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Nigel Rode  SERMON  1st February 2015  
4th Sunday of Epiphany : Candlemas 
Malachi 3.1-5; Hebrews 2.14-18; Luke 2.22-40 
 

We frequently read in the Old Testament the ‘phrase’ ‘Those who fear the Lord’. The word 

‘fear’ is not intended to be interpreted, as we might in modern language, as being ‘frightened 

of the Lord’, but instead it refers to those who have a reverence for, and a worshipping 

relationship with, God.  

 

In the passage from the book of Malachi we heard the prophecy that the Lord, the Messiah, 

whose coming had been promised, would suddenly come to the temple and so God’s promise 

would be fulfilled; but then he tells that the messenger from God will come in judgement 

against those who oppress God’s people and those who do NOT fear the Lord, that is those 

who do not have a relationship with God. Malachi also tells the descendants of Levi, the 

people who have turned away from God, just how difficult it will be for them to become 

acceptable again to Him; it will be as harsh as being purified in the refiner’s fire and treated 

with fullers’ soap. Far from being a luxury brand, fuller’s soap is a harsh clay substance used to 

treat a sheep’s fleece as it is beaten against rock to remove the smell and debris before 

spinning. So you can see, it’s not going to be easy for those who are not in a right relationship 

with God! 

 

By contrast, in Luke’s account of the Presentation of Jesus at the temple, we encounter several 

people who are very much in right relationship with God. 

Here we have Mary and Joseph, two people in amazing relationship with God, new parents full 

of love and wonder of their first child.  They will have been with coping with the dramatic 

change and experience that that will have brought, as it does to any family, yet they still 

observed the custom of the Jewish law.  
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As is written in the Old Testament book of Leviticus, chapter 12, the law required that after 

the birth of a male child, the mother must go through a time of purification. When the days of 

her purification are completed she shall bring to the priest a lamb for a burnt offering – or if 

she cannot afford a lamb then either a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.  

 

At forty days after his birth the first born son must be dedicated to God, in a way that 

commemorated the Lord’s redemption of the Israelites when they crossed the Red Sea at the 

time of the Exodus.  

 

So as the Holy Family approach the temple in Jerusalem the next person we encounter is 

Simeon, an elderly, righteous and devout man; God has told him that he will not be allowed to 

die until he had seen the Lord’s Messiah – the promised one. As the Family arrive at the 

temple, Simeon is moved by the Holy Spirit to go and meet them, and he takes into his arms 

the babe of just 40 days old. In doing so, he knew immediately, that this baby was the 

Messiah, the one sent by God, the one he, and the nation, had been waiting for. 

 

At the beginning of this season of Epiphany, we encountered the Magi who were the first to 

reveal the nature of Jesus, but now a month later, we have Simeon really making the first 

public statement of recognition that Jesus is the Messiah, the bringer of salvation, the divine 

one.  Luke records that Mary and Joseph were amazed at what Simeon said about Jesus, which 

implies to me that even they, at this point, were still not fully aware that their baby was the 

promised saviour.  

 

But turning back to Simeon, here was this old, faithful man who waited and prayed for many 

years for the consolation of Israel, not knowing quite what form that would take, and now 

here was Jesus coming to him in the temple.  
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On recognising Jesus as the Messiah he praised God, saying ‘Master, now you are dismissing 

your servant in peace’ – the words of what we now know as the  

‘Nunc Dimittis’, or the Song of Simeon. From Simeon we see not only a man who was faithful 

to God, but that God is gracious to seek us out, wherever we are, so that we may not only find, 

but also be found by God. 

 

Then the last person that we encounter in this reading is Anna who has given most of her long 

life to the temple where she worshipped, fasted and prayed, night and day.; as she too 

recognised the babe as the Messiah, she too praised God and began telling others who had 

been looking for the redemption of Jerusalem. 

Through these encounters in Luke we see strong faith and relationship with God which 

contrasts strongly with what Malachi was prophesying for those who are not in such a 

relationship with God. 

 

However, all is not easy even for the faithful, for Simeon, in blessing Mary, prophesied that 

Jesus would bring about the downfall of many in Israel and he would be a sign that will be 

opposed; the inner thoughts of many will be revealed, and then to Mary says that a sword will 

pierce her own soul too. As we now begin to approach the period of Lent and start to look 

beyond to the events of Good Friday, we can see just how those prophecies came true, not 

least as Mary stood at the foot of the cross as the centurion finally put the sword into the side 

of her son, Jesus. 

 

God knows that it is not easy to be in a relationship with Him, it is something that we have to 

work at all the time, not just on Sundays. George Herbert, the clergyman and poet wrote in 

one of his hymns that wonderful line ‘Seven whole days, not one in seven, I will praise him.’ 

and in that, we have much to learn from Simeon and Anna. Amen  

 


