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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Presentation of Christ in the 

Temple, 2 February 2014 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Reading:   Malachi 3.1-4;  Psalm 24;  Hebrews 2.14-18;  Luke 2.22-40 

 
Presenting ourselves for ministry 

 
Lord, we pray, send us the light of your truth, today and every day.  Show us the way to reveal your love and 
peace to others.   Amen 
 
In our broad church tradition, when some of the lesser festivals of the church fall during the 
week, we tend to let them pass.  But when they fall on a Sunday we commemorate them, 
and explore the Scriptures which inspired them.  So today we commemorate the festival 
generally known as the presentation of Christ in the Temple– 40 days after Christmas we 
are turning away from the manger and beginning to face the Cross. 
 
Fans of the Messiah know today’s OT reading well – it is the basis of three of the early 
movements of the great oratorio – a thunderous bass solo, then a gentle air from the 
soprano or alto, and then the first massive chorus, proclaiming the need to purify the 
priesthood, the sons of Levi. The church is being reminded of this need today, as much as 
ever, by the stories coming out of various inquiries into the sexual abuse of children, in 
both the Anglican and Catholic churches and now in other Christian institutions as well.   
The libretto links the messenger with Jesus, although Malachi himself, in the 4th chapter, 
identifies the messenger with Elijah – he is a judgemental John the Baptist rather than a 
loving Saviour. 
 
The epistle reading reminds us that Jesus was truly human, as our Creed expresses it; he 
was, and is, fully like us, so he is able to lift us up out of our sins and weaknesses and 
present us to God without spot or blemish, as Paul tells us several times in his letters.  
This was an important message for the church at a time when the heresy of Docetism was 
growing . Docetics taught that Jesus' physical body was an illusion, that he was pure spirit, 
pure divinity -- he could not truly die, he only appeared to die.  The Qur’an teaches a 
similar doctrine, out of respect for Jesus, not to denigrate him. 
 
 And in the Gospel, Luke shows Jesus’ parents fulfilling two requirements of the Jewish 
law at the same time – the first was that a woman should come to the priest to be purified 
40 days after the birth of a son, bringing with her two animals to be sacrificed, one as a sin 
offering and the other as a burnt offering.  This is commanded in the book of Leviticus, in 
chapter 12. The second requirement of the Law was that the first born son, and the 
firstborn calf, and the first-born sheep, the first-born of every animal, belonged to God, and 
should be consecrated to him.  This is commanded three times in the Torah, in the books 
of Exodus and Leviticus. 
 
So Mary does what the laws of her faith command, and Jesus is recognised as the true 
messenger of God, the one who brings salvation to the Jews and to the Gentiles, the one 
who brings salvation to all peoples.  
 
In the fourth century, the church in Jerusalem began to celebrate the event by lighting 
candles during the Divine liturgy on this day.  Other congregations followed.  The festival 
became known as Candlemass.   
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In the 7th century, Pope Sergius is said to have led a procession of believers holding 
candles, all the way from his native Syria to Rome, to claim the papacy.  More than 2 800 
km.  At how many candles per kilometer?, I wonder.  Inspired by this feat of faith, many 
churches began to celebrate Candlemass with a procession inside the church. Priests and 
people walk solemnly around the nave, holding lighted candles, stopping at various 
shrines to pray to the saint who is honoured there, especially the Virgin Mary.  For this 
festival is also known as the Purification of Mary. 
 
This is not our custom, but, centuries after the event, we can continue to draw spiritual 
lessons from the Scriptures which are chosen to commemorate it, and from the traditions 
which have grown up around it.  Let me suggest three lessons for us to think about and 
pray about. 
 
The first is that Jesus was, as we proclaim in the Creed, truly human – he was born into a 
particular culture, at a particular time in history, and his parents were faithful in following 
the commandments of God as they understood them.  We need to follow their example. 
Yet, as Simeon saw, Jesus transcends all culture and all history; history is divided into two 
parts by his birth – we used to call them BC, before Christ, and AD, anno domini, the year 
of the Lord.  Now, in a multi-faith context, scholars call them years BCE, before the 
common era, and years CE, in the common era.  Yet, our faith teaches us that Jesus was 
alive and working with the Father in every age – he was active in creation centuries before 
he came to earth, and he died and lives as the Saviour of all people, whether they are 
aware of that or not, whether they acknowledge him or not.  If God is his father, and our 
father, we are all, truly, brothers and sisters. 
 
Simeon saw God in a three-month’ old baby, and we can see God in other people, if we, 
too, allow ourselves to be guided by the Holy Spirit.  When Jesus was later asked, ‘Which 
commandment in the law is greatest?’ he brought together two commandments from 
different parts of the Torah, and showed that the two go together; that they are in essence, 
the same commandment:   
 
Jesus replied, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like 
it: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the 
law and the prophets. 
 
For, as the first letter of John puts it, if we do not love people, whom we can see, how can 
we love God, whom we have not seen?  
 
We shall be challenged again by this Jesus-teaching on 26th October, if we continue to 
follow the lectionary, but it is a challenge to all of us, every day.  Most of us find it easier to 
criticise people than to love them, especially people who are not like us. 
 
The second thing we learn from the story of Candlemass is how easy it is to be side-
tracked in our faith.  Some parts of the church have transformed the story of the dedication 
of the infant Jesus into yet another festival to honour the Virgin Mary –some traditions 
have up to 22 festivals of Mary:  the mother has come to overshadow the Son.  As Simeon 
saw, when we see Jesus we see our salvation, yet too many congregations gather, not 
above all, to honour Jesus, but to hear a particular preacher, or to celebrate a particular 
saint, or their human founder, or to re-affirm a contentious doctrine, or simply to enjoy 
each other’s company.   
 
Three years ago, as I continued my academic study of Sydney Anglicanism, I began to 
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record interviews with about 20 ministers, including two of our bishops.    One of them was 
the rector of a parish on the North Shore.  He was about to retire after more than 20 years’ 
service, including 12 years’ in that one parish.  He told me that, in many ways, he felt 
those were 12 wasted years.  ‘Sometimes it seems that there is no more spiritual life in this 
parish than in there is in the tennis club down the road’, he said.  When a parish draws 
more of its own people to a social event, or to an outreach event, like a concert or a fete, 
than it draws to worship or to studying the Scriptures, that congregation is in trouble, 
however good their financials look.  
 
Some of us have had problems with Barry’s focus on sin and repentance; we are not used 
to facing that challenge so often, and it may be self-defeating to put too much stress on the 
dark side. But our creeds give us only one reason for Jesus being born, for his being 
dedicated to God, for his teaching, for his dying and rising to new life – they were all were 
for us and our salvation.   
 
The various forms of the thanksgiving in the Communion services in our current prayer 
book remind us in different words that this is the basis of our faith.  The minister says:  
By his death on the cross and rising to new life, he offered the one true sacrifice for sin 
and obtained an everlasting deliverance for his people;  or, 
We proclaim his offering of himself, made once for all upon the cross;    or 
He learned obedience to you in all things, even to death on a cross, breaking the power of 
evil, freeing us from sin, and putting death to flight. 
 
Christians rejoice because Christ has done for us what we could not do for ourselves; he 
has lifted us from darkness into light, and we need to understand where we have come 
from as well as where we now are, and we need to consider whether each of us has made 
that journey with him and through him.   
 
Thirdly, just as Jesus was dedicated to God, in the temple where God was believed to 
have a special presence, so we are called, time and again, to rededicate ourselves to God, 
in the place which we call our house of God. 
 
St Mark’s is one of the few churches in this diocese where most services are services of 
Holy Communion.  The Reformers had problems with the meaning of Holy Communion as 
they tried to cleanse the church of superstition and corruption.  They debated two closely 
related issues:  Are the Body and Blood of Christ literally present in any way, in or under or 
with the consecrated elements, or are they only present to faith? The English Reformers 
determined that they were ‘only present to faith’.  Secondly, is the Lord’s Supper the 
commemoration or re-enactment of a finished sacrifice or is it itself some kind of 
propitiatory sacrifice?  The English Reformers insisted it was simply the commemoration of 
a finished sacrifice. 
 
In his first prayer book, in 1549, Cranmer ended his service of Holy Communion with a 
prayer of Thanksgiving:  it begins  Almighty and everliving God, we most heartily thank 
thee… the words are in Connections, on p. 3.  They are familiar to many of us. Three 
years later, after further thought and consultation, Cranmer preceded the Thanksgiving 
with a prayer of Dedication. Again the words are familiar:  here we offer and present unto 
thee, 0 Lord, our selves, our souls, and bodies . . .  
 
Cranmer realised that, in the service of Holy Communion, whatever else happens, we 
should present ourselves to the Lord and dedicate ourselves again to his service.  In the 
second order of the Communion in our prayer book, the one we generally use, the prayer 
of dedication comes at section 31;  it begins  Father, we offer ourselves to you …   We say 
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the words every Sunday, but perhaps we don’t always think about what we are saying. 
Next Thursday night, we shall come here to witness Peter Merewyn Greenwood dedicate 
himself to the service of God in this parish.  Dedication simply means that, from then on, 
God comes first. If we can dedicate ourselves, with him, if we can present ourselves to 
God with him, as Christ was presented in the Temple, there can be no limit to the power of 
our ministry together.  Thanks be to God. 

_________________________ 
 


