The Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple  (Candlemas)

(sermon from 29th January 2017)

The ‘Missing Third’ of Christmas
This special feast which we call Candlemas (its popular name)  has come to mean more and more to me over the years as I have reflected upon it. I believe the Feast of the Presentation is the ‘Missing Third’ of Christmas.

Everyone is familiar with the Christmas story of the shepherds and angels on the hillside outside Bethlehem, They went down to the stable behind the inn and found the babe lying in the manger. Then a little while later, along come some ‘wise-men’ from the East who join the shepherds on the stage of our Nativity plays as they bring their gifts of gold , frankincense and myrrh .
I’ve seen lots of Nativity plays over the years and this is how the final scene works out with the shepherds and wise men gathered around the crib with Joseph and Mary in centre-stage, posing for the mobile phone cameras of many parents looking at their child’s first Nativity play. But how historical is the average nativity presentation?  By ‘historical’ I mean: what do we think actually happened? Did the wise men and the shepherds actually meet and swop notes or was there a big time gap between the night the shepherds went to the manger and the wise men appeared?  I believe that there must have been a gap and when we look at the Feast of the Presentation we find the missing link. This ‘Missing third of Christmas’ comes in Luke 2 v 21 when after Jesus was named at his circumcision on the eighth day, comes the presenting of the newborn babe after 40 days in the Temple in Jerusalem. This was part of Jewish custom for every first born male and the event as Luke describes it was accompanied by prophetic utterances from the old man Simeon, and the old prophetess Anna. This event is hardly noticed by many Christians as it is celebrated on February 2nd (40 days after December 25th)  But it’s my personal belief that the Temple Presentation happened well before the wise men came from the East to King Herod to ask ‘where is the one who is born King of the Jews?’ (Matthew 2) At this point two pieces of supernatural guidance intervene: firstly, the star of Bethlehem guiding the wise men from the east to Jerusalem and on to Bethlehem. Secondly, God warning through dreams. First it was a warning to the wise men, not to go back to Herod.  Secondly a dream warned Joseph to take flight with Mary and Jesus down into Eygpt. Thus Jesus escaped Herod’s  paranoid act of genocide by which he killed all the boys in the Bethlehem area of two years old and under (Matthew 2v 16)

It would have been most strange of God if he had not left some earthly witness to the Birth of Jesus. If there had been no ‘Christmas evidence’, all kinds of myths and speculations about Jesus birth, origin and identity could have been circulating for the last 2000 years. But thanks be to God we have a three-fold witness:

1.The SHEPHERDS    We can call them: ‘the locals’.  Angel reveals on the hillside on the night of the birth. (Luke 2 v 8-20)

2. The PRESENTATION IN THE TEMPLE – Simeon and Anna. ‘The spiritual heart and hope of Judaism’. Simeon and Anna were waiting for the Messiah. The prophecy was given to Simeon: ‘you will not depart this life until you have seen the Messiah.’ In great joy he spoke those words which we now call ‘Nunc Dimittis’. Then there was Anna: the praying widow (Luke 2 v 22-40)  Anna and Simeon confirmed Jesus identity as Messiah.
3. The Magi from the East.  Let us call them ‘The internationals’ (Matthew 2 v 1-12)

So at the birth of Jesus scripture gives us these three independent strands of witness confirming the authenticity and identity of the newborn Saviour.
At this point Matthew’s gospel falls silent until AD 30. Luke records the incident of the boy Jesus in the Temple at the age of 12 but this time discussing theology with the priests. He then picks up the story like the rest in AD 30. But there is one fascinating comment in John’s gospel chapter 7v 42. The year is 31 AD (perhaps) and the question of where Jesus was born came up for discussion: ‘How can the Christ come from Galilee? Does not the Scripture say that the Christ will come from David’s family and from Bethlehem, the town where David lived?’ The remarkable fact is that what is assumed to be common knowledge in our nativity plays was divinely kept secret; certainly for thirty years and possibly longer. 

So this is why, when we wrote the new Nativity service for our churches in Ostend and Bruges in Belgium, we included the Presentation in the Temple scene with Simeon and Anna as the middle scene.  Our nativity is as close to the Gospel accounts as we can get it!  So do remember when you are taking your photographs of a Nativity service, that although all the cast will be on the stage, the shepherds and the wise men probably never met each other! 

But it would not be right to leave this subject of the Temple Presentation without noting the words of Simeon in prophecy for Jesus:

‘ this child is destined for the falling and 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 heart too.’ Luke 2 v 34, 35.
In these words we have a cameo of the heart of Jesus ministry. He shines the light of His truth into the darkness of human sin and falleness. His light cuts through to the heart of truth and reality; exposes pretence and enables humans to be in right relationship with God, their heavenly Father and each other. But it had to happen through the mystery of the Cross.  This is ‘the sword’ that pierced the heart of Joseph and Mary. Candlemas completes the Christmas cycle. So let us now prepare ourselves for Lent,  Holy Week and Easter.






