborn son.  The faithful 

had come to do what the law commanded.  O come, all ye faithful…come ye, O come ye 

to…Jerusalem?  Yet Jerusalem is exactly where they should be – back at the temple where 

the action of the gospel began; back not just in the liturgical center but also the center of 

Israel’s hopes and affections. 
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Our scripture this morning is in the back half of Luke 2, the only verse in the gospel 

focused on Jesus as a child.  The 15 verses we read this morning account for about 50% 

of Luke’s record of Jesus’s childhood.  Not much is said about Jesus as an infant, toddler, 

or adolescent.  But this is for good reason.  The scarcity of information about Jesus’ 

childhood reminds us that the gospels are not biographies.  They seek to undergird and 

strengthen faith in Christ, and to make theological points.  Such is the case with our 

scripture lesson this morning.  Luke was interested in connecting the story of Jesus to the 

temple and to help us understand Christ more fully.  That’s why in Luke 2, we find Mary 

and Joseph fulfilling three different rituals with their newborn son.   

The first ritual was circumcision.  Every Jewish boy was circumcised on the eighth day 

after his birth.  It marked the child’s acceptance into the covenant community.  In the 

process of circumcision and naming, the child was given an identity. 

This story in Luke 2 is the parallel to the circumcision and naming of John the Baptist 

that we discussed last week.  However, the emphasis was not on act of circumcision but 

on the conferring of the name Jesus.  “Jesus” means “Yahweh is Salvation.”  The name 

Jesus was not given by Joseph but by the angel of the Lord.  It declared the child’s future 

role as “savior” of all people. 

The second ritual was the redemption of the firstborn son.  If you remember your Old 

Testament history, God spared the firstborn sons of Israel during the exodus.  As a 

reminder of this act, observant Jews consecrated their firstborn sons to the Lord.  In 

observing this ritual, the firstborn son was redeemed (“bought back”) from the Lord to 

whom he belonged.  The Old Testament book of Numbers tell us that this redemption 

cost 5 shekels of silver, payable to the priests (18:15-16).  But there is no mention of 

payment when Luke describes the consecration of the firstborn male.  Perhaps Luke 

deliberately omitted it to imply that Jesus wasn’t bought back from the Lord but 

continued to be devoted to the Lord. 
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The third ritual was the purification of the mother.  After the birth of a male child, the 

mother was ceremonially unclean for seven days and then underwent purification for 

another 33 days.  During this time she was not permitted to enter the Temple or to touch 

any holy object. 

Purification didn’t mean Mary was “defiled” or “dirty.”  It had to do with power – the 

awesome power of childbirth; the capability to give birth.  One way a woman 

encountered the holy was through the miracle of giving birth.  But because of the power 

of this miracle, one had to undergo a purification in order to reenter ordinary society 

without unleashing this power in a dangerous way.  While there isn’t a truly modern 

corollary of this in today’s society, Gene Boring and Fred Craddock suggest that we might 

think of this purification the way “contamination” or “cleaning up” are used now with 

reference to radiation.  The awesome power of childbirth must be contained and 

regulated so that it doesn’t “infect” society.  Like astronauts or nuclear workers, Mary had 

to be decontaminated before reentering society.i 

After completing the 40 days of purification, this ritual ended with a sacrifice.  The 

family was to offer a lamb and a pigeon.  However, if a family could not afford the lamb, 

an offering of the two pigeons could also be made.  This was technically called The 

Offering of the Poor.  And such was the case with Mary and Joseph.  They did not have 

the means to offer the full sacrifice.  As a boy, Jesus was definitely familiar with the poor. 

All three of these ceremonial rituals have at the back of them the conviction that a 

child is a gift of God.ii  But the record of these rituals also served another purpose.  They 

established the piety of Jesus’ family.  Jesus was born in the context of the covenant 

established between God and God’s people.  Mary and Joseph did everything required in 

the law.  As we know, later in life Jesus would be in tension with some interpreters of his 

tradition, but his position would not be that of an outsider.  On the contrary, Jesus’ own 

nurture in his tradition prepared him to oppose flawed and hollow practices in the name 

of the law of Moses.iii 
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And it was in the midst of these rituals in the temple that an old man named Simeon 

appears.  Simeon was a righteous and devout man, guided by the Holy Spirit.  Simeon had 

spent his life looking for something.  He was looking for the consolation of Israel.  The 

“consolation” was a term for the restoration of the people and the fulfillment of God’s 

redemptive work.  The idea of consolation is captured well in the first sung piece in 

Handel’s Messiah, the tenor recitative, Comfort Ye.  “Comfort ye my people, saith your 

God.”  This text from Isaiah 40, 51, and 52 reaffirmed that final salvation had been 

promised to God’s people. 

Simeon had been looking for a sign of that consolation.  He had been told by the Holy 

Spirit that he would not see death before he saw the Lord’s Messiah.  And that day, in the 

temple, his dream was realized.  As he scooped the young child in his arms, he praised 

God for God’s faithfulness.  He also gave credence to Jesus’ purpose.  In the arms of the 

old man, a righteous and devout man, Jesus was recognized and affirmed as God’s agent 

of redemption.  His credentials as one who lived blamelessly made him an eminently 

reliable person.  Perhaps that’s why Simeon comes to my mind when we sing the final 

verse from Angels from the Realms of Glory: 

 

Saints before the altar bending, watching long in hope and fear. 
Suddenly the Lord descending, here among us shall appear. 

Come and worship, come and worship, worship Christ the newborn King. 
 

Simeon had long been watching in hope and fear, but now as he held the Christ child, 

he was no longer watching.  He could worship that God had indeed done what God 

promised. 

But what also should be clear is the order in which things happened.  Simeon believed 

in God’s promise before he saw it.  It wasn’t “seeing is believing.”  Simeon believed 

before he laid eyes on Jesus.  And it was his faith that led him to the Temple that day.  
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This was no accident.  Simeon was guided there by the Holy Spirit.  What happened was 

God’s doing. 

But in the midst of this praise, Simeon also addressed the elephant in the room.  He 

pointed out that not everyone would rejoice with him.  The one who would bring 

salvation would also bring judgment.  As he blessed the child and his parents, he spoke of 

a harsh reality.  Jesus would bring truth to light and in so doing throw all who come in 

contact with him into a crisis of decision.  In that decision, rising and falling, life and 

death, would result.  There would be a choice to make.  The movement of one’s life could 

either go toward or away from God.iv 

When we left the Sanctuary Monday night, we went with John 1 echoing in our heads.  

Jesus is the light of the world.  But, anyone who turns on light knows that it creates 

shadows.  So, too, the bright light of Christ would expose the darkness of others.  This 

was foreshadowed in the song Simeon sang before offering this blessing.  In his song, 

known as the Nunc Dimittis (named after the first two words in the Latin translation for 

“now send away”), Simeon sang about this shadow.  He didn’t do it directly…but it was 

there.  “Lord let your servant depart in peace.” 

In some traditions, this Nunc Dimittis is sometimes sung after communion as people 

depart from the table.  In the liturgy of the hours, the Nunc Dimittis comes at the 

conclusion of the service of Compline, the prayers at the close of the day.  It’s also 

regularly said and sung at the end of a funeral.  It’s often the words on my mind and lips 

as I lead a casket out of the Sanctuary or as we gather around the graveside.  “Lord, now 

let your servant depart in peace.”  It is a fitting word for the close of one’s life. 

So why in this season of Christmas carols is Simeon singing this odd Christmas carol 

just 40 days after Jesus’ birth?  And why talk about this passage now in the midst of the 

light and life of Christmas?  Because the truth is death doesn’t take a holiday.  And even 

in the early days of Jesus’ infancy, just as it is today, death is a reality. 
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But what Simeon did in his hymn of praise was to reframe death.  He spoke of death 

so honestly only in the light of the coming of the promised messiah.  As he held the child 

in his arms, he was confident that in this helpless child God had come to redeem Israel 

and save all the world.  And when he said, “Lord, let your servant now depart in peace,” 

he was not asking for death.  Rather, Simeon was now accepting it, whenever it came, 

with courage and confidence in the light of God’s promised salvation.  And that’s why we 

talk about death just a week after our Christmas celebration of life, so that by naming 

death it may no longer terrify or diminish us.  Because in birth of Jesus, Emmanuel, God 

with us, we need no longer fear anything.v  Now you need not fear the grave, Jesus Christ was 

born to save.vi  With the coming of Christ, something new has happened. 

In just a little over 36 hours, something new will happen on our calendars.  We will 

step into 2019.  And while Tuesday itself won’t be much different from Monday, except 

on our calendars, the start of a new year provides an opportunity for fresh beginnings; for 

doing things differently than before.  Perhaps an opportunity for reviving the power of 

old rituals. 

New Testament professor Alan Culpepper suggests that: 

The pressures of secularism and modern life have reduced the significance of ritual observances in 
the lives of most Christians.  Busy schedules and after-school activities mean that families eat fewer 
meals together.  Prayer before meals and family Bible study are observed in fewer homes today than in 
just a generation ago.  For many, religious rituals are reduced to church attendance at Christmas and 
Easter and to socially required ceremonies at births, weddings, and funerals.  The marking of both 
daily and special events with rituals that recognize the sacredness of life and the presence of God in the 
everyday is practically extinct…The result has been that God has receded from the awareness and 
experience of everyday life.  Many assume that God is found only in certain places, in sacred buildings, 
in holy books, or in observances led by hold persons.  Their lives, on the other hand, move in a secular 
realm devoid of the presence of the holy.vii 
 

He then gives this challenge: 

The challenge to modern Christians, therefore, is to find effective rituals for celebrating the presence 
of God in the ordinary.  We need to learn to greet the morning with gratitude; to celebrate the goodness 
of food, family, and friendship at meals; to recognize mystery in beauty; and to mark rites of passage – 
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like a sixteenth birthday and the freedom and responsibility that come with a driver’s license.  Rituals 
are not restrictive; they celebrate the goodness and mystery of life.viii 

 
I think he’s right.  And that’s why we – and the Chreasters - need today’s scripture 

lesson before the glow of Christmas wears off.  We need the reminder of the rituals 

tomorrow, Tuesday, and throughout 2019.  We need Luke’s attention to persons and 

practices.  We need to see again in those rituals that the narrative, then and now, is 

oriented to the fulfillment of the promise that God indeed is with us.ix 

So as we stand on the threshold of 2019, I encourage you to take on Simeon’s power 

of observation – to observe the small rituals in our lives which speak about what God has 

done and is doing; to observe the power of God at work in the world around us; to 

observe the prompts of the Holy Spirit.  With this power of observation, we will find 

what we are looking for.  We will find God’s promise of presence and peace so that we 

can leave worship to go out into the world with confidence, neither denying the harsh 

realities of this life nor being deterred by them, but rather facing whatever comes our way 

in the coming week and year with courage.  And the way we will find that promise is by 

standing watch, trusting that the Holy Spirit is guiding us.  The way we will find that 

promise is by perhaps believing it before we can see it with our own eyes.  The way we 

will find that promise is by giving glory to the one born for our salvation.  So…come, all ye 

faithful, joyful and triumphant...  Come, let us adore him, Christ, the Lord!  
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