The First Christmas Carols #5

“Simeon’s Song”

Luke 2:21-35

As we conclude our series entitled “The First Christmas Carols,” I can almost hear someone thinking, “Isn’t Christmas over?” Yes, December twenty-fifth has passed, but the story of Christ’s birth encompasses more than what happened on that one night when He was born. A careful reading of Matthew’s account reveals that the magi did not visit the newborn Jesus in the manger, but rather worshipped the “young child” in the “house” where He and his earthly parents were staying. This happened some days, weeks, or even months after His birth.

While we do not know exactly when the magi visited Christ, we do know when the incident of our message this morning took place. Luke 2:21-24 tells us, 

On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise him, he was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he had been conceived. When the time of their purification according to the Law of Moses had been completed, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord”), and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.” 

Three important religious ceremonies were prescribed when a first-born son was born, and Joseph and Mary carefully kept them. The first of these was circumcision. 

Every Jewish boy was circumcised on the eighth day after his birth. So sacred was that ceremony that it could be carried out even on a Sabbath when the law forbade almost every other act which was not absolutely essential; and on that day a boy received his name.
 In accordance with the instruction of Gabriel, Joseph named the baby Jesus (which was the Greek form of Yeshua, meaning “salvation is of Yahweh.”)

The second ceremony was the purification of the mother. (The niv is incorrect in translating “their purification” in verse 22.) A woman who bore a son was ceremonially unclean for 40 days (twice that if she bore a daughter, according to Leviticus 12:2–5), which meant that she could not come to the Temple. After that she was to offer a lamb and a dove or pigeon. If poor, she could offer two doves or pigeons.
 The offering of the two pigeons instead of the lamb and the pigeon was technically called “The Offering of the Poor.” It was the offering of the poor Mary brought.
 Following the custom, Mary would lay hands on the pigeons, then a priest would take them to the southwest corner of the altar, wringing one bird’s neck as a sin offering and burning the other as a whole burnt offering.
 

Thirdly, Joseph and Mary presented Jesus at the Temple in a ceremony known as “The Redemption of the Firstborn.” According to the Mosaic Law, every firstborn male—both child and animal—belonged to the Lord. Firstborn male animals were brought to the Temple as a sacrifice, but firstborn children were not sacrificed. Instead, the parents would pay the Temple five shekels and, as it were, buy back their son from God.
 This did not mean, though, that God had no claim on that child. They were to serve God throughout their lives. According to the book of Numbers, the Levites actually served in the place of all the firstborn males in Israel (see Num 3:11-13; 8:17-18).

In fulfilling these requirements, Joseph and Mary take the baby Jesus to the Temple in Jerusalem, which was about six miles from Bethlehem. This might help us understand why Joseph and Mary would have stayed in Bethlehem after Jesus’ birth rather than returning right away to Nazareth; they would have waited to fulfill the obligations at the Temple rather than making another difficult journey from Nazareth. (By the way, it is likely that during this time the magi came and worshipped Christ.)

As the new family entered the Temple, they were met by a stranger. Verses 25-26 reveal who he was,

Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. 

While the name Simeon (or its Greek equivalent, Simon) is familiar in the Scriptures, not much is known about this man. Tradition says he was 113 years old, but there is nothing to back that up.
 Some have tried to identify him as the famous Rabbi Simon ben Hillel, but this is far-fetched.
 What we do know, though, is that he was “a good, God-fearing man” (gnb), who was eagerly looking for the Messiah. How ironic that the religious leaders and scholars who should have known better were oblivious to Christ’s coming, while simple, ordinary people recognized Him!

Simeon was not chosen randomly, however, to receive God’s revelation. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “He was a man who was led by the Spirit of God, taught by the Word of God, and obedient to the will of God; and therefore he was privileged to see the salvation of God.”
 His faith and faithfulness placed him in a position to hear God’s voice.

Notice the activity of the Holy Spirit in this passage. First we read that the Holy Spirit “was upon” Simeon; then the Holy Spirit revealed to Simeon that he would not die until he saw the Messiah; and finally, the Spirit led Simeon to the temple courts, where he met Joseph, Mary, and Jesus. This encounter no doubt occurs in the Court of Women, an outer court where women were allowed to enter.

Upon seeing the Child, Simeon takes him in his arms and praises God. This could have been an awkward moment. Imagine what Mary and Joseph must have been thinking and feeling when this old man whom they had never met comes and takes their infant in his arms. Alistair Begg comments,

Of all the things that are said when someone takes a little baby into their arms, many are quite silly and said out of embarrassment. We don’t know what to say and so we just come out with, “My, he has his mother’s nose” or, “Can you believe how much hair he has?” or whatever else. Older men are often the worst at knowing what to say in this situation (I know, because I am one of them).

This hymn has been called the Nunc Dimittis, from the first words of the Latin Vulgate translation, meaning, “[You] now dismiss.”
 Luke 2:29-32 records his words,

“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”

Simeon’s song reveals much about the coming of the Messiah and His mission. 

A Peaceful Recognition

The song begins with the interesting phrase, “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace.” Does Simeon have some kind of death wish? Is this similar to Elijah’s whining in 1 Kings 19:4, “I have had enough, Lord. Take my life”?

Not at all. These words are not uttered in frustration or discouragement, but rather a peaceful recognition of all that Simeon had lived for. In our times, he might have said, “I can die happy now; my life is complete.” Albert Barnes comments, 

This word [“dismiss”] is in the indicative mood, and signifies that God was permitting him to die in peace, by having relieved his anxieties, allayed his fears, fulfilled the promises, and having by the appearing of the Messiah, removed every reason why he should live any longer, and every wish to live.

Far from a whining cry, this is a worship hymn as he blesses God for keeping His promise and sending the Messiah. He joyfully praises God that he is privileged to see the Christ child.
 As in all of the other praises we have considered from these first two chapters of Luke, the main character of this song is God, who receives all of the glory and honor.

Another familiar theme occurring in this text is “peace.” As previously mentioned, peace in the Bible means far more than quiet and calm, a time without turmoil. The idea comes from the Hebrew word shalom, meaning health, prosperity, security, soundness, and completeness. Perhaps in this text more than the others the idea of “completeness” comes to the forefront. Simeon can say confidently, “My life is now complete. I can die a happy man.”

What would it take for us to be able to say those words? What would make our life complete? If we try to find that completion—that peace—in any other source than the Prince of Peace, we will always be frustrated. (That is the message of Ecclesiastes.)

Such an approach to life also affects our view of death. Wiersbe points out,

The word depart in the Greek has several meanings, and each of them tells us something about the death of a Christian. It means to release a prisoner, to untie a ship and set sail, to take down a tent (2Co 5:1–8), and to unyoke a beast of burden (Mat 11:28–30). God’s people are not afraid of death because it only frees us from the burdens of this life and leads into the blessings of the next life.
 

So many people are afraid of death, yet the Christian can see death as a defeated enemy. Death is no friend, but neither is death an unconquerable foe. It is truly a departure, as we leave one location for another. And, like departing from Minneapolis to Miami in the middle of winter, we are heading to a better place!

A Promised Redemption

How could Simeon arrive at such a peaceful recognition in his life? Verses 29-32 tell us, “For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” In addition to being a hymn or worship, this song is a salvation hymn.
 

Notice that Simeon does not say that he has seen the Messiah; instead he claims to have seen God’s salvation. J. Vernon McGee notes, 

Salvation is a Person, and not something that you do. Salvation is a Person, and that Person is the Lord Jesus Christ. You either have Him, or you don’t have Him. You either trust Him, or you don’t trust Him. Do you have Him today?

This redemption Simeon beheld had been promised long before. The Old Testament makes many references to the salvation of all God’s people—and not just the Jews! So many of the Jewish people imagined the Messiah to be a military/political leader who would restore the power of Israel as a nation once again. They saw salvation as a national event, not reaching out beyond their own borders.

Yet he saw the Child’s coming as that of a Savior for all people and not merely for the Jews. Simeon understands that this Savior has come to save not only “your people Israel”—the ancient people of God, the descendants of Abraham—but He has also come “to the Gentiles”—everyone else. If you carry on reading Luke’s Gospel, you find the adult Jesus living this out. People think He’s coming for the religious folks, and He doesn’t—He hangs out with the irreligious folks. People think He’s coming for the people who are doing their best, but He doesn’t—He welcomes the people who have done worst. That’s because He has come to bring to light and then deal with their greatest problem, whether they are good or bad—their sin. As the angels promised, this child would be good news of great joy for all people. There is no one who does not need Jesus to offer them salvation, and no one to whom He does not offer that salvation.

From the outset Christianity has been for all people everywhere.
 We, too, need to be reminded that our salvation should not be hoarded selfishly, but shared with those around us who need Christ just as we do. And so Simeon’s song is a missionary hymn, challenging us to see Christ’s coming in the global sphere.

Simeon had the privilege of seeing God’s promises come true in his lifetime. His faith was rewarded when his eyes saw the Child. There are more promises in God’s Word that have yet to be fulfilled. These promises have to do with Christ’s second coming—not as a baby, but as the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Are we faithfully awaiting the fulfillment of those promises, eagerly expecting the coming of the Messiah for us? Or have we become so caught up in our own lives, our own pursuits, and our own pleasures that, like that first-century innkeeper, we have no room for Christ? Paul writes in 2 Timothy 4:8 of “the crown of righteousness,” which will be awarded when Christ returns “to all who have longed for his appearing.” Simeon did. Do we?

A Painful Realization

All of this sounds well and good so far. Simeon declares that his life is now complete, since he has lived to see the fulfillment of God’s promise of redemption. But the tone changes dramatically in verses 33-35, 

The child’s father and mother marveled at what was said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

God’s promised redemption would be attained, but only with a painful realization. It would not be easy, nor would it be universally accepted. Simeon states that Jesus would “cause the falling and rising of many.” The Greek word translated “falling” is ptosis, which means literally “to the point of collapse,” while the counterpart, the Greek term anastasis, literally means “resurrection.”
 To use the old cliché, “This is a matter of life and death.”

You may be thinking, “That sounds like Good Friday and Easter…I thought we were celebrating Christmas!” That’s true, but unless you understand the events of Easter, you’ll never grasp the heart of Christmas. Simeon understood that—which is why he pointed forwards to Good Friday even as he welcomed the baby at the center of Christmas. Simeon is pointing us to how God redeemed his people.

“How could a God of love condemn anyone to Hell?” some might ask. “If He went to all the trouble of sending His Son to earth, and if He gave His life on the cross for the sins of the world, how could He then judge anyone?”

William Barclay answers this question:

It is not so much God who judges a man; a man judges himself; and his judgment is his reaction to Jesus Christ. If, when he is confronted with that goodness and that loveliness, his heart runs out in answering love, he is within the Kingdom. If, when so confronted, he remains coldly unmoved or actively hostile, he is condemned. There is a great refusal just as there is a great acceptance.

He goes on to add, 

Towards Jesus Christ there can be no neutrality. We either surrender to him or are at war with him. And it is the tragedy of life that our pride often keeps us from making that surrender which leads to victory.

Simeon speaks of Jesus as “a sign.” What does this mean? Literally it can be translated, “a miraculous attestation,”
 a supernatural act meant to authenticate the claim of the speaker. (This is the same term which John uses throughout his Gospel to refer to Christ’s miracles. They were meant to be signs to demonstrate the truth of His claims.) Jesus was Himself was the ultimate “sign,” the visible affirmation of God’s declared intentions, and as such He was vulnerable to the hostility of unbelievers.
 The Good News Bible renders verses 34-35, “He will be a sign from God which many people will speak against and so reveal their secret thoughts.” How a person responds to the offer of salvation through Jesus Christ reveals their true selves. This often happened in Jesus’ ministry, and more often than not, those revealed didn’t like it!

Finally, Simeon predicts that, “a sword will pierce your own soul too.” Imagine taking a newborn in your arms, then looking at his mother and saying, “One day, your heart will break because of this child.” That is what Simeon is warning here. He does not tell Mary what will happen; but he does tell Mary how it will feel.
 Without question this refers to that agonizing day at Golgotha when Mary watched as her Son, that precious Baby born by a miracle, was beaten, humiliated, and nailed to a cross in public execution. We sometimes forget how much Mary suffered on that day, too.

The Bible is clear that, while it is offered freely, salvation is not cheap. Our salvation cost God His Son, and cost Jesus His life. Even those closest to Him shared in a small way in that suffering. Salvation is a wonderful story, but it is not a pretty one. Sin is ugly, what sin does is ugly, and the price paid for sin was ugly. Salvation was accomplished through Jesus, but it was a painful success.

Thus ends Simeon’s song. Having given his testimony to Christ, Simeon fades silently from the picture. We do not hear of him again. Perhaps, as his song indicates, he received his heavenly reward soon after this episode. But his song resounds through the ages, and speaks to us today.

We may look at Simeon and think, “I wish I could face the end of my life the way he did!” We can experience that same peaceful satisfaction of Simeon, as Barnes notes, 

Thus our departure may be like that of Simeon. Thus we may die in peace. Thus it will be a blessing to die. But, in order to do this, our life must be like that of Simeon. We must wait for the consolation of Israel. We must look for his coming. We must be holy, harmless, undefiled, loving the Saviour. Then death to us, like death to Simeon, will have no terror; we shall depart in peace, and in heaven see the salvation of God.

What about us? What would make our lives complete? As I mentioned before, if we look for anything other than Jesus Christ to fulfill us, we will live empty lives. Death will loom as the terrible end to the only existence we know. Unfortunately, even for those who do not know Christ, death is not the end but a transition. The departure for those souls, though, will be to a place infinitely worse than anything we can imagine.

It doesn’t have to be that way, though. God has promised salvation to all those who would receive it. Perhaps the most familiar single verse in the Bible is John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life” [emphasis added]. We must receive that salvation personally; it is not automatic.

Simeon was looking for the Messiah to come, and when the promise arrived, he was ready. We today are looking for the Messiah to return. Are we looking forward to His coming? Are we ready if He were to come today?
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