Ascension Lutheran Church

Pastor Godkin’'s Sermon for the week of December 2009
What Child is This? The Child Who Opens Eyes (Luke 2:22-40)

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father a nd from the Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ. Amen. The text for today’s homily is from the second chapter of the
Gospel according to St. Luke. Our Lord says to us:

“Simeon took him up in his arms and blessed God and said, ‘Lord, now you are letting
your servant depart in peace, according to your wor d; for my eyes have seen your
salvation that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to
the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel.” And His father and his mother
marvelled at what was said about him. **And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his
mother, ‘Behold, this child is appointed for the fa Il and rising of many in Israel, and for a
sign that is opposed.” And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his mother, ‘Behold,
this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is
opposed™.

This is the Word of God.

Dear friends in Christ, Two days after Christmas an d the celebration continues!
Hundreds of millions of people around the world hav e put up lights, hung decorations,
and so on, all to rejoice for this wonderful season . It began for us two days ago on
Christmas Eve as we heard the message of good news and in response, sang with
jubilant songs of praise; and this party is still g oing on. And yet the joy of this season
comes from what might appear on the surface to be a rather common event.

We ask in the hymn, “What Child is This?” This was the question the shepherds had the
night of Jesus’ birth. It was an ordinary night of taking care of their sheep until an angel
of the Lord appeared. The holiness of God struck fe ar into their hearts as they stood
completely awestruck. The angel had a once in histo ry announcement for them. He
said, “Today in the town of David a Saviour has bee n born to you; He is Christ the
Lord.” Now the angel continued with important instr uctions. He gave them a sign, a
miracle. But it wasn’t what you might think for suc h an important occasion. It wasn't a
sign like the burning bush in Moses’ time or someth ing overwhelming as the parting of
the Red Sea. The sign was...a baby. Nothing particu larly unusual; in fact, the only thing
remarkable about this was that the baby was lying i n a manger.

What Child is this? The shepherds must have asked t hemselves. They ran to see Him
even if the sign of the Christ-child seemed less th an extraordinary. But this is the way
God works. He wraps His divinity with the earthly a nd hides His glory in the seemingly
ordinary things. Like treasure hidden in jars of cl ay God has come to live in His people.
He comes in the Holy Spirit to make your body His h oly temple and home.

And so here we have the Almighty Son of the Most Hi gh come to His people not with an
awesome display of power and glory, not with the so unding of the great trumpet of God
for every eye to see as He will come on the Last Da y. Instead, He comes in
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humbleness, in lowly circumstances in a smelly stab le, and lying in a feeding trough. He
came identifying Himself with the lowly and those i n need.

We can’t see His hidden glory with our natural eyes , however. God reveals it to us just
as the angels revealed it to the shepherds. He give s you eyes of faith to see Him in the
most unexpected places.

In our text we see Simeon. It says he was a man wai ting for the consolation of Israel. It
means he was waiting for the fulfillment of God’s p romise to send the Messiah to
redeem His people and become the way of salvation. Simeon’s eyes were opened to
see this salvation even though it was cloaked in th e baby Jesus, who was still wrapped
in infant’s clothing.

The words he spoke, inspired by the Holy Spirit, we know as the Nunc Dimittis. They
carry such weight that we repeat these words every Divine Service. We say these
words following communion because in Holy Communion we too see the salvation of
God come to us in, with, and under the forms of bre ad and wine. We find this salvation
in the Body and Blood of Jesus which He gave on the cross.

Simeon says, “Now you are letting your servant depa rt in peace”. Jesus brings peace to
the nations, the peace that the world cannot give. This peace is peace with God. Itis a
restored relationship with our Heavenly Father.

Later, during Christ’s ministry He turned to His di sciples one day and said, ‘Blessed are
the eyes that see what you see. For | tell you that many prophets and kings wanted to
see what you see but did not see it, and to hear wh at you hear but did not hear it” (Luke
10:23-24). The disciples are the eyewitnesses to th e arrival of the Kingdom of God in
Christ. This is the promise that was handed down th rough the prophets through the
centuries and they along with Simeon were witnesses to God’s great faithfulness in
fulfilling His promise.

Simeon had been waiting his life for the Messiah an d His ministry of reconciliation had
already begun with His birth. And yet ministry that costs nothing, essentially
accomplishes nothing.

Simeon’s prophecy ends on a sobering note. He says, “This Child is appointed for the
fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign t hat is opposed.” He foretold that this
Christ-Child’s ministry would be turbulent. Being t he light of the world He would also be
a stumbling block to those who rejected Him. His de ath and resurrection is the ultimate
sign and it has become the centre of dispute for th e rest of human history.

Now it says that Anna lived at the Temple and worsh iped and fasted there night and
day. She was a prophetess. This Temple is not like a typical church building where she
would be using the bathroom and hanging out in the narthex. This was the Temple of
Herod the Great. It was a massive structure with ma ny rooms. She told the people who
were waiting for the redemption of Israel that the One they were waiting for was here.
Emmanuel had finally come! God is with us! And this redemption, of course came in the
form of sacrifice.

Seeing is believing, as the saying goes. Simeon and Anna saw in this seemingly
ordinary baby the Christ-Child. His majesty was hid den for the time being but
manifested to them by the Holy Spirit. Their faith and your faith is a gift from above.
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The whole sacrificial system of the Old Testament w as essentially a foreshadow of the
ultimate sacrifice of Christ who saves from sin. No w some may say, “Why do we need a
sacrifice? Why can’t we just simply ask God forgive ness”. Some consider the notion of a
sacrifice to be barbaric. Other religions do not un derstand the concept of an atoning
sacrifice.

But without sacrifice be sure there is no forgivene ss. The Bible tells us in Romans 6,
“The wages of sin is death”. Because of our impure thoughts, our careless words, our
lackadaisical worship, our less than loving concern and care for for our neighbour as
well as our enemies, and because of our less than f ervent devotion we are worthy of
death before God.

The result of sin is a stiff punishment, death. Whe n something sins something has to
die. This is the letter of the Holy Law. But in the mercy of God Jesus took that stiff
punishment in your place and then defeated death wh en He rose. God has opened your
eyes to acknowledge your sin. He has opened your ey es to put your faith in Jesus’
atoning sacrifice.

And He has opened our eyes to see that He works in our life in unexpected, hidden
ways. He reassures and shows us that even the setba cks and adversities we
experience are things that He uses for His good pur pose. As the Bible says in Romans
8, “All things work together for the good of those who love Him.”

In the beloved hymn What Child is this? we sing abo ut the destiny of the Christ-Child
much like Simeon did. The first verse opens with th e words, “What Child is this who laid
to rest on Mary’s lap is sleeping? The second vers e tells us the ultimate destiny of this
Christ-Child. It says, “Nails, spear shall pierce Him through, the cross He borne for me,
for you; hail, hail the Word made flesh, the Babe, the Son of Mary!”

What Child is This? He is the Child full of grace a nd truth, who gave His life in a painful
way because He loves you. He is the One that saves and is with you always. He is the
One who turns us from our empty and destructive, si nful ways to see Him as our one
true hope, our Light amidst the darkness. And He is the One who enlivens your faith
and feeds you with His Good News in the blessed Wor d and Sacraments.

May the Good News of Jesus open the eyes of our fam ilies, our friends, and others in
Montreal and around the world to see God as He trul y is, the God of sacrificial love
revealed as Saviour, revealed in the Person of Jesu s as our dear Lord and Brother.
Indeed this Child is the One who opens eyes to see the glorious salvation of God. Go in
peace, serve the Lord. Amen. The peace of God that surpasses all understanding, keep
your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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