
Sermon for the Presentation of Our Lord C 
Sunday, January 31, 2016 
“Presenting the Messiah” 

Text:  Luke 2:22-40 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

May I present to you Jesus, the Messiah, the Christ.  If you don’t 
know this already, I’m not a fan of transferring major feast days to the 
Sunday before or after.  The reason I don’t is because there is a theological 
reason for the placement of our holy days.  The Solemnity of the 
Presentation of Our Lord in the Temple is one such holiday.  You know 
that the Christmas season lasts 12 days, from Christmas Day to January 
5.  Then comes the Epiphany, an event marking the recognition by the 
Gentile world that God has been manifested in the world.  After we 
celebrate the Baptism of Our Lord the following Sunday, we go into a 
period of Ordinary Time.  So, it would seem that the period of celebrating 
the manifestation of God in the world has finished, yet we still get 
glimpses as we are reminded of who Jesus is as he turns water to wine 
at the wedding at Cana and proclaims to Jewish listeners that the 
scriptures have been fulfilled in him.  But, you see, everything I just told 
you is part of a larger whole, a story that continues to unfold before our 
eyes week after week.  The Presentation of Our Lord Jesus Christ is an 
important part of the story.  It is so important, in fact, that we didn’t 
want to risk you missing out on it by celebrating it this coming Tuesday, 
February 2, and so its celebration has been transferred to today so you 
can be a part of it. 

There are several important things you need to know about the 
Feast of the Presentation.  First, as I have been leading up to, is the 
timing.  If you count the days from December 25 to February 2, you will 
notice that that’s 40 days.  There’s something special about the number 
40.  Scripture has a particular connection to the number 40 and it 
appears again and again—159 times.  The number forty in scripture is 
often, but not always, associated with trials, temptation, and judgment.  
In the Book of Numbers, God called forty years a generation.  Forty is the 
number of days and nights of the Great Flood and the number of days 
Noah waited before he opened the windows of the ark.  Moses spent the 
first forty years of his life living in Egypt in the house of the Pharaoh, 
then another forty years in Midian, and the final forty years leading the 



2 

Israelites out of Egypt toward the Promised Land.  Forty is the number 
of years the Israelites wandered in the wilderness after the Exodus from 
Egypt and they were sustained by manna those forty years.  Moses spent 
forty days and nights with God on Mt. Sinai, and he did that twice.  Later 
in the Book of Judges, the Israelites were held in captivity by the 
Philistines for forty years because of their evil ways in the sight of God.  
Goliath taunted Israel for forty days and nights before being vanquished 
by David.  Eli was a judge over Israel forty years, and three great kings 
of Israel—David, Solomon, and Joash—all reigned for forty years.  The 
prophet Ezekiel lay on his right side, as directed by God, for forty days to 
bear the iniquity of Judah.  Jonah told the city of Nineveh they had forty 
days to repent, and they did.  For forty days, Jesus fasted and was 
tempted in the wilderness at the beginning of his public ministry.  Forty 
days passed between his resurrection and ascension.  So, it should come 
as no surprise that forty plays an important role in some of the liturgical 
timing in the church:  forty days between Christmas and the Presentation, 
forty days from Ash Wednesday to Easter (not counting Sundays, of 
course), and forty days from Easter to Ascension Day. 

Now, let’s turn to today’s Gospel text for some more important 
things about Jesus’s presentation in the temple.  The first thing that we 
are told by Luke is that the Holy Family had gone to the temple for their 
purification.  It was required that a woman following childbirth present 
herself to the temple to be purified so that she could be readmitted into 
the community of faith.  The Jews had very strict laws about blood.  They 
must not touch it; they must not eat it.  While a woman was having her 
monthly cycle, her husband could not touch her.  Childbirth is very bloody, 
so after a woman had a baby, she was excommunicated from her 
community until she went through ritual purification in the temple.  The 
Book of Leviticus says that after bearing a male child, she was unclean 
for seven days until his circumcision, then had to spend another 33 days 
of purification without touching anything holy or entering a holy place.  
7 + 33 days = 40 days.  At the end, she and her husband must offer a lamb 
and a turtledove or young pigeon.   The ancient rite of the churching of 
women has been practiced in the Christian church since the earliest 
centuries, but has largely died out in the Western or Latin-based 
churches.  In our own tradition, it existed through the 1928 Book of 
Common Prayer, but in our current prayer book exists in a remnant form 
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as the “Thanksgiving for the Birth or Adoption of a Child.”  Next Luke 
explains, that it was written in the Law, the Torah, that “every firstborn 
male be designated as holy to the Lord,” and that was accomplished by 
presenting the child in the temple.  Mary and Joseph offered a sacrifice 
of two turtledoves or two young pigeons, which was the alternative 
requirement for poorer families who could not afford a lamb.  So, Mary 
and Joseph went to the temple with the infant Jesus to do what they were 
required by law to do. 

While they were there, they presented Jesus to Simeon, an elderly 
priest of the temple, who had been told by God that he would not meet 
death until he had met the Lord’s Messiah.  When he met Jesus, he 
recognized him and proclaimed the familiar words of the Nunc dimittis, 
which we heard at the beginning of the mass: 

“Now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to 
thy word.  For these eyes of mine have seen the Savior, which 
thou hast prepared before the face of all people to be a light to 
lighten the Gentiles, and to be the glory of thy people Israel.” 

Imagine what a powerful moment that must’ve been!  This old man who 
was just waiting to die, whose sight was probably failing, from within the 
dark candlelit temple, clearly recognized the Messiah—the one who 
would save not only the chosen people of Israel, but all people.  This was 
an Epiphany moment, wasn’t it?  A revelation of the divine presence 
among humankind.  Then Simeon turned to Mary and foretold how 
Salvation would be accomplished at the Cross:  “and a sword will pierce 
your own soul also.”  Those two powerful moments were summarized in 
the Gospel acclamation we heard a few minutes ago:  Senex puerum 
portabat, sed Puer senem regnabat ‘The old man carried the Child, but 
the child governed the old man.’  The story ends with the brief encounter 
with an elderly woman named Anna who was also waiting for the one 
who would redeem Jerusalem and the chosen people.  “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.” 

How will we present the Messiah?  How will we, like Simeon, 
proclaim that the Messiah has come into the world and saved all people?  
Those candles that we lit at the beginning of the mass are meant to 
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represent the light of Christ that was recognized by Simeon, and they 
remind us of the light that burns within each of us.  I carried a bigger 
candle that the rest of you.  This is my baptismal candle.  Candlemas is 
of particular significance to me, because I was baptized on February 2, 
1975.  We all carry the light of Christ within us, and through our baptism 
we have been sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own for 
ever.  We can go about our daily lives with the reassurance that we have 
Christ’s light burning within us, that his presence surrounds us, and that 
we can recognize Christ in each other.  That is the message of the 
Solemnity we celebrate today.  Keep presenting the Messiah.  Amen. 
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