A Child Like No Other #2

“A Shadow Over the Son”

Luke 2:21-38
A modern painting depicts Jesus as a young child in Joseph’s carpenter’s shop, playing with three long spikes. The sunlight coming through a window casts a shadow behind the child—in the shape of a cross. The picture is simply entitled, “Destiny,” and the artist wished to remain anonymous.
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This painting graphically makes the point that, from the very beginning of His earthly life, a shadow loomed over the Son of God. His life was threatened before He was born as His unwed mother was found to be pregnant before her wedding; as a newborn by a delusional tyrant; and throughout His life He was painfully aware of His destiny.

In an ancient Jewish family, the birth of a son was an event to be celebrated. Mary and Joseph were no different when Jesus was born. Luke records how the ordinary events following His birth were met with the extraordinary and unexpected. As one scholar puts it, “Even the mundane provides arenas in which the divine purpose may be realized.”

Two Commanded Procedures


Jesus’ earthly parents fulfilled two commanded procedures in Luke 2:21-24,

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.”
Eight days after the birth of Jesus, Joseph and Mary presented the boy for the b’rit milah, “the covenant of circumcision,” a rite that identified Him as a genuine son of the covenant between God and Abraham.
 Circumcision was so sacred to the Jews that it could be carried out even on a Sabbath when the law forbade almost every other act that was not absolutely essential.

Under normal circumstances, the nearest rabbi would have come to the home of Joseph and Mary to perform the ceremony, but since they were likely living in temporary quarters at Bethlehem, they probably took Jesus to a nearby synagogue for circumcision.

For some days after circumcision, the baby would be uncom​fortable, the first token pain and bloodshed in a career that would see considerably more of both.
 “His circumcision was His first suffering for us,” said the late Donald Grey Barnhouse, a Philadelphia minister and author. It symbolized the work the Saviour did on the cross in dealing with our sin nature (Gal. 6:15; Phil. 3:1–3; Col. 2:10–11).

At this time the child was named. In accordance with the angelic instruction months before, Joseph and Mary named the baby Yeshua, meaning “Yahweh saves.”
 (This is the same name as Joshua in the Old Testament.) We have come more familiar with the Greek form of the name, Jesus.


About a month later, the young family ventured north five miles from Bethlehem to Jerusalem for a second commanded procedure.
 Leviticus 12:1-5 provided that after the birth of a son a woman would be unclean for seven days and that for another thirty-three days she should keep away from all holy things (for a daughter the times were doubled). After that time she could go to the Temple and offer a sacrifice of a lamb and a pigeon. If she was too poor for a lamb, two pigeons could be offered instead.
 This was technically called “The Offering of the Poor.”
 This was the offering Mary brought.


Also at this time they completed “the redemption of the firstborn.” The Lord said through Moses in Exodus 13:2, “Consecrate to me every firstborn male. The first offspring of every womb among the Israelites belongs to me, whether man or animal.” In Numbers 18:14-16, however, a provision was made so that the families could keep their firstborn, by paying a redemption price of five shekels of silver (about $3.25 in modern terms).

Luke presents these actions as the normal flow of events following the birth of a firstborn son in a Jewish family. He presents Mary and Joseph as obedient to the Lord, unquestionably pious, willing supporters of God’s aim, and certifying that from His birth Jesus will operate from within God’s purpose.

Two Confirming Pronouncements 


Such rituals were common for the Jews and, even though Joseph and Mary were performing them for the first time, they probably knew what to expect as they carried them out. They were not prepared, however, for two unexpected guests who approached them. We read of the first in verses 25-32,

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. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying:  ”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.” 

As Joseph and Mary made their way across the Court of Women, an elderly man approached them—perhaps a little more boldly than they expected of a stranger. His name was Simeon, and he was a prophet. He had been roaming the temple precincts for some time—maybe years—looking for couples with newborn children in their arms, for God had promised him that he would not pass from this world until he had laid eyes on the Messiah. And with this promise, the Lord gave Simeon the eyes to see, the ability to recognize the Promised One with a mere glance.

Some scholars have suggested that Simeon was the son of the famous rabbi Hillel and the father of Paul’s famous tutor Gamaliel. This Simeon became president of the Sanhedrin in a.d. 13. The Mishnah, however, which tells of the great rabbis of this time and their achievements, ignores Simeon—perhaps because of his belief in Christ, if this is the same man.
 At any rate, Luke describes him as “devout and just.”


The text says nothing about Simeon singing, yet his words have been through the years been used as a hymn called the “Nunc Dimittis,” from the first words of the Latin Vulgate translation, meaning “Now dismiss.”
 I like how The Living Bible captures the tone of Simeon’s words:  “Lord, now I can die content! For I have seen him as you promised me I would. I have seen the Savior you have given to the world. He is the Light that will shine upon the nations, and he will be the glory of your people Israel!”

This “hymn” mentions three truths regarding the Savior that Simeon held in his arms: He bring glory of Israel, light to the Gentile nations, and peace to the individual.
 Whether or not Simeon sang his words can be debated, but without a doubt Charles Wesley wrote a hymn based on this text, a Christmas carol not sung much these days:
Come, Thou long-expected Jesus, born to set Thy people free;

From our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in Thee.

Israel’s strength and consolation, hope of all the earth Thou art;

Dear desire of ev’ry nation, joy of ev’ry longing heart.

Born Thy people to deliver, born a Child, and yet a King,

Born to reign in us forever, now Thy gracious kingdom bring.

By Thine own eternal Spirit rule in all our hearts alone;

By Thine all-sufficient merit, raise us to Thy glorious throne.

As Paul Maier concludes, “Simeon had played out his role as a transition figure, the man, more than any other, who stands between the Old and New Testaments, rooted in the ancient Scriptural promises and prophecies, yet gazing at their fulfillment.”


But there was more…

There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was eighty-four.﻿ She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.

As Simeon was celebrating the fulfillment of God’s greatest promise, another elderly person approached. This was a woman, named Anna, who was also very old. Luke informs us that Anna had been married for seven years before being widowed, a state in which she remained either for 84 years or until she was 84 years old. There is no way to determine which reading was intended, though most scholars maintain that Anna was 84 years old at this time.


Anna—the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew name “Hannah”—meant “grace,” and she hailed from the Israelite tribe of Asher, one of the northern ten tribes dispersed by the Assyrian invasion. She was widowed as a young woman, but rather than remarrying, she devoted her life in service to the Lord. Anna is described as a “prophetess,” meaning she had a special gift of declaring and interpreting God’s message. Other prophetesses in Scripture are Miriam (Exo 15:20), Deborah (Jdg 4:4), Hulduh (2Kg 22:14), Noadiah (Neh 6:14), and the wife of Isaiah (Isa 8:3). In the New Testament, Philip the evangelist had four daughters who were prophetesses (Acts 21:8–9).
 The Holy Spirit led Anna to this young family, revealing to her that the promised Messiah had indeed come.


Though we do not know much about her—nothing more is recorded about her except for these few verses—or what she said at this time, Anna personified in her day those who “serve the living and true God, and…wait for His Son from heaven” (1 Thess. 1:9-10). She is a model for us; like her we are to “live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:12-13).


I find it fascinating that Luke brings together three generations in this account: the elderly Simeon and Anna, the young Joseph and Mary, and the baby Jesus. In our society, where the elderly are viewed more often than not as a liability rather than an asset (even in some of our contemporary churches), we see the Gospel is for men and women of all ages. 

Simeon and Anna are examples to all of us, but especially to older saints, because these two believers kept the faith over a period of years, faithful to the end. If we follow their example, we can have the same blessed experience regardless of our age.

Two Chilling Predictions


Amid all the unexpected joy and thanksgiving of this occasion we discover two chilling predictions in the words of Simeon. Looking back to verses 33-35 we read,

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.” 

After pronouncing a blessing on Joseph and Mary, Simeon’s voice grew serious. “Listen carefully,” he said, “This boy has a very special purpose, and as He pursues His call, the destiny of each person who encounters Him will be unveiled for all to see.”

Several years ago former Vice President Al Gore published a book with the title An Inconvenient Truth. We might call Simeon’s words as “An Uncomfortable Truth.” While it is true that Jesus is all about light and love and grace and mercy, His coming ultimately forces everyone to choose sides. Each person is either for Him or against Him.

Over thirty years later Jesus Himself would say in Matthew 10:34-39,

“Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law—a man’s enemies will be the members of his own household.’ Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”

These words of our Lord are largely unknown because they are uncomfortable. We don’t like to think of Jesus in these terms. But the truth is, as Simeon pointed out, that Jesus will divide people: those who accept Him will rise‚ meaning they will enter into salvation, while those who reject Him will in the end fall, being lost eternally. People declare themselves by their attitude to him. We cannot ultimately be neutral.
 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.

Often in political polls there is one group that favors one candidate, another group that favors the other, and a third group called “undecided.” (Sometimes the “undecided” group is larger than the other two!) But when it comes to Jesus Christ, “undecided” is not an option. In Matthew 12:30 Jesus said, “He who is not with me is against me.” You are one or the other: you are either for Jesus or you are against Him.

Simeon’s second chilling prediction was directed to Mary: “And a sword will pierce your own soul too.” Since these words are directed to her alone, it may indicate that Joseph would be dead when Jesus began His ministry some thirty years later, or he would have been included.
 During our Lord’s life and ministry, Mary would experience the sorrow of seeing her Son rejected by so many, culminating on that horrible day when she stood by His cross and saw Him suffer and die, recorded in John 19:25-27. Indirectly, Simeon’s words warn all of Christ’s followers that the life of discipleship would be no bed of roses. As Jesus said in Luke 9:23-24, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”

This event in the early life of Jesus provides challenges for all of us, regardless of our age.


Young parents, I challenge you to follow the example of Joseph and Mary, who did all they could to raise their child according to the requirements of the Lord. Our culture has their own ideas of how to bring a child along in the world, and increasingly those ideas run contrary to God’s Word. Doing the right thing is rarely convenient or easy for us, but it is always better for our children. A good place to start is right here; set a good example for your children by faithfully attending church.


For our older members, let’s follow Simeon and Anna’s example of confirming and encouraging our young parents as they endeavor to raise their children God’s way. While we will not be sharing the prophetic words of these two veteran saints, we can share our wisdom and experiences, encouraging the next generation as they impact the generation following them. As Titus 2 instructs, the older men are to mentor the younger men, and the older women are to counsel the younger women. It will keep you younger!

The tendency of older people is to live in the past tense, in the so-called “good old days.” Simeon and Anna weren’t looking back; they were looking ahead. They lived in hope. What is hope? Hope is faith in the future. Hope is the certainty that God will keep His promises. As Warren Wiersbe writes, Simeon and Anna “lived in the future tense.”

Finally, the shadow over the Son of God from His earliest days also falls across the paths of each and every one of us. Each of our lives will come, at one time or another, to a crossroads, where we are confronted face to face with the cross of Christ. The choice we make—either accepting Him as our Lord and Savior or rejecting Him to go our own way—will determine not only the direction of our lives here on earth, but our destiny for all eternity.

The Child of Bethlehem came to save the world. Can He save you?
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