
That’s not what I was expecting…
Luke 2:21-40

So imagine you’ve just had your baby in the last couple of months, and you 
are going through all the emotions that come with becoming parents for the 
first time - all sorts of new thoughts about what’s important in life, how 
precious the child is, whether there’s something deeper about life than you’d 
ever considered before…

You come to a point where you want to bring the child before God and mark 
their life in that way.  So you prepare yourself for that day, that moment of 
approaching God with promises and thanks and all of that - and when you 
arrive at the church, readying yourself for the service, two old people 
approach you and say things to you about your child that stick in your mind.

One comes up with a smile on his face, and takes the child in his arms with 
something in his eyes that looks like a mixture of hope, relief, and a 
moistness that forms into a tear of joy.  He exclaims a prayer of thanks to 
God, and with a satisfied heavy sigh, the kind you let out once something 
important is done, he hands the child back to you.

As he does so, he whispers soft words that trouble you.  ‘You child is going to 
upset the order of things.  He will be some people’s downfall, and other 
people’s hope.  He is going to be opposed, fought against, hunted.  And your 
heart will break because of what is going to happen to Him.’

At that very moment, whilst you are gulping down the lump in your throat at 
these ominous words, the other old person springs towards you with a 
lightness and excitability that fits neither her age nor the words you’ve just 
heard; and her face is lit up as she shouts out to everyone there: ‘Wow!  Look 
at him!  He’s here!  Come and see this baby!’

She takes your child in her arms, and starts carrying Him around all the 
people in the church.  She can’t pass by anyone without telling them: ‘Look!  
Have you seen Him?  This baby - He’s the One!  He’s the One who is going 
to put everything right!  He’s the Rescuer!’

A day like that would get you thinking, right?  And Luke 1:21-40 tells us that it 
caused Joseph and Mary to marvel at what they heard.  Because that day 
was their experience, and Luke tells us about it in this passage.
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In Jewish law, when a firstborn son was born, there were three rituals to be 
performed - the circumcision of the boy at eight days old, the purification of 
the mother after childbirth after 40 days, and the giving over to God the 
firstborn son to His service.

v.21 tells us about the first of these things, when Mary and Joseph were 
obedient about naming their child as the angel had told them, just as 
Zechariah and Mary had been.  That name - Jesus - is a reminder at the start 
of this passage about the truth about Him that is contained in the meaning of 
His name - Jesus means, ‘God saves.’

And the rest of the passage tells us about the other two rituals, for which 
Joseph and Mary travelled to Jerusalem and prepared themselves to 
approach God with the child.  A bit like parents do today in coming to a 
church for the baptism of their child - but more so.

As Palestinian Jews in the first century, Mary and Joseph were devoted to 
serving and honouring God.  It mattered to them how they approached the 
holy and awesome God.  So there was a lot going on for them mentally and 
emotionally as they came to this day, and their hearts and minds were in a 
prepared but also a very raw place when they met these two mysterious old 
people.

The strange mixture of words and emotions that had been presented by 
Simeon and Anna got Mary and Joseph thinking - not just thinking, but 
marvelling.  I hope there’s enough in what they saw and heard to get us at 
least thinking this morning, too.  If we grasp and believe what we’re thinking 
about, then we’ll start marvelling, too.

The clearest message that comes through this passage, and the words that 
Simeon and Anna have to share in it, is that God saves: This child Jesus is 
the Rescuer sent by God.  That’s very good news - at least for people who 
believe that they need God to rescue them.

Simeon and Anna thought that.  In fact, both these older characters in the 
story Luke tells us have been waiting hopefully for God’s rescue for years.  
Both of them speak about the Rescuer that the people of Israel had been 
waiting for God to send for centuries.

Simeon’s been told by God that he will get to see this Rescuer in the flesh 
before he dies, and he (like everyone in the first two chapters of Luke) 
delights to discover God keeping His promise to him.  The people that Anna 
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speaks to about the child, specifically v.38 tells us, are those who were 
waiting in faith and hope and expectancy for God to rescue Israel.

But Simeon tells us more.  He says that this child, this Rescuer, is not just 
going to rescue Israel.  v.32 says that the child will be ‘a light for revelation to 
the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel.’  What does that mean?

The ‘Gentiles’ were what the Jews called all those who were not Jews.  The 
Jews had for centuries enjoyed a special privilege from God - that He had 
revealed Himself to them.  He’d spoken to the Jews, told them about Himself, 
told them about His plan for the world.

Now - in this child Jesus - God was going to reveal Himself to the whole 
world.  And that would be Israel’s glory - that God’s world-rescuer would 
come from their people.  As Tom Wright puts it, ‘This is not the sort of 
revelation the world was expecting, nor the sort of glory Israel wanted, but 
true revelation and true glory nonetheless.’

The world wants God to show Himself in big bright lights in the sky if He’s 
really there, and Israel wanted to be a powerful and secure nation state like in 
the days of Kings David and Solomon - but God reveals and rescues in ways 
that people don’t expect or ask for.

Did you get any presents that you didn’t expect and didn’t ask for?  How did 
you feel about them?

Sometimes, gifts like that turn out to be a big disappointment.  But 
sometimes, we write them off as a disappointment before we’ve even opened 
the box and checked them out properly.  The thing is, sometimes these 
unexpected presents that we didn’t ask for turn out to be the best gifts we get 
that make the biggest difference to our lives.

Luke started off this book of his by telling us that God was going to send us a 
Rescuer.  If you were reading the book fresh, you might start to imagine all 
sorts of different things that might mean; what kind of rescue we human 
beings need and what this Rescuer must therefore be like.

Perhaps this Rescuer we’re going to read about is going to come and put a 
stop to violent men and horrible injustices with great power and might.  
Perhaps He is going to stop bad things happening to everybody.  Perhaps He 
is going to say ‘yes’ to everybody’s prayers about everything.  That seems to 
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be what much of the world expects of a Rescuer from God if He is to be in 
any way credible in the world’s eyes.

It turns out, though - as old Simeon explains - that’s not how this rescue from 
God is going to go down.  The surprising twist, so early on in the tale that 
Luke tells us, is that the rescue we’re going to read about involves a lot of 
very uncomfortable things like suffering and opposition.  Simeon explains it 
softly to Jesus’ mother in vv.34-35.

Jesus is going to shake things up in this world.  The rescue He brings is not 
going to be like a superhero hiding quietly away amongst the crowds most of 
the time, then swooping in every now to patch up an illness here or an 
unemployment there, before flying off to the next person shouting for help.

The rescue is going to be more public and world-shaking than that.  Simeon 
says that Jesus is going to cause the rise and fall of many in their nation, and 
that what He does will reveal the thoughts of many hearts.

The child Jesus will grow to become a man who will speak and act with such 
power and authority that it will be like a hammer blow that shakes the ground.  
The nasty, hidden darknesses will be shaken out from where they have been 
hiding in the crevices of human hearts.

The hidden greed and depravity of the powerful in particular, and the hidden 
humility and cries for help from the poor in particular, will be teased out and 
shown up in God’s light.  The mighty and self-sufficient will fall, and the 
humble will be lifted, when God’s Rescuer comes to town.

The rescue God brings us through Jesus involves revealing human hearts for 
what they are.  It involves shaking things up in individual lives, in 
communities, in national politics and in world history.  And this way of working 
- shaking things up - always results in opposition.  And that always results in 
suffering.

So it’s not all light and no shadow, the coming of the Rescuer child.  He will 
be ‘a sign that is spoken against,’ Simeon says.  Jesus would be ignored, 
rejected, and also deliberately opposed.  Just as He is today, in fact.  Not all 
people will welcome Him and the rescue He offers that starts with bringing 
human hearts into the light of day.

That’s something about the kind of rescue that Jesus is bringing - it won’t be 
obvious to everyone in the whole world that it’s something to be grasped.  It 
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will divide opinion.  Some will be thrilled with Jesus and what He’s doing, and 
others will want to shut Him up and kill Him off.

Some would try to stone Him, arrest Him, and kill Him.  Some would succeed, 
in the strangeness of God’s plan.  This rescue will involve pain, suffering, 
rejection, discomfort, and ultimately death on a cross.  And Jesus’ mother 
would truly feel a sword pierce her soul on that day.

That’s part of the story and the plan God has through Jesus - and Luke tells 
us now, when the child is just a few weeks old, so we know what to expect in 
the mission He has.  A mission and a rescue that we’re called both to 
experience and to join in with - so it’s as well that we know what it involves.

If you had the resources that God’s got, how would you plan to rescue the 
world?

Lots of people get troubled about what God is doing or isn’t doing.  
Everyone’s a critic, of course.  Not many look carefully at what God has 
already done and continues to do in His Jesus-Rescue-plan to see whether it 
might not be the best and greatest hope that this world has.  Perhaps 
because not many people would design a plan that features suffering and 
opposition as part of its DNA.

However you have so far responded to the rescue from sin and death that 
Jesus offers humanity, and the exposure of your heart to His light that comes 
at the start of that, the other thing about Jesus’ story is that it is a story you 
have a part in, too - if you’ll take it.

Luke narrates in 2:21-40 the stories of Simeon and Anna.  Two old people 
who have faithfully walked with God over the years, and who are still alert to 
the ministry that God has for them in these days.

So we read about Anna - a lady who is at least 84 (or it might be that she was 
a widow for 84 years, which would put her at more like 105).  This old lady 
has not stopped watching and waiting upon God, looking out for the ways that 
she is to speak and act for Him.

In fact, it is now, at this moment in her life, that she will minister in the most 
memorable and significant way in her life - pointing people to Jesus and 
telling them about what He will do for them.
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And we read about Simeon, and about how the Holy Spirit is at work in his 
life.  Three times in vv.25-27, in Simeon’s little character story, the Holy Spirit 
is mentioned.  We’re told that the Spirit is upon him.  That the Spirit reveals 
something in particular to Him.  And that the Spirit leads him to act in a 
particular way.

Before the Holy Spirit was given to all God’s people after Jesus’ life, death, 
resurrection and ascension; He came upon particular people for particular 
purposes at particular times.  So what we read about Simeon is that God’s 
Spirit was upon him to see and recognise the Rescuer from God, Jesus, and 
to tell people - particularly the parents who are raising Jesus - who Jesus 
really is and what He will do in this world.

We live the other side of Pentecost - the day that God gave His Holy Spirit to 
all those who put their trust in His Rescuer, Jesus Christ.  Some of you have 
recently spoken to me about your experiences of sensing the Holy Spirit at 
work in your life.  Some of you who are newly becoming disciples of Jesus 
Christ have an excitement about sensing the Spirit’s presence.  But all of us 
who are disciples of Jesus have that same Holy Spirit upon us.

And He does the same things in us as He did with Simeon.  The Holy Spirit 
works in our lives to reveal things to us.  Primarily, He does that as we read 
the Bible, which is the Word of God written by the inspiration of the same 
Holy Spirit.  One of the big things the Spirit does in our lives is to open our 
eyes to what the words of the Bible are telling us.  It’s like the author of the 
book sitting down with us as we read it to explain what He means by this or 
that passage.

The Spirit also leads us to act in certain ways, just as He prompted Simeon to 
enter the temple that day in Jerusalem.  It might be a prompting to phone 
someone to see how they are.  Or to pray a particular things.  Or to give time, 
money or energy to someone in particular.  Or to leave one life to do 
something else for God.  Or to stay where you are to do something there for 
God.

We learn the Spirit’s promptings as we walk more and more with Jesus as His 
disciples.  But perhaps the key thing to take from this passage about the 
Spirit’s work in our life is, it never stops, no matter how old you are.

You don’t stop listening to the Spirit of God for what God wants you to do, or 
learning what He has to say in the Bible about God and the world, when you 
hit your 20s, 30s, 40s, or 50s.  Nor in your 60s, 70s, 80s or whatever you 
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make it to.  The story of Simeon and Anna teaches us about a willingness to 
be alert to the Spirit’s teaching and promptings to act all our lives.

Your greatest and most significant ministry might come in your 80s.  That 
should maybe not be such a surprise, as we might expect that God might be 
most at work in and through us when we are at a point in life where our 
activity slows down, but our prayer life has the opportunity to grow, as we 
read about Simeon and Anna.

After not quite 2 chapters, Luke has told us about all sorts of people in the 
story of Jesus, and you can probably relate to at least one of them.  A 
childless couple in their 40s or 50s, a young couple starting out in life and 
having a baby, teenagers who are having their world turned upside down, 
ordinary working shepherds for whom nothing usually happens, long retired 
people who have reflected on their lives and their world.

Men, women, widowed, childless, pregnant, new parents, surprised by 
sudden changes in life, urban, rural, rich and respectable, poor and forgotten 
- they’re all here, and all touched by the life of Jesus and His presence in our 
world.

And Luke makes a point in this.  The story of Jesus is a story that every sort 
of person is welcome to, is affected by, and has a part to play in.  And these 
parts are different.

The shepherds don’t offer wise words of reflection and depth; old Simeon and 
Anna do that.  Simeon and Anna don’t run headlong as fast as they can to 
see the Saviour of the world on the day of His birth; the physically active 
shepherds do that.

Every person’s role in Jesus’ story and the rescue He offers this world is 
different.  But the story is the same, and the Spirit who brings the story to our 
attention and our agenda is the same.

So do you know the story?  Do you know the rescue plan God has sketched 
out and put in play?  And do you know your role in it?  Neither the plan nor 
your role in sharing it might be quite what you expected.  But then again, 
sometimes the best things we receive are just like that.
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