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Sermon “Holy to the Lord”

Scripture Reading

Luke 2:22-35; 39-40                     


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. 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 (as it is written in the law of the Lord, "Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord"), and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, "a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons." 

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. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord's Messiah.   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, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, "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." And the child's father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. 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 so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed — and a sword will pierce your own soul too." 

When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him. 

Introduction 

Talk about family's photo album containing memories of baby's first haircut, first birthday, first bike ride, and the like. Show E.’s. photo books.
And then, there are those funny things that children say…

I’ve already shared a few things that my own children and granddaughter have said.

But here’s one I got off the internet (that I think you will enjoy)…

While taking a routine vandalism report at an elementary school, a police office was 
interrupted by a little girl about six years old.  Looking up and down at his uniform, she asked, "Are you a cop?"  "Yes," he answered and continued writing the report.  "My mother said if I ever needed help I should ask the police.  Is that right?"  "Yes, that's right," he told 
her.  "Well, then," she said as she extended her foot toward him, "would you please tie my shoe?" 

Transition statement
Well, the second chapter of the Gospel of Luke is kind of like a photo album of Jesus’ childhood in that it gives us a glimpse of his early life. The big difference between Jesus’ baby book and ours (besides the fact that there are no photos for us to look at!) is that all we have are 4 pictures: The Nativity scene, Jesus’ circumcision which took place on the eighth day of his life, his presentation in the Temple, which we have hear more about this morning, and an event that took place during his twelfth year—which we will hear about next Sunday. 
The fact is, the Bible just doesn’t give us much about Jesus’ early years. It's as though a whole box of pictures got lost!

But, these memories that we do have (of Jesus’ childhood) are precious to us. They were most likely preserved by Mary, the mother of our Lord. She told them to others and the word was passed down by way of mouth until they were put in writing by Luke. 

There is no recollection of birthday parties, of first words spoken, of birthday parties with friends. But what we do have is a testimony that, from its very beginning, was God's greatest gift to humankind. It is the life of the Savior of the world. Let’s take a closer look…

We have opportunity this morning 

to reaffirm 
some basic truths about God 

and this life that He has given 

to us. 
Gospel writer Luke reveals these truths to us

in this second chapter of this book


that he originally wrote for his friend, Theophilus,

and has now been passed down to us.

Luke, we remember, 

is the writer whose intent it was 

to write an orderly account


of the events that had taken place 

up to that point in time




--beginning 

with what eyewitnesses, themselves, 
had seen and reported to him. 

Today we are taking a look one day of that account, in particular

--baby Jesus on his 40th day of life.     

He is almost 6 weeks old by this time,

and his parents have brought him 

to the Temple in Jerusalem

to be presented.

This is what the subtitles in our Bible call this section:

The presentation of Jesus.

It appears that Luke has actually combined two rituals in this acount
--both of which had been prescribed 
in Old Testament Scriptures:

The first was called the redemption of the firstborn


and the second:

the purification of the infant’s mother.

Luke teaches us that the firstborn male in every Jewish family 
was “holy to the Lord.”

Thus, it was required by religious leaders that the child be “bought back” 
(in a sense)



for five shekels.

A pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons was the amount required. 

Now, the purification of the mother was another thing altogether. 
It would have been s a separate ceremony


which was to take place 40 days 

after giving birth to a male child.

And this is why Mary and Joseph and the infant Jesus were in the Temple

on this particular day--to fulfill the requirements of the Law.

It may not seem that important to us 

(who already know that Jesus came to set us free 
from the law of sin and death)

--but to the Jews of that day 
(whom Luke was trying to convince




that Jesus is the Son of God) 

it was very important 
that this information be included.

Words of prophecy that were spoken that day!


--by a certain righteous and devout man




whose name was Simeon. 
He had been waiting his whole life, it seems,


to see the Messiah,



the promised one 

who would bring consolation to Israel
comfort, help, and hope.



According to writer Luke,

God had promised him 

that he would not die




until he had seen the Lord’s Messiah

--with his own eyes.

And so it was…


on this exact day,



Simeon came into the Temple.
We know right away 

that the words we are about to hear 



are the words of God because the Holy Spirit had guided him there.
And so, when Simeon took the infant in his arms


and began to speak, we listen.

"Master,” he says, speaking of course, to God,

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." 

These are very pleasant and encouraging words—about light and glory.
And Luke tells us that the child's father and mother were amazed 

at what was being said about him. 

Then Simeon blessed them, and then he 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--so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed — 

It was clear that God had big plans for the infant Jesus


--plans that would reveal who was godly 

and who was not.

And then came words that were directed toward Mary herself


--words that were both personal and painful:  

 

“and a sword will pierce your own soul too." 

We can be sure that Mary did more than 

ponder these words in her heart. 

She now knew that life would not be easy in the future.

So…this is the main part of the message that Luke has given.

We know what it meant for the people who heard the message in Jesus’ day.

--that had been prophesied was being fulfilled 

--right before their eyes.

As time went on and the religious leaders in Israel 

rose and fell, 

it became very clear that Jesus, Son of God,


was the one who had stirred things up.

As Jesus preached on the streets and mountainside,


it became obvious 

that his words were being rejected by many.

And he, who could read the inner thoughts of all 


revealed that rejection of his message, aloud



--to everyone within ear-shot.
There was no way to hide one’s thoughts 

from the Son of God.

But that was then--and this is now.

What do the words of today’s Scripture passage

mean for us, today?

Well, after giving it much thought and prayer,

I have come up with a few ways

that I believe this passage 

can provide meaning


for our lives today.  

FIRST, 
I believe that today’s Scripture passage confirms, for us, 

that GOD KEEPS HIS PROMISES.
God kept his promise to Simeon 
--that he would not die until he had seen the Messiah.

By including this in his orderly account,



Luke is assuring believers at all times and in all places,

that God does KEEP HIS PROMISES.

And, as Scriptures throughout the Bible teach us,

God has given us many promises.

WE CAN TRUST 

THAT GOD WILL KEEP HIS PROMISES..

The second way we can find meaning in today’s Scripture is this: 

to realize that:

GOD DOESN'T PROMISE US A ROSE GARDEN. 
To those of us who are getting up there in years, 

these words remind us of a song by that name.

I beg your pardon
I never promised you a rose garden
Along with the sunshine
There's gotta be a little rain sometime


The blessing that Simeon spoke to Mary and Joseph that day
would have made a warm Christmas memory 
--one that Joseph and Mary would have cherished forever 
--if he had prophesied only pleasant things. 
But he didn’t. 
The prophecy he gave had a shadow hanging over it 

--a shadow that would eventually lead to a cruel cross.   

A story has been told that illustrates this truth: 

Once there was a Christmas play held in the most unlikely of places, a maximum security prison. This prison held the worst possible offenders including, murderers, armed robbers and rapists. Prisoners themselves would act out the story for the other prisoners. Since they were in a maximum security prison nothing was allowed to be brought in for the play. All the costumes and props had to come from within the walls of the prison. 

A mop was found for Mary to use for hair. A ski mask with cotton balls glued on socks was used for the sheep. In fact, the socks came from four different prisoners. At the prison socks were issued twice a year. No one wanted to give up a whole pair of socks so four prisoners gave up one sock each. The socks were well worn, holey socks that became holy socks in a different way. A discarded cardboard box was used for the cradle. Everything was falling into place, and the prisoners were excited about the play. 

Then someone asked a question about the baby. What would they use for the baby Jesus? Of course a real baby could not be brought in. Someone suggested that Mary hold a blanket with nothing inside to represent the baby Jesus. That wouldn't do, the others said, but they were running out of ideas. 

On the day of the performance the chaplain came running into the group of actors. He had found something from his office to use for the baby. The show went on. The Christmas story was beautifully portrayed at the maximum security prison. The inmates enjoyed the play, and those taking part found the experience meaningful. Then came the dramatic scene where Mary revealed her baby " the Christ child. She very carefully unwrapped the blanket. The object she was carrying wasn't a baby or a doll but a cross from the chaplain's office. 


“A sword will pierce your own soul...." Simeon prophesied to Mary that day. 



…words that no mother, 




no person, 





would ever want to hear.

GOD NEVER PROMISED MARY AND JOSEPH A ROSE GARDEN. 

And He doesn't promise us one either. 
And this leads us to one thing more that is to be learned from this passage: 
God will not abandon us 

to struggle with our troubles alone.

God’s Holy Spirit will be with us,

to help us and see us through 

the storms of life.

[talk about the situation in Haiti]

God’s Holy Spirit is with the people of Haiti

--helping them through this terribly, heartbreaking experience.


God’s glory shines as people pour into the country 

to help in whatever way tey can.

And we, as God’s helpers, are called to do what we can, too

--to pray 

and send what we can 

to help them rebuild their broken lives.

No one but God knows exactly what the future holds.

And Mary and Joseph didn’t know what to expect next.

After their visit to the Temple, 

they took baby Jesus home to Galilee 
to their own town of Nazareth.

So much had happened already. 
First there had been the visit of the angels 
telling them unbelievable news, 
and then the baby was born 
--in a stable. 
While they were there, in Bethlehem,

shepherds came,

 and then they left. 
The music was gone now too. 

there was nothing left to do but head back to Nazareth,


carrying Simeon’s words with them



--to pray and ponder.

I expect that Mary and Joseph wondered to themselves 

as they walked along the road that day: 
What does all this mean? 
And if we use our imaginations, 

we might even envision them the following day: 

Mary standing over her sink, 
looking out on a cold, gray winter morning, 
the baby taking his morning nap 
…Joseph back at work in his carpentry shop. 
All in all, it was a typical, 
ordinary day back in Nazareth. 
But according to the words Simeon had spoken,

they were definitely going to need some direction


--something that we all need 

in order to make the most 

of this life that we have been given.
At times it comes from the mouths of other,

and we have to determine whether or not it is helpful.
The story is told of a young man, who long ago, got some direction. He was just starting out as a minister in London when approached an aged pastor who had spent his lifetime preaching the Gospel.

"You have had a great deal of experience," he said to the old man. "You know how many things that I ought to learn. Can't you give me some advice to carry with me in my duties?" "Yes I can", was the answer. "I will give you a piece of advice. You know that in every town in England, no matter how small, in every village or hamlet, though it be hidden in the folds of the mountain or wrapped around by the far-off sea, in every clump of farmhouses, you can find a road that, if you follow it, will take you to London. Just so, every text that you choose to preach from the Bible will have a road that leads to Jesus. Be sure you find that road and follow it."

…Great advice for preaching 

and excellent advice for living out our daily lives. 
No matter where we live, 
who we are, 
what we do for a living, 
we must make sure 

that the pathways of our lives lead us to Jesus.


God has granted us a brand new year.
As we continue to live into it 

let us remember the truths 

that have been given us 

in this morning’s Scripture passage.

Remembering these will help us stay on the right track:

--God does keep His promises.

--And though it is true that God never promised us that life would be easy, 

He has promised that His Holy Spirit will be with us always,

ready to step in and help in times of need. 
This is good news! 

but it is not all that today’s Scripture has to teach us.

There is something else:

Luke tells us that:
"He [Jesus] grew up and became strong, filled with wisdom; 
and the favor of God was upon him." 
Isn’t this what we all want?
…for God's favor be upon each of us, as well

--to be holy to the Lord. 

And so, 

I can think of no better way to begin 
this new year

than to ask God for that blessing.

This is what I would like for us to do in the next few minutes:
[extend the invitation for persons to come forward to receive a blessing]
