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Luke 2:22-38 

Isaiah 6:1-8 

This week and next we will be thinking about the concept of epiphany. 
We are in the season of Epiphany, and it is not just about the wise men 
from the East who came to worship the baby Jesus. It is about the 
revelation of who Christ is. It is about pulling back the veil of 
misunderstanding. Epiphany is about glimpsing the face of God. And the 
question for today is, when has that happened for you? And how? When 
have you glimpsed the face of God in Jesus? 

Simeon saw it at the time of the family’s purification. This took place forty 
days or so after the birth and was the time when the firstborn son of a 
family was redeemed, or bought back from being devoted to God, by the 
offering of correct sacrifices. So Mary and Joseph offered the sacrifices 
for a poor family – two doves or pigeons. And there, in the temple, the 
house of God, Simeon and Anna see the face of God in this 
unremarkable baby. Simeon was looking for God’s chosen one, of 
course. He was sure that he would see that one before he died. But he 
probably wasn’t looking specially at the babies which crossed his path. 
He would be looking for a ruler and for a warrior and for someone who 
would have the power and strength to change his world. Babies are 
delightful, but you can’t really look into their eyes and see what they will 
become. Not unless you have a special revelation, which Simeon and 
Anna, living in the presence of God, were given. 

They were the first to have this epiphany, to see God in the face of 
Christ, but they were not the last, not by any means. The gospel 
accounts are full of people wondering who Jesus is, and questioning his 
authority. But among these many, there are the few who see him clearly 
– if only fleetingly. There is Peter, who hails him as the Christ, the Son of 
the living God. And again he with James and John are shown the glory 
of God in Jesus at the place of transfiguration. At the crucifixion the 
watching centurion reflected, “Truly this man was the Son of God.” And 



after the resurrection we have Thomas proclaiming Jesus “My Lord and 
my God!” People came to see God in Christ, to have this revelation or 
epiphany, at different times and in different circumstances. 

St. Paul had his moment of literally blinding revelation on the Damascus 
road, when his mind was full of Jesus, as he bent his energies to 
persecuting his followers. John had a vast and prolonged epiphany 
when he was in exile on the isle of Patmos – when he had the 
experience of following Jesus and had peace to contemplate it. 
Epiphanies don’t come out of nowhere, usually. They come to people 
who spend time looking to God living with God, contemplating God and 
his word. These people we have mentioned were those who had or 
could have had (we don’t know about Paul) the chance to know Jesus in 
the flesh. In some ways knowing him in person made it harder to see 
who he really was. He looked just like everyone else, after all, so how 
could anyone be expected to see that in him they really were seeing 
God. The glimpses were fleeting, but real. 

After that first generation of the believers had gone to glory, how was 
anyone to see that truth again? How was anyone to see the glory of God 
in the face of Jesus? 

The early church, from Paul onwards, did a lot of solid, thoughtful work 
on setting down who Jesus is. People could no longer meet him face to 
face and so they asked for God’s guidance to be enabled to tell the truth, 
nothing but the truth (this was important, not to let errors creep into how 
Jesus as regarded) and as far as they knew it, the whole truth (not that 
we can ever get the whole truth when we are dealing with God). In the 
first few centuries of the Christian faith there was some fluidity as people 
thought and prayed and argued about who Jesus was. They knew that 
he was the human face of God – that revelation had been passed down 
the generations of believers – but who or what did that make him? Was 
he God? Was he someone who represented God? Was he the same as 
the God of creation or a lesser manifestation? Big questions. Questions 
for which the church developed “correct” answers in its creeds and 
confessions. 

But although people could and did and indeed were required to learn 
these formulae by heart, they were only the record of epiphany and not 
epiphany itself – not until each individual or group came to have a 
realisation for themselves not of the words about Jesus but about the 
truth of these words, and the meaning of these words and the power of 
that truth. To say that Jesus is of one substance with God the Father (as 



the Nicene creed has told us for one thousand, six hundred and ninety-
five years - it was agreed in June 325) is one thing. To realise what that 
says about the man Jesus: that he really was the creator God come to 
be one of us is something else. To realise that a human being, who 
really was human, because he was born and died and was hungry and 
thirsty and tired – he was not some superhuman who just looked like us 
– to realise that a human being can contain God the creator of all things: 
what does that say about God? Or about human beings? 

It is often in reflecting on such matters that we get beyond having correct 
knowledge about God to glimpsing the face of God in the man Jesus. It 
is thus that we often get close to having our own epiphanies. And if we 
are to follow Christ, having that glimpse of God matters quite a lot. How 
can you stick to your discipleship when things get hard if you are just 
following a set of received truths? The personal experience of God, the 
personal moments of revelation and epiphany – the ah-ha moments, you 
might call them - are what can sustain us in what can sometimes seem a 
long hard slog of discipleship. 

Isaiah was going to need to remember that moment of profound glory 
and call and revelation which he had in the temple. His life was full of 
incident as he lived out that heartfelt response to the revelation of God: 
the response which first of all saw himself in the light of God’s presence 
and made him cry out in repentance; the response, when he was 
assured of his forgiveness and acceptance, that if God needed 
someone, then such as he was, he would go. A promise and response 
made in a moment but lived out in a lifetime. 

All of us who live as Christians are following that pattern. We make our 
pledge to God: we may make it in formal vows taken at baptism or 
confirmation, at the point of joining the church or being ordained as an 
elder. Or we may make our pledge in private response to God as we 
spend time in prayer with him and are made aware of his love for us, 
and his calling to us. We make our pledges at one point in time, and 
then we spend the rest of our lives working out what they mean and how 
we can live them out, taking on the adventure of following Jesus. And we 
need moments of epiphany to look back on or to look forward to, to 
sustain us and direct us and hold us firm to our purpose. 

There were epiphanies given to people who were to become the leaders 
of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. They didn’t come from 
nowhere, of course. They came to people who were reading scripture 
and thinking about it and wrestling with it and praying. Martin Luther had 



been really chewing over what the letter to the Romans says for a long 
time before he suddenly got the realisation that in Jesus God forgives us 
– that we are justified by the faith of Christ and not by anything that we 
can do ourselves. It was for him a hallelujah moment – and was to 
become so for many others as well. 

Isaiah’s epiphany was to do with the presence and glory of God. Simeon 
and Anna’s was to do with seeing the face of God in the baby Jesus. 
The early Church’s was to do with sorting out what it meant that Jesus 
was God and Luther’s was to do with how in Christ God saves us. Later 
it was often Jesus the man who inspired those who looked carefully, not 
with preconceptions, not with hidden agendas, to see that when the 
interacted with Jesus they were interacting with God. And what has your 
epiphany been? When have you had that moment when suddenly it all 
made sense – even if afterwards you would be hard put to explain it to 
someone else? Epiphanies for many of us are matters of feeling and not 
of words. They are flashes of inner light and perception, and just 
because you can’t speak well of them does not mean that they did not 
happen or that they are not important. 

Epiphanies are important in themselves, and they are important because 
when we get a glimpse of the face of God, we very often also get a 
glimpse of how best we can serve him. “Here am I, send me” cried 
Isaiah. And across the centuries people have seen the face of God and 
been moved to preach the good news about Jesus. They have seen the 
face of God and been encouraged to help the poor. They have worked 
to bring education and literacy or medical work to those who had no 
access to such things. They have worked to bring equality and justice to 
societies. They have seen the face of God and have worked to give 
dignity to all people, who look and live just as Jesus did. 

Very often it is when we see the face of God, when we realise the glory 
of the God who made and sustains us, that we want to live to please and 
serve him. When we see the face of God in the man Jesus, we want to 
listen to him and do what he says: even the hard things like forgiving and 
forgiving and loving those who do not love us back. 

We all of us need epiphanies – and the church has been built and 
shaped by them. In our intercessions today we will pray for God’s 
revelation to us and to the world. But first we are going to do a thing we 
maybe should do more often – we are going to stand and repeat what 
the early church thrashed out and handed down to us about God as we 
say together the Nicene Creed. 


