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ADDRESS    28 December  2014                      First Sunday after Christmas 

=================================================== 

Isaiah 61.10 – 62.3  Jerusalem a blessing 

Psalm 148   Praise the Lord! 

Galatians 4.4 - 7  Children of God 

Luke 2. 22 - 40  The purification of Mary   

=================================================== 

Lord, may your Word live in us, and bear much fruit to your glory. 

It is 40 days since the birth of their son, and Mary and Joseph have come back to the Temple for a 

double ceremony in accordance with Jewish law – Mary is to be purified after childbirth, and her 

first born son is to be dedicated to the Lord.  If the child had been a daughter, Mary would have 

had to wait twice as long before she could be purified   -– there was no gender equality in Jewish 

law, as in many other cultures., ancient and modern.   

In most Catholic and Orthodox churches, the event is celebrated as the Purification of Mary; the 

focus is on the mother. In the calendar of the Anglican church of Australia, and in the calendars of 

most other churches, the event is known as the Presentation of Christ in the Temple; the focus is 

on the Son.  The celebration is held on the 2nd of February, 40 days after Christmas, or on the 

nearest Sunday.  In some churches the celebration is called Candlemass, and the church is lit with 

hundreds of candles and filled with incense.  Bach wrote some of his finest cantatas for the 

celebration.  But our lectionary has set the Gospel reading for Candlemass for today, the Sunday 

after Christmas, and linked the other passages on your reading sheet with it. 

Some weeks ago, Peter reminded us of the difference the first child makes to its parents and to 

the whole family – life BC, before children, is very different from life AC, after children.  Maybe 

that’s why some parents stop at one.   

Jesus’ coming made all the difference to those who were with him in the temple on the day of his 

presentation – Simeon had been looking for the Messiah all his life; now he held him in his arms.  

Master, your slave is now at peace, he said.  Mary and Joseph, too, were amazed --  we all know 

that our first child, in particular, is absolutely wonderful, but to be told that your child, your first-

born, is the fulfilment of God’s plan to bring the light of truth to all nations and the glory of God to 

your own people.  Wow! That would be hard to take in. 

But, wait, there’s more!  Anna the prophet, sees in Jesus the redemption of Jerusalem and begins 

to talk about him to everyone she meets.   After her husband had died, Anna had spent many 

years living in the temple, fasting and praying; now she saw in this 40-day old infant the answer to 
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all her prayers. Here was the Messiah, not the conquering warrior she and Simeon had expected, 

but clearly and uniquely the Redeemer of the world. 

The redemption of Jerusalem.  That’s what our reading from Isaiah was all about, too.  That’s what 

the whole two chapters, Isaiah 61 and 62, speak about – The Lord has clothed me with the 

garments of salvation. He has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks 

himself with a garland and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.  Yet, within a few years after 

Jesus’ death and resurrection, the Temple in which he was presented to the Lord lay in ruins, the 

temple mount was desolate, the centuries-old rituals of temple worship had been abandoned for 

ever, and the Jews had been driven out of their holy city. 

There is a lesson here for all of us – just as Herod had swept aside the ruins of the old Temple to 

build a greater one; so the Roman army became an instrument of God to sweep aside the rituals 

of the new temple, so that the Lord could be known as the lord of all heaven and earth, living, not 

in a temple made by human hands, but in the hearts of those who accept Jesus as Lord.  That 

was the message of Stephen, as recorded in the book of Acts (ch. 7.48-49), and it has been 

echoed century after century in Christian experience – what we lose when we become Jesus 

people, like our self-focus, and our neglect of others, and our shifting moral compass, are swept 

away in the joy of redemption and the new life in Christ. 

To walk the streets of Jerusalem is to walk amid history.   The streets of the old city are built on 

centuries of building rubble and other rubbish, so they may be as much as two metres above their 

level two thousand years ago.  But, at one point on the traditional Way of the Cross, the Jerusalem 

government has dug up some of Herod the Great’s huge paving blocks and re-laid them, among 

the smaller, modern stones.  It is a strange feeling being reminded that Jesus of Nazareth 

probably trod on the very stones we are walking on. 

At this time of the year, in particular, we are asked to pray for the peace of Jerusalem, because 

Jerusalem has a special place in God’s plan.  When Jerusalem is at war, the world seems closer 

to war.  When we pray for the peace of Jerusalem, we are praying for the return of Jesus to end 

tension and conflict and to bring peace on earth and goodwill to all humankind. 

This year Peter took the Wednesday night study group through the letter to the Hebrews, and one 

of the powerful verses in this letter is a reminder that the Christmas story is the prelude to the 

greatest story ever told: Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a 

second time, not to deal with sin, but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.  (Heb. 9.28) 

Simeon’s song of praise has been set to music many times, and become part of the liturgies of 

many churches. But Simeon’s blessing was followed by sombre words, which are not so well 
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known.  This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that 

will be opposed.   (Luke 2.34) 

These words are part of a recurring theme in the gospel according to Luke – that Jesus would be a 

blessing to many, but also a challenge to vested interests; he would provoke opposition, and that 

would be painful for his family and his supporters, a sword that could pierce their soul.    The writer 

begins his story of Jesus’ ministry in a different way from the other Gospel accounts, by showing 

Simeon’s prophecy being fulfilled from the very beginning.  Jesus is rejected by the people of 

Nazareth, the people he had grown up with.  The Sabbath riot almost results in his death.  

Last Sunday Peter reminded us that Simeon saw in Jesus the fulfilment of a prophecy recorded in 

the second book of Samuel – that the child Jesus would establish the throne of God on earth for 

ever.  And Simeon had the balance right – yes, Jesus would expose the sinful thoughts of many 

people, his coming would bring suffering as well as joy, but the joy would be far greater, and this is 

what needs to be celebrated Mine eyes have seen the joy of salvation 

     Which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples. 

Our lectionary has us hearing the gospels a few verses at a time. So we miss seeing how the 

gospel writers arrange and present their material, unless we sit down and read each gospel from 

beginning to end and see how they are constructed.  When we do, we see how carefully Luke has 

shaped his gospel, using a variety of literary devices to drive home his key point, that the crucified 

Christ was the fulfilment of all the promises in the Scriptures of his people. 

The history of the church shows that opposition is divisive.  The early church was divided over how 

to deal with believers who had offered incense to statues of the emperor to save their lives and 

had now repented; in the last century the church in Germany was divided between those who 

acknowledged Hitler to keep the church alive, and those who risked death to oppose Hitler; most 

Eastern Orthodox churches have generally accepted the authority of aggressively hostile rulers in 

return for being allowed to continue celebrating the divine liturgy, in the confidence that, ultimately, 

the risen Christ would triumph over His enemies.   

In the past few years, in the West, opposition to the Christian faith has stepped up sharply – in the 

media, and in secular entertainment.  Jesus is dishonoured in a way people would never dare to 

dishonour Muhammad, because they know that Muslims might well retaliate with violence.  Philip 

Adams, for one, continually attacks Christianity in his newspaper articles and in his broadcasts, 

and his joke books are full of blasphemous stories, but believers will have the last laugh, for Jesus 

will be alive and honoured long after Philip Adams and the nightclub comedians are dead and 

forgotten.  Turning the other cheek to opposition from outside is the best policy in the long run. 
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In their struggle with secularism, the churches are weakened by divisions which are often driven 

by different views of the historicity  of the Bible – between what Marcus Borg calls the ‘literal-

factual’ view and the ‘historical-metaphorical view’.   Christians simply can’t agree on which 

passages are which.   So, in practice, many adopt what one of our Friday morning study group 

members called ‘selective literalism’ – they accept the historicity and authority and present-day 

relevance of some passages, but not of others.   

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul says our new life in Christ is like being adopted into a new 

family, with Jesus as our brother -- we become joint heirs of all God’s promises.  In the fullness of 

time, what the Jewish people had waited for for a thousand years has become a reality. Millions of 

people ever since have rejoiced in being members of this extended holy family. 

We don’t know the full story of what happened to the holy family after the Presentation in the 

Temple – the gospels give us two sets of Christmas stories:  there are Joseph and Jesus stories in 

Matthew and Mary and Jesus stories in Luke, and it is hard to follow the sequence of the events 

which followed Jesus’ birth:  the visit of the Magi, the Slaughter of the Innocents, the Flight into 

Egypt, the return to Nazareth.  What we do know is that for millions of people ever since, Jesus 

has made all the difference to their lives, just as it did for Joseph, and Mary, and Simeon and 

Anna.  When Jesus came into their lives, he came into their hearts as well. 

100 years ago this year, a Congregational minister in Philadelphia, Rufus McDaniel, sent the 

words of six hymns to Billy Sunday’s music director, Charles Gabriel.  He thought he might like to 

use them in Sunday’s next evangelistic campaign in the city.   A few days later he heard people 

singing one of his songs in the street, after one of Billy Sunday’s most successful campaigns.  

What a wonderful change in my life has been wrought, since Jesus came into my heart.   

We know from experience that some clergy dwell on the darkness of sin, while others urge us to 

rejoice in the joy of forgiveness and the abundant life in Christ.   Notice the balance in the verses  

of this hymn.  The words are in Connections.  Yes, we need to face the realities of sin and doubt 

and death, but the reality of Jesus’ living presence far outweighs them all.   

People have been singing McDaniel’s song ever since, although it is not in our new hymn book – 

like so many so-called old-fashioned  hymns.  But, for generation after generation of God’s 

children, the message of this hymn is timeless – the happiness so many people look for all their 

lives is already waiting for us, in the life-giving love of the God who gave us His Son, and, with his 

Son, a joyous present and a brighter future.  This is the life we should be living and this is the good 

news we should be sharing with our families and our friends and our neighbours, just as Anna did 

– I have light in my soul, since Jesus came into my heart.  Let’s sing, as we are seated:   
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What a wonderful change in my life has been wrought 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 
I have light in my soul for which long I had sought, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 

Since Jesus came into my heart, 
Since Jesus came into my heart, 
Floods of joy o’er my soul 
Like the sea billows roll, 
Since Jesus came into my heart. 

I have ceased from my wandering and going astray, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 
And my sins, which were many, are all washed away, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 

Refrain 

I’m possessed of a hope that is steadfast and sure, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 
And no dark clouds of doubt now my pathway obscure, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 

Refrain 

There’s a light in the valley of death now for me, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 
And the gates of the City beyond I can see, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 

Refrain 

I shall go there to dwell in that City, I know, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 
And I’m happy, so happy, as onward I go, 
Since Jesus came into my heart! 

       WORDS Rufus McDaniel 
       MUSIC              Charles Gabriel    1914 

        

May these words be true for us now, and in the new year, and through all the remaining years of 
our life, and beyond, into our eternity with God.   AMEN 
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 . . .  100 years ago this year, a Congregational minister in Philadelphia, Rufus McDaniel, sent the 
words of six hymns to Billy Sunday’s music director, Charles Gabriel, thinking he might like to use 
them in Sunday’s next evangelistic campaign, in his own city.   A few days later he heard people 
singing one of his songs in the street, after one of Billy Sunday’s most successful campaigns.  
What a wonderful change in my life has been wrought, since Jesus came into my heart.   

We know from experience that some clergy dwell on the darkness of sin, while others urge us to 

rejoice in the joy of forgiveness and the abundant life in Christ.   Notice the balance in the verses  

of this hymn.  The words are in Connections.  Yes, we face the realities of sin and doubt and 

death, but the reality of Jesus’ living presence far outweighs them all.   

People have been singing McDaniel’s song ever since, although it is not in our new hymn book – 

like so many so-called old-fashioned  hymns.  But, for generation after generation of God’s 

children, the message of this hymn is timeless – the happiness so many people look for all their 

lives is already waiting for us, in the life-giving love of the God who gave us His Son, and, with his 

Son, a joyous present and a brighter future.  This is the life we should be living and this is the good 

news we should be sharing with our families and our friends and our neighbours, just as Anna did 

– I have light in my soul, since Jesus came into my heart.  Let’s sing, as we are seated:   
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LITERARY DEVICES IN THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO LUKE 

Luke’s story of Jesus brings salvation, triumph and glory to God, but also opposition, which leads to suffering and 

persecution.  His prophecy is fulfilled at the beginning of Jesus’ adult ministry. 

Literary prophecy is a Lukan device where utterances by characters are specifically fulfilled in the subsequent 

narrative. 

Programmatic prophecy is a form of literary prophecy where Luke directs the development of the plot as a fulfilment 

of the prophecy. 

Speech-narrative prophecy is the Lukan arrangement of speeches within the narrative to form a prophecy-fulfilment 

pattern.      

-- SOURCE   The Spirit and Suffering in Luke-Acts   Martin Mittelstadt   p 5 


