In the Name of the Father and of the  Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Grace and Peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ and may our Lord and Savior sanctify you in the truth, for His word is truth. Amen
The First Sunday after Christmas (2018)
The Blessed Gift of Seeing Jesus




        
        Rev. Toby Byrd
“Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man was righteous and devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ.” (Luke 2:25–26, ESV) 

The Gospel Reading for this First Sunday after Christmas is filled with liturgical activity as it focuses on the temple in Jerusalem and our Lord’s fulfillment of the OT in the Holy Place. Just as at the birth of our Lord where the angel’s song praising God gives us the Gloria in Excelsis; today’s Gospel places the Nunc Dimitis at the center of the Reading. Simeon’s song joyfully recognizes the Lord in His temple; so, too, our singing of the Nunc Dimitis recognizes our reception of the Lord who comes into His temple on each Lord’s Day to give of His body and blood in and under the bread and wine of Holy Communion. Therefore, with Simeon, we rejoice at the presence of God in His temple.
Yes, the glory of God comes once more into His temple. When the ark of the covenant was carried into the first temple built by Solomon, the glory of the Lord dwelt there. But the idolatry and blasphemy of the people of Israel so angered God that He departed from His temple (Ezek. 10) just prior to its destruction. When the temple was restored by the returning exiles from Babylon, God did not re-enter it, but He promised that one day He would return to fill it with even greater glory ─ His promise is the focus of today’s Gospel Reading: The Lord Himself comes to His temple (Mal. 3:1).
It has now been forty days since the birth of Jesus. According to the Law, on the eighth day of their birth all Jewish boys were to be circumcised in order to keep covenant with God (Gen. 17:12). Thus, Jesus was circumcised on the eighth day. Now, according to the Law all the firstborn males of Israel were God’s because He had struck down all the firstborn males of Egypt bringing about the Exodus of His people. Thus, God had consecrated for Himself all the firstborn males of Israel both man and animal (Num. 3:13) and therefore, the Law required the consecration of all firstborn male children (Ex. 13:2).  Additionally, the Law required women to undergo purification after childbirth (Lev. 12:1-8). At the end of her purification, the woman was to bring to the priest of the temple a year-old lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon or turtledove for a sin offering. However, if the woman could not afford a lamb, she could offer two pigeon’s or turtledoves, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering. Moreover, for the birth of a male child, this purification process took a minimum of forty days. Thus, Joseph, Mary, and the baby Jesus travel to Jerusalem, to the temple, to fulfill the Law, but because of their meager means, St. Luke’s tells us they could only afford two pigeons or turtledoves.
Interestingly, these offerings had a two-fold purpose; the burnt offering was one of gratitude, thanking God for the safe delivery of a child. The sin offering was one of humiliation seeking forgiveness for the child who was brought forth in iniquity and conceived in sin (Ps. 51:5). The very pangs of child-birth, remind all who are called to endure them of the first transgression; thereby calling for an acknowledgment of our sinful state at birth. But one might ask, why the sin offering since the child born to Mary was the sinless Son of God? What was the necessity for the Mary to obey this Law? The fact is, the immaculate conception of Jesus was not generally known, and since Joseph was her husband, a mortal man, it was proper to comply with the Law. Not to do so would have caused a stumbling-block to others. Thus, to fulfill the righteousness of God, Mary complied with the Law.
Today, we no longer enact the ceremonial part of this Law, but as to its spiritual importance, it speaks as loudly to us as it did to the Jews. Humiliation and gratitude are the proper fruits for mercies received. Humiliation first, then gratitude, this is the order in which these responses arise in the heart of the Christian. A sense of unworthiness fills our souls because we know that from dust we came and to dust we shall return. And most certainly, all who have been delivered from the pain of childbirth, have abundant reason to be grateful to God.

Jesus and His parents enter the temple to fulfill the Law when they are greeted by a righteous and devout man named Simeon. The Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon that he would not see death until he had seen the Lord’s Christ, the Messiah. On this day, Simeon had come into the temple filled with the Holy Spirit and upon seeing the babe in Mary’s arms, he immediately knew; this Child was the Lord’s Christ! And he took the child into his arms and proclaimed: “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel.” (Luke 2:29–32, ESV) 
St. Luke tells us that Simeon was, “waiting for the consolation of Israel.” (v. 25) and his wait was satisfied as the consolation came, that consolation which would bring about the inauguration of the messianic age. Simeon’s canticle is filled with both OT and NT themes announcing the presence of God’s salvation in Jesus and announcing His presence in the temple. Simeon’s song is a beautiful response acknowledging the inauguration of God’s consolation and redemption in the Christ Child. His words are inspired by the Holy Spirit and they are thoroughly messianic, especially since Simeon has been promised that he would not taste death until he had seen “the Lord’s Christ.” Simeon’s canticle also echoes Zechariah’s Benedictus; “to show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant,” (Luke 1:72, ESV) God had remembered His promise from the Garden and He had remembered His promise to return to His temple (Haggai 2:1-9).
Our Lord Jesus is indeed “the Lord’s Christ” He is not some manmade messiah, He is not some self-appointed Christ, he is “the Lord’s Christ.” St. Peter said of Jesus, “Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:36 ESV). Simeon was filled with joy and he was at perfect peace as he held the baby Jesus, God’s salvation, in his arms, knowing that his days had been fulfilled.

You, too, have been blessed to see “the Lord’s Christ” through the eyes of faith. In Him, you are offered perfect peace with which to lead you through the chaos and turmoil of this life. The same Holy Spirit that opened the heart of Simeon has opened your heart. He opened your heart by the Word of God, which proclaims the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins in the name of God’s only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ. This Jesus, born of the Virgin Mary, is “the Lord’s Christ” who has come to free all men from their bondage to Satan. He is the One who has secured your favor with God. God, who poured out His “washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit,” richly upon you through His Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior has blessed you as He did Simeon. (Titus 3:5-6).
Thus, Simeon’s canticle is our canticle not just the first time we see Jesus, but every time we see Jesus. Every time we receive Him in Holy Communion, we respond by singing Simeon’s canticle; “Lord, now lettest thou Thy servant depart in peace according to Thy word, for mine eyes have seen Thy salvation which thou hast prepared before the face of all people, a light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of Thy people Israel. Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen” Having received the very body and blood of our Lord Jesus under bread and wine, we, like Simeon, find peace; peace knowing that our sins are forgiven through this blessed Sacrament. Therefore, we respond, like Simeon, with the Nunc Dimitis. Is there a more glorious response to seeing Jesus? Perhaps, but I believe it will only be heard in heaven.

Thankfully, God kept His promise and returned to His temple. However, when God revealed to Ezekiel that He was leaving the temple because of the idolatry of the people, Ezekiel asked: “Ah, Lord God! Will you make a full end of the remnant of Israel?” (Ezekiel 11:13, ESV) That is, are You going to destroy the Church? Are You going to eliminate Your people? Today, some twenty-five hundred years since Ezekiel’s vision, the Church faces much the same question; God, are You going to destroy the Church because of her idolatry? Now, you might ask, what is this idolatry? Are there idols in our churches? The answer is a resounding YES, there is idolatry in our churches, the idolatry of self. Following the ways of the world, the children of God have begun to worship the god of “ME.” My faith, my decision, my worship experience, and if this idolatry continues, the outcome will be much the same as that of the Old Testament, we will be worshiping in temples who have not the presence of God. But we are thankful that there is a remnant; a remnant of true believers whose desire is to worship God and to worship Him as He desires to be worshipped, knowing, it’s not about “Me,” it’s not about “My faith,” “My decision,” or “My worship experience,” it’s about Jesus; He is the One we worship.
Thus, here in the Temple made for Him is the very Anointed One, the One anointed to be our Prophet, Priest, and King. When our Lord Jesus preached His first sermon in Nazareth He chose as His text the words of the prophet Isaiah. “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor” (Isaiah 61:1-2 ESV). Yes, “the Lord’s Christ” has come, “to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10 ESV). He placed Himself under the Law to fulfill the Law in our place. And although He knew no sin, He was made, “sin … so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21 ESV). He willingly went to the Altar of the Cross to suffer and die in our place, saving us from the very wrath of His heavenly Father, thereby, justifying us before God, and earning forgiveness for all mankind. It was for this very reason that “the Lord’s Christ” came into the world.

On the day of His resurrection, our Lord Jesus went to Emmaus with two of His disciples. On the road He closed their eyes, so they could not see Him and recognize who He was. However, when He sat at table with them and blessed and broke bread, “Their eyes were opened, and they recognized him.” (Luke 24:31, ESV) Again, on that very day, He came among the disciples in the upper room and they, too, did not recognize Him, but He said to them, “Peace be with you” (John 20:19 ESV) and they were glad they could recognize Him. 
Well, This Blessed Gift of Seeing Jesus has been given you, and as it did for the apostles it brought you peace. When He opened your eyes to see Him, you were “justified by faith” and given, “peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:1 ESV). This peace given you by “the Lord’s Christ,” is yours forever; it is yours in evil days, it is yours in death, and it is yours for eternity in heaven. Therefore, let us sing: “Lord, now lettest thou Thy servant depart in peace according to Thy word, for mine eyes have seen Thy salvation.” In the name of Jesus. Amen.
May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus. Amen.
