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Sermon for the Presentation of Our Lord Jesus Christ in the Temple 
February 2, 2017 
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By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Malachi 3:1–4; Psalm 84:1–6*; Hebrews 2:14-18; Luke 2:22–40 

 
The late New Testament scholar François Bovon 
refers in his commentary on Luke to the description of 
an icon in a book by a priest-monk of Mount Athos 
who died around the year 1744. It shows Joseph, 
Anna, and the child Jesus. The priest-monk, 
Dionysius, wrote, “Next to him [Joseph] stands the 
prophetess Anna, who points to Christ and holds a 
tablet with this inscription: ‘This baby created heaven 
and earth.’ ”1 I’d like to see the icon; it is an interesting 
commingling of John—“In the beginning was the 
Word”—and of Luke. 
 
The story of the presentation is told only by Luke. 
Professor Bovon wrote that Luke wants his readers to 
know that, from the moment the power of the Most 
High overshadowed Mary,2 God’s holy presence 
among humankind shifted from a building to a child,3 

                        
1 François Bovon, Luke 1: A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1–9:50, trans. Christine 
Thomas, Hermeneia, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 99. 
2 Luke 1:35. 
3 Bovon, 99. 
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from the Law of Moses to the Christ.4 The adult Jesus 
will be a Messiah, but few will see, hear, and 
understand Jesus’ words when he says, “Behold, the 
kingdom of God is in the midst of you.”5 
 
I love the beginning of the Letter to the Hebrews, “In 
many and various ways God spoke of old to our 
fathers by the prophets; but in these last days he has 
spoken to us by a Son.”6 
 
For Luke, the story of the presentation is above all 
about what God was doing, about God’s initiative. 
Joseph, Mary, Simeon, and Anna responded to God’s 
initiative in their lives. In the temple, Joseph and Mary 
offered to God the things that were God’s. God 
brought Simeon to the temple. Anna was God’s 
prophet. 
 
God’s plan for God’s Son is here too, though 
differently from Matthew’s story of Herod’s soldiers 
and the boys we call the Holy Innocents. Simeon 
proclaims to Mary, “This child is set for the fall and 
rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken 

                        
4 Ibid. 
5 Luke 17:21. 
6 Hebrews 1:1–2a. 
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against.”7 The reality of God’s purpose to save 
humankind was present with Jesus. 
 
Luke himself leaves unexplained the parenthetical 
words addressed to Mary, “and a sword will pierce 
through your own soul also.”8 Father Raymond 
Brown, in an essay on the presentation, suggested the 
sword for Mary would be that she was not finished 
choosing to hear the word of God and to do it.9 You 
and I are not finished in listening to the word of God 
and choosing how we respond, or not, to God in our 
lives. 
 
Simeon and Anna had lives to live while waiting to 
meet, to see, the Savior, the redemption. We meet 
both of them when their lives are nearing their end. 
They responded to the child with faith and with 
rejoicing. 
 
You and I are not removed from the ambiguities, sins, 
and joys of life until we die. God’s words to us, God’s 
revelation of God’s self in Scripture and in worship, 

                        
7 Luke 2:34. 
8 Luke 2:35. 
9 Raymond E. Brown, An Adult Christ at Christmas: Essays on the Three Biblical Christmas 
Stories (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1985), 34–35. 
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however, do give us a framework for understanding 
God’s purposes for our lives. 
 
The faithfulness of God to humankind remains our 
conviction, even if we cannot account for the great 
evil human beings continue to inflict on others. 
 
Final thoughts. The presentation was a moment of 
great joy. The realities and the shadows were all on the 
edges of things to come. In the moment, Simeon, 
Anna, Mary, and Joseph were all in a place where they 
looked forward with hope. 
 
I think God is present and working in my life and in 
yours. Just as God uses ordinary bodies of women and 
men to dwell, God uses real food and real drink to 
sustain us in life. 
 
Our appointed gospel ends with these words, “And 
the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; 
and the favor of God was upon him.”10 The bond 
between a child and his or her parents is buried deep 
in our biology. The first Christians understood they 

                        
10 Luke 2:40. 



5 

were God’s children, and the favor of God was upon 
them. 
 
There are many great hymns by Charles Wesley. The 
well-known hymn “Love divine, all loves excelling” 
comes from a collection Wesley called, Hymns for those 
that seek, and those that have Redemption in the Blood of Jesus 
Christ.11 I finish with the words of the final verse: 
 
Finish then thy new creation; pure and spotless let us be; let us 
see thy great salvation perfectly restored in thee: changed from 
glory into glory, till in heaven we take our place, till we cast our 
crowns before thee, lost in wonder, love, and praise.12 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of  
    the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
Copyright © 2017 The Society of the Free Church of St. Mary the Virgin, New York, New York. 
All rights reserved. 

                        
11 The Hymnal 1940 Companion, 3rd rev. ed. (New York: Church Pension Fund, 1951), 
296. 
12 The Hymnal 1982 according to the use of The Episcopal Church (New York: Church 
Hymnal Corporation, 1985), hymn 657. 


