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JESUS PRESENTED IN THE TEMPLE

Luke 2:21–40
Key Verse: 2:32

“. . . a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel.”
Today’s passage contains stories unique to Luke’s Gospel. We learn that Jesus is God’s salvation and a light for both Jew and Gentile—for all people. We also learn a sense of God’s history. Though Jesus came as a light for the Gentiles, he did not reject what God had been doing among the Jews before he came. He came as the fulfillment of God’s history. Existential philosophy dominates the post-modern world. It teaches us to reject the past and the future and to live only “in the moment.” But the Bible teaches us the great importance of learning a sense of God’s history. May God grow a sense of his history in our hearts through this study, so that we may live as his people.
First, the obedience of Jesus’ parents (21–24). Look at verse 21. When we read this verse, the word “circumcise” immediately jumps out at us. Just like any other Jewish baby boy, Jesus was circumcised on the eighth day of his life. It is a bit surprising that the author Luke, who was a Gentile, tells us that Jesus was circumcised. Circumcision was a controversial matter in the early Christian church. Many strict Jewish Christians demanded that new Gentile converts to Christianity also be circumcised in order to be saved. Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, fought vigorously against this teaching. He proclaimed that all that Gentile believers needed was faith in Jesus, and nothing else. Luke was writing his Gospel account for Gentile believers. Yet he includes the detail that Jesus was circumcised. However, it was not to teach Gentiles to be circumcised. Rather, it was to teach what Jesus our Lord came to do for us. Galatians 4:4,5 explains it so well: “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights as sons.” Jesus was circumcised to make us bona fide children of God.
Read verse 21. In the ancient world, naming a child was not about picking a nice-sounding or fashionable name. Names were chosen from among a family’s most devout ancestors, and it was believed that the name chosen would determine the child’s character and destiny. The name “Jesus” means “the Lord saves.” It may seem to be just a matter of course for the baby to be named Jesus, for the angel had already told Mary about this name (1:31). But Luke makes it a point to tell us that the name “Jesus” was given to the baby. It runs parallel to the story of the birth of John the Baptist. John’s parents faced stiff opposition in naming him “John.” But when Zechariah did so, immediately his dumb training was over. In the same way, when Joseph and Mary named the baby “Jesus,” it was the expression of their faith in God’s sovereign purpose for him. It was their act of obedience to God. 
Luke continues to emphasize their obedience to God. Read verses 22–24. In these verses, the Law of the Lord is capitalized, and it is repeated three times. God had given his people specific laws about what to do when a baby was born. First of all, after delivering a baby boy, the mother would be considered ceremonially unclean for 40 days. During that time she was not allowed to come into God’s temple. Secondly, every firstborn male had to be consecrated to the Lord by being presented to him in the temple. Thirdly, an offering had to be made. In these things God was training his people to be holy. Joseph and Mary carefully obeyed the Law of God in detail. It is a good example for parents. If we want to be good parents to our children, if we want them to grow up under God’s blessing, then first of all we should carefully obey the Law of the Lord (39,40).
Second, the character of Jesus. In recording these details Luke is not only telling us about the parents’ obedience; he is also telling us the character of Jesus. Jesus was born to be the Savior of the world, the long-awaited Messiah. But the details surrounding his birth were very ordinary. He was circumcised, just like everyone else. His mother went through the period of purification, just like everyone else. He was presented to God in the temple, just like every other firstborn baby boy. An offering was made on his behalf, just like every other firstborn boy. As we know, when people think they are special, they do not think they need to keep all kinds of small rules and laws. Famous and powerful people frequently break speeding or parking laws. In history many kings have thought they were above the law. Many parents also like to treat their children as “special,” exempting them from mundane chores or activities. But even from his birth Jesus obeyed all the laws. Hebrews 2:17 explains the meaning of this so well: “For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people.” 

In the details of Jesus’ presentation we also find that his parents made the offering of the poor. Read verse 24 again. Actually, the usual offering made was a lamb and a dove or a pigeon. But Joseph and Mary offered “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.” This offering was an exception made for poor people. It tells us again that Jesus was born into a poor family. He was the Savior of the world. But at his birth his parents could not even afford the ordinary offering. It reminds us of 2 Corinthians 8:9: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you, through his poverty, might become rich.”
Third, the witness of Simeon and Anna (25–38). In these verses two amazing people, Simeon and Anna, appear right at the time Jesus is presented in the temple. God already had been working in their lives for many years, just has he had been doing in the lives of Zechariah and Elizabeth. Their testimony about Jesus makes the news of his birth as the Messiah even more credible. 

Who was Simeon? Read verses 25,26. Originally, the name “Simeon” was one of the names of Jacob’s 12 sons. It means “the Lord hears.” At the time before Jesus was born, the world seemed most dark. God seemed to have abandoned his people for the past 400 years. God’s people had suffered so much that they needed God’s consolation, God’s comfort. Simeon was not a selfish man; he was a man of faith and a man of prayer. He must have prayed for many years for God to keep his promise and send the Messiah. To worldly eyes Simeon seems to be a foolish old man, a nobody. But from God’s point of view, he was the most important person in the world. He put his faith in the promise of God to his people. Many people had turned away from God. But Simeon lived a devout life in deep reverence for God. His life of faith reminds us of Hebrews 11:6: “And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” God was so pleased by his faith that he put his Holy Spirit on him. God also revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. This promise was the greatest treasure to him. And he received the greatest blessing. Read verses 27,28. Most people had no idea of the great event that had happened in their midst. But Simeon had the privilege to hold the baby Jesus, the Savior of the world, in his own arms.

Many young people are given privileges for which they have absolutely no appreciation. But what did Simeon say in response to his privilege? Read verses 29–32. Simeon was so grateful to God. He was deeply aware that God had graciously answered his prayers. God had blessed his life of faith. Now he could see with his eyes God’s salvation for all human beings. We learn from Simeon how to live as godly people in a godless world. He held onto the promises of God and prayed fervently. He never gave up hope in God. He could not be satisfied with small things; he wanted to see with his own eyes the fulfillment of God’s promise to send the Savior of the world. He was faithful to his life of prayer for God’s people to the end of his life. He had a strong sense of God’s history. We also learn here that God’s history does not happen in a vacuum; it happens through the godly lives of people like Simeon. In all the hoopla of the world we may feel rather insignificant. But before God, our lives of faith are most precious.

What did Simeon say about the baby Jesus? Let’s read verses 30–32 again. Here he calls Jesus God’s salvation. He calls him “a light for revelation.” Simeon knew very well what it was to live in dark times. But he could see that Jesus would be a light for revelation. To live in darkness sounds like a cliché; in fact, it is a very present reality. There are many kinds of darkness. There is the darkness of fear, the darkness of sorrow, the darkness of guilt, the darkness of misunderstanding, bitterness and hatred, the darkness of despair. Living in darkness, people do their best just to survive and to gratify their desires. But they have no meaning, purpose, or direction, and worst of all, no truth in their hearts. When we live in darkness, we lose our noble humanity. We become vicious and ignoble. The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes observed this darkness and wrote that human life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutal and short” (Leviathan, xiii). Paul described the Gentile world without God or God’s law as “senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless” (Ro1:31). Such people might seem hopeless. Many Jews thought Gentiles’ only purpose was to serve as fuel for the fires of hell.

But Jesus is a light for revelation to the Gentiles. What does he “reveal”? He reveals our sins. But even more than that, he reveals God’s love and God’s saving grace. He gives us “the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of [our] sins” (1:77). He reveals the glory of God and the hope of the kingdom of God. Jesus gives God’s light even to the person in the blackest darkness. Some people might be negative about student ministry to American young people in this post-modern era. But Jesus is a light for revelation to the Gentiles. 

Luke emphasizes the importance of our response to Jesus. Read verses 33–35. The “sword” that pierced Mary’s soul would be the day she would watch him die on a cross. But here, verse 34 is key: Those who believe in Jesus will “rise;” those who reject him will “fall.”  People say, “Who cares?” People seem to get away with whatever they want. Success seems to be based on ability. But that is not true. Our life’s destiny is determined by how we respond to Jesus.

Who was Anna? Read verses 36,37. Like Simeon, Anna seems like a fanatical, ridiculous person. But she was a very precious person in the sight of God. She had lived most of her adult life as a widow. But she did not long for a husband. She used the freedom of being single to serve God as a prayer servant for her people. Like Simeon, she was a “mover and shaker” in God’s history. God used her faith and prayer as instrumental in sending the Savior. Read verse 38. Anna, like Simeon, was one of the waiting people. The times were dark, but there was a remnant of God’s people, waiting for God to fulfill his promises. Paul wrote, “So too, at the present time, there is a remnant chosen by grace” (Ro11:5).

Jesus is a light for the Gentiles. But he also fulfilled God’s history in Israel. We Christians must not reject the Law of God in the name of grace. We must not ignore what God has done in the past (Dt32;7). May God help us imitate the faith of those who lived as remnants in God’s redemptive history.
