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Today is the feast of the Epiphany.  For many it is the day when the visit 

of the wise men to the infant Jesus is marked.  In some countries today 

is the day that presents are given and received in memory of the 

generosity of the wise men.  (And of course, for those churches which 

still follow the Julian calendar, rather than the so-called Gregorian 

calendar which we follow, today is Christmas Day itself!)  So, we could 

mark the feast of the Epiphany by telling the story of the wise men – 

which we did last week.   But the other way to mark it, is to go back in 

time to the temple in Jerusalem, where Mary and Joseph took the baby 

Jesus to present him to God.   

Presenting the baby, the firstborn male, to God was one of the 

reasons they went.  They also had to perform the rites of purification, 

which were done forty days after the delivery of a baby boy – it was 

eighty days for a girl – and this was normally done only for the mother.  

However we are told that in this case the time had come for “their” 

purification – the Greek is quite clear on this – and so we have to 

assume that Joseph is included as well, possibly because in helping with 

the birth – not a thing a man would usually do – he had been touched by 

Mary’s birthing blood and so been made ritually unclean.  When God 

came into the world it truly was in all the mess of life as it is: there is not 

a birth without blood, and when you are of a faith that sees that blood as 

problematic to your holiness, you have to deal with the stain in the way 

that is prescribed. 

 So, when Jesus was 40 days old, when the family are still in 

Bethlehem, which is near Jerusalem, before the visit of the wise men 

and the flight into Egypt – the Christmas story takes a lot longer to play 

out than we sometimes imagine – the holy family made the short trip to 



Jerusalem so that the parents could be made pure, and so that their 

firstborn could be presented to God. 

 And it was here, as they kept the laws of their faith, as they dealt 

with what was needful with such a birth, at this presentation, that there 

was an epiphany.  An epiphany means a revealing, a shining of light on 

a subject to show what is happening, what it is about.  It is rather like a 

stained-glass window.  If you come into the church here at night and 

look at the stained-glass windows, whether or not the building is lit, from 

inside they will look blank and just a confusing jumble of patterns.  It is 

when light shines through them from the outside in (or from the inside 

out) that we can see the colour and the pictures and make sense of what 

the artist was trying to show us.  When we think of Jesus’ epiphany, it is 

like that.  What might just be a jumble of stories becomes a clear and 

important message.  When we think of how either with the coming of the 

wise men or with the words of Simeon in the temple, it is revealed that 

Jesus is for more than just his own people we see the truth: he is for all 

the world. 

 The part of Simeon’s words which tell us this, which shine this 

light, are these: “A light for revelation to the Gentiles…” It is really 

important to all of us that this was to be true.  If it were not, we would 

only know of Jesus as one hero of a faith into which you more or less 

ought to be born to participate in it.  We would know of Jesus as we 

know, say, of Muhammed or the Buddha.  We would not know him as 

our light, our saviour, our guide, our companion, our redeemer, our 

teacher or out brother.  Simeon’s words open up a truth that Jesus had 

to open up himself more than once, a truth that the early church was 

nearly torn apart over: that Jesus came for all the world, and not for one 

part of it, or one race more than any other.   

 But these words about Jesus being a light for the Gentiles are not 

the only epiphany that Simeon and Anna give us about Jesus.  No 

indeed.  Their words and actions give us a frame for our light-revealing 

picture.  Theirs is not an epiphany a revelation of one who was coming 

in glowing royal colours, with a sense of future glory, world domination, 

power and majesty.  This is not a royal arrival in the way that the world 

might expect, in the way that those in the temple that day might expect – 

a royal arrival to rival the power of Rome, to use the ways and weapons 

of the world to wrest back control.   



 This picture is painted in sombre colours.  Just as Luke shows us 

the reality of birth with the need for the ritual of cleansing, so he shows 

us the reality of the world as he has Simeon and Anna take their places 

in the story.   

 This it seems, is a story about suffering.  Simeon is waiting for God 

to comfort Israel – have you ever thought about that?  We are told that 

he was waiting for “the consolation of Israel”.  Consolation.  Comforting.  

There is much for which comfort is needed.  There is suffering.  Anna 

spoke of the child to those who were waiting for the redemption of Israel.  

People who knew that things were not right, who wanted things to be 

better, to be more the way that God planned for them.  Both Simeon and 

Anna are living in a world of patient hope, where suffering has become a 

way of life.  And it now appears that God’s appointed redeemer will deal 

with this suffering by sharing it himself.  So Simeon speaks words, not 

only of light and hope and glory, but also dark words about opposition 

and about a sword that will pierce Mary’s heart. 

 The epiphany that Luke is showing us is what happens when the 

kingdom of God confronts the kingdoms of this world.  Isaiah asked who 

would believe what was to be revealed about God’s Messiah, since that 

Messiah was to be a man of suffering, a man who was despised and 

rejected, who was a man of suffering, who bore our infirmities and was 

wounded for our transgressions.  And Simeon may have had these 

words in his mind as he spoke of what Jesus would do and bring. 

 As we read on with Luke, we will see Simeon’s prophecies come 

true, as Jesus is rejected by the very city to whom he offered the way of 

peace, the city whose name includes the word for peace – shalom – 

Jerusalem.  Mary will watch in agony as the very people he came to 

redeem reject him, and as the one who is “destined for the falling and 

rising of many in Israel” himself passes through death and into 

resurrection, taking with him the hopes and fears of the city, the nation 

and the world.  The reality of this epiphany is that where the light shines 

the darkness is exposed and changes are often wrought with difficulty. 

 There are dark colours in Simeon’s words and in his and Anna’s 

life before God.  But there is still the wonder of that glorious epiphany, 

that truth that Jesus, God’s son, is not only for Israel but for all the world.  

In Jesus’ birth Israel’s’ history comes to its God-ordained goal and so at 

last light downs for the whole world.  In Jesus the vocation which was 

once that of Israel – to be a light and blessing for the world – finally is 



fulfilled.  In Jesus there is a plan for the salvation of all people without 

distinction, and this will be the true glory of Israel itself, to have been the 

nation which bore the promise and from whom the saviour arose.  This 

was not the sort of revelation the world was expecting, and not the kind 

of glory Israel wanted, but it is true revelation and glory, true epiphany, 

nevertheless.    

 There has been another dimension to the epiphany and revelation 

that Luke has been showing us. We have read the first chapters of his 

gospel quite thoroughly in the past few weeks, and by this time, when 

the section of his gospel which deals with Jesus’ birth and childhood is 

nearly complete, almost all of us may, if we think about it, have found 

someone with whom we can identify.   

We have met Zechariah and Elizabeth, surprised to have a child at 

last.  We have seen Mary, the young girl even more surprised to have a 

child so soon, and her husband, bearing with her, supporting her, 

coming with her to the temple.  We have, of course, met the baby, and 

the shepherds, those who were on the edge of most people’s pictures, if 

remembered at all, given a central role.  The next section of the gospel 

will feature Jesus himself on the threshold of adult life.  And now we 

have met the old man and woman, waiting their turn to die, worshipping 

God day and night and raying for the salvation of his people.  Luke has 

been showing us, revealing to us, that this story is for and about people 

of every age and stage.  He wants to draw us into his picture.  Because 

whoever you are, at whatever stage of life, whatever the reality and the 

messiness of your life, the story of Jesus from manger to empty tomb 

can become your story. 

 The story of Jesus can become the story which shapes your life, 

which illumines your world, which lightens your path.  And if it becomes 

your story, it will also become your vocation.  Everyone has their own 

role in God’s plan.  For some it will be active, obvious, working in the 

public eye, maybe preaching the gospel or taking the love of God to 

meet the needs of the world.  For others it will be quiet, away from public 

view, praying faithfully for God to act in fulfilment of his promises.  For 

many it will be a mixture of the two, sometimes one, sometimes the 

other.  But all these people, with their own stories all had a place in 

Jesus’ story.  All were changed by being involved in Jesus’ story. And 

the epiphany which is revealed through the gospel is that Jesus is for all 



of us – his life, his work of salvation and his story.  He is for all of us as a 

light for our lives, to give us direction and vision and purpose.    

 


