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Luke 2:22-40 

A Double Epiphany 
 

 

 Each week during this season of Epiphany we have 

been looking at a variety of texts that show us who Jesus 

is and what this means for us. In early January we heard 

about the wise men who journeyed for nearly 2 years to 

find Jesus – and how their road – and ours – wasn’t 

straight or easy. We studied Jesus’ baptism and 

remembered our own, receiving beads of water to remind 

us that we are God’s beloved children. Dan Rudy led us 

virtually to think about Jesus’ call to repentance as an 

opportunity to turn away from one thing toward another, 

newer thing, that God might be calling us too. Last week 

we looked at Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and sought to 

balance our call to be both pastoral and prophetic in our 

challenging world. 

  Today the lectionary returns us to an event in 

Jesus’ infancy – his presentation in the Temple. The 

lectionary give us this text today, because that important 

ceremony takes place 40 days after Jesus’ birth – and we 
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are about 40 days past Christmas.  As we have seen over 

the Advent and Epiphany seasons, the gospels are rich 

with epiphanies and miracles right from the very 

beginning.  Luke opens with Zechariah – a priest who has 

been granted the once in a lifetime opportunity of 

entering the sanctuary of the Lord to offer incense. While 

he is in this most sacred space, the angel Gabriel appears 

to him and announces that he and his barren wife 

Elizabeth will bear a son in their old age. That’s a once in 

a lifetime epiphany! 

In the next scene, Gabriel appears to Mary with the 

news that she has been chosen to be the mother of the 

Messiah, God’s son, and that she is to name this baby 

Jesus.  In that same visitation, Gabriel tells Mary that 

Elizabeth is also unexpectedly expecting.  A once in a 

lifetime Epiphany! 

In scene three, it is late in Mary’s pregnancy and 

she and Joseph have journeyed to Bethlehem to pay their 

taxes. While they are there, Jesus is born, and a sky full 

of angels appear to a rag tag band of shepherds who bring 
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good news to the young family in the stable. The 

epiphanies just keep coming. (PAUSE) 

I can’t imagine what a whirlwind that must have 

been for Mary and Joseph, can you? Finally, after all of 

these amazing events, it seems that things are starting to 

settle down. The young family appears to be moving into 

more familiar territory.  Now, Mary and Joseph 

participate in an important ritual in their faith community 

– they have their baby circumcised and they give him his 

name.  On this special day, we see their obedience to 

both the Torah and to the angel Gabriel who named him 

– the old and the new, the traditional and the unexpected. 

Then, we arrive at today’s text. -- Jesus’s first trip 

to the temple. This visit seems to combine two Old 

Testament rituals into one. The first is a purification rite 

for Mary and the second is the ritual of redeeming a first 

born son. This second ritual started after the Exodus, 

where it is decreed that all first fruits belong to the Lord. 

In Exodus 13, the Israelites are instructed to present a 

sacrificial offering in the temple in the place of a 

firstborn child who belongs to the Lord. It is a baby 
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dedication, although a different one than we would do 

today. The young couple is presenting an offering instead 

of literally handing over their first born son to God. 

But before they can even get started with their 

offering, God breaks in again – this time through Simeon 

and Anna – a double epiphany if you will.  Once again, 

imagine with me what this must have been like.  Imagine 

arriving here this morning to dedicate your baby, and 

suddenly a total stranger approaches you and takes the 

baby into his arms. As readers of Luke’s gospel, we 

know that Simeon is righteous and devout, that he is 

filled with the Holy Spirit and obedient to God -- but 

Mary and Joseph have no reason to know this.  I imagine 

that Simeon’s sudden intrusion would be startling, if not 

terrifying. (PAUSE) 

But imagine it from Simeon’s perspective. After 

decades of waiting, you are finally holding the most 

wanted child in history – the hope of the ages, the 

yearning of your whole life.  Can you imagine – it’s so 

hard for us to be still and to wait – and in our rush to 
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move forward we often miss God. i But Simeon had been 

patient, and now, here the baby was! 

Taking the Christ child in his arms, Simeon starts 

speaking:   

First – he addresses God, “Master, now you are 

dismissing your servant in peace, according to your 

word;” Finally, Simeon is being released from his 

decades-long vigil. How many young couples has he 

watched bring their children to the temple? How many 

days has he wondered, “Is today the day Lord?” But 

again, Mary and Joseph know none of this.  Does the 

travel weary, sleep deprived couple reach for their son, 

fearing that the old man isn’t quite all there? Wouldn’t 

we? 

 But then Simeon continues his words of praise to 

God, “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.”  (PAUSE) 

Is it then that Mary and Joseph began to relax just 

a bit, perhaps realizing that this is yet another revelation 
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– another epiphany about their son? Luke tells us that 

they were amazed – a verb that here can indicate a 

mixture of awe and confusion. It is quite a prayer that 

Simeon offers – enough to make your heart swell with 

pride – a reminder that this child that has been entrusted 

to you will bring salvation not just to Israel - but to all 

people.  (PAUSE) 

Then after his words of praise to God, Simeon 

turns his attention to Mary and Joseph and he blesses 

them.  (PAUSE) 

I wish that was the end of the story. I wish Simeon 

had quit there. I wish I could stand here this morning and 

tell you that when we dedicate our children to God, that 

when we dedicate ourselves to God there is this amazing 

blessing and we live happily ever after. But I can’t. 

 I can’t because that’s not the end of the story, 

because Simeon’s news is not all good. Right after he 

blesses this young family, he turns to Mary with these 

words, “This child is destined for the falling and rising of 

many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed so 



7 

 

that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed, and a 

sword will pierce your own soul too.”  (PAUSE)  

Did you notice the order of Simeon’s words – 

falling and then rising? It seems backwards to us today. 

We talk about things rising and then falling – political 

empires, sports programs -  things rise and then they fall. 

But once again God’s kingdom turns things upside down. 

In God’s kingdom we fall and then we rise. What did 

Jesus teach – a seed must fall to the ground and die in 

order to rise and bear much fruit. What did Jesus himself 

do? He died and then he was raised from the dead. What 

do we say when we enter the waters of baptism? Buried 

with Christ in death – raised to walk in newness of life. 

And living in this upside down kingdom will bring 

opposition. We have to be “all in” to fall and then rise. 

(PAUSE) 

 Before there is even time for Mary and Joseph to 

process these words from Simeon, the prophet Anna 

appears on the scene.  Luke tells us that she is an 84 year-

old widow who lives at the temple, investing her life in 

prayer and fasting. She, like Simeon, recognizes the 
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Messiah, and she too praises God. But where Simeon 

prayed to God and then spoke to Mary and Joseph, Anna 

proclaims the good news of his arrival to all those around 

them. (PAUSE) Imagine the stir this causes – first 

Simeon’s unexpected words and now Anna is preaching 

the good news to anyone who will listen.ii  An old 

woman, who suddenly breaks into a sermon in the middle 

of the temple – how do we think this went over in 

patriarchal Judaism? (PAUSE) 

 It’s a double Epiphany and a mixed blessing.  

(PAUSE) I doubt that either Simeon or Anna know the 

specifics of what the future holds for Jesus and this 

young family – but they know that both joy and sorrow 

are to come. 

Imagine, as a parent, the joy of seeing your son 

turn water into wine, of hearing about him feeding 

thousands with just a few fish and couple of small loaves 

of bread, of learning that he casts out demons and heals 

the sick, and even raises the dead – (PAUSE) – 

unspeakable joy. 
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Imagine as young parents having to flee your 

country to live as political refugees to avoid Herod’s 

slaughter of the innocents. Imagine having to listen to the 

scribes and Pharisees and all of their followers disparage 

your son.  And I can’t even imagine the pain of watching 

Jesus be arrested, beaten, subjected to a mockery of a 

trial and then cruelly executed. (PAUSE) – unspeakable 

pain. (PAUSE) 

On a different scale, this story reflects our reality 

doesn’t it?  As we talked about last week – we live in 

difficult days. All of us experience moments of great joy 

and deep pain – we celebrate major milestones as 

families and communities of faith – we share rituals to 

celebrate birthdays and graduations and retirements,  we 

welcome babies, and mark our baptisms. And we grieve 

– personal losses as well as those experienced by our 

brothers and sisters in the wider world as their lives and 

lively hoods are threatened by natural disasters, wars, and 

crises not of their own making.  

Again today, our Scripture text offers us some 

valuable wisdom on how to get through.  
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 Luke tells us that Simeon was in the temple that 

morning because he was directed to be there by the 

Spirit. After Mary and Joseph’s initial shock wears off, I 

imagine that they also are in tune to the Spirit’s presence 

in that epiphany moment.  When the difficult days came, 

I picture them drawing on the memory of this day – and 

the memories of all the other epiphanies they had been 

given, to give them strength. I imagine them recalling the 

strange collection of people – from shepherds and wise 

men to old prophets in the temple, who became part of 

the cloud of witnesses blessing them and standing 

alongside of them. Those blessings and epiphanies came 

from so many unexpected places, but they came, and the 

memory of them was sustaining.  

(PAUSE) What significant moments in your spiritual life 

can help sustain you?(PAUSE) 

I also think it is important to note that Mary & 

Joseph are at the temple that day because they were 

obedient to Gabriel and to Scripture – they are connected 

to tradition yet open to innovation, they were disciplined 

and committed, and open. On that day, they are 
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participating in one of the faith rituals that mark their 

days and help give meaning to their lives. We do this 

when we remember our baptisms and share the Lords’ 

Supper together.  Like us, Mary and Joseph are part of a 

vital community of faith that celebrates with them in the 

joyful times and hopefully supports them during the 

difficult days.  The young family is not alone – even if 

they feel like it sometimes. (PAUSE) Friends, this faith 

community is sustaining for each of us, and it can thrive 

into the future if we stay connected to each other, to our 

traditions and innovate as God calls. 

 The last thing I want us to note is what happened 

after the double epiphany that day. What did Mary and 

Joseph do? (PAUSE) They went home. (PAUSE) They 

went home to be about the business of carrying out the 

call God had given them – they went home to raise their 

son as best they knew how. But I suspect they went with 

a new expectancy and deeper sense of who their divinely 

human son was and who he might be in the world. 

(PAUSE) 



12 

 

 Friends, as we go about our daily lives – may we 

be patient and even quiet and still – so that we are open 

to God’s epiphanies and that we will see them when they 

happen – no matter where the Holy Spirit sends them 

from or how challenging they may be. Amen. 

  

i James Howell, Theological Perspective, p. 164. 
ii William Herzog, Exegetical Perspective Feasting on the Word, year B Volume 

4 p. 167 

                                                 


