CHARACTERS OF CHRISTMAS

#5 Simeon & Anna: Living With Expectation
December 27th, 2009 – Luke 2:25-38

How patient are you?  If you were to put yourself on a scale from 1 to 10 with 1 being so impatient that you don’t even know what the word patience means to 10 not having a care in the world and not even owning a watch, where would you be? One night a husband’s wife shook him and said, Wake up, someone is breaking in! The man had gone through this almost every night for 20 years, and he knew that the only way he would get any rest was to go and check it out. This time, however, there was a man with a gun who had entered to rob the house. As the thief was about to flee the man said, Wait, you have to come with me and meet my wife. The thief, Why would you want me to meet your wife? The man, Well she’s been expecting you for 20 years. Expectation does have its negative side!
There is also a positive to expectation! Do you remember a ketchup commercial a few years ago? The bottle is turned upside down over a nice juicy burger while they sing anticipation! It seems like forever before the ketchup came out of the bottle. But it was well worth the wait. Anticipation intensifies our feeling about events – whether it is catching the big one, the start of a new job, your favorite team in the Super Bowl, or the start of a new year. The list is endless.  What are you anticipating in 2010? Much of the excitement and joy is in the anticipation of it!
Today we see two characters that make their appearance in the final acts of the Christmas story. One is a man named Simeon; the other is a woman named Anna. They don’t appear in any nativity scenes or in many Christmas cards, but we have much to learn from their example. In Luke 2:25 in reference to Simeon we read that He was waiting... and in 2:38 to Anna who was looking forward to. Luke uses a Greek word of anticipation that identifies them as waiting with expectation for the coming of the Messiah, or Savior. It literally means that they were alert to His appearance, and ready to welcome Him. Both Simeon and Anna are Living With Expectation.
Simeon -- Waiting For Comfort

We’re introduced to Simeon in Luke 2:25. 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. Simeon was righteous. 
It speaks of someone who is committed to living life on God’s terms instead of their own. Simeon was devout. 

It speaks of a person who reveres God and allows that reverence to impact their life and choices. Righteous has to do with obeying God, while one who is devout is consumed with honoring God.

Things weren’t going real well for the nation of Israel. They hadn’t heard from God for many years and were under Roman rule. They had lost their political independence and were living in fear of the capable, crafty, and cruel King Herod. Many were wondering if the Messiah would ever come. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel…
waiting for the Messiah. People at times appear to be consumed with the past he was fixated on the future.
Luke 2:26: It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. Simeon’s expectation focused on the comfort that Christ would bring. Among Jews of Simeon’s day one of the popular titles of Messiah was Comforter. They were longing for the Messiah to come and bring His comfort to them.  It strikes me that the desire to be comforted is a universal human need. Many struggle with loneliness, emptiness, insecurity and depression. Christmas season is one of the major crisis times of the year for depression and suicide.
What is your favorite Christmas carol? The Tuesday morning Bible study said, Silent Night! Christmas carols have a wonderful way of shaping our understanding of the mystery of the Incarnation.  But sometimes things can get lost in the translation. There was a kindergarten Sunday School teacher who was working hard to get her class to think about the story of Jesus’ birth.  She read the story of Jesus’ birth over and over to the children, and for good measure she taught them to sing "Silent Night."  Finally, she asked them to draw their own designs for Christmas cards.  One little boy had done a very fine job drawing the baby Jesus in a manger with Mary and Joseph and the animals.  But the teacher noticed with some anxiety that the boy had also drawn a little fat man right beside the manger.  She asked him, Who is that?  Boy said, That's Round John Virgin!  You know, like in ‘Silent Night!’ Next we see Simeon singing his very own Christmas Carol and nothing gets lost in the translation either.
The Holy Spirit prompted Simeon to go to the temple courts at just the right time on just the right day that Joseph and Mary were bringing Jesus to the Temple.  Simeon looked at the baby Jesus (about 6 weeks old) took Jesus out of Mary’s arms and began to praise God. Parents, how would you feel if some old man came up to you, took your infant in his arms and started singing out loud? I’m sure this was a bit unsettling for Joseph and Mary. But Simeon didn’t look all that dangerous. This hymn has been called the Nunc Dimittis, from the first words of the Latin Vulgate translation, meaning, Now dismiss. Let me sing you the version I grew up with. Join me if you know it. Lord, now lettest thou your servant depart in peace according to your word, for mine eyes have seen your salvation, which your have prepared before the face of all people, a light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of your people Israel . There are several things that stand out in the song that Simeon sang that day. 
He sang about the promises of God.  What the Lord says, He will do.  God is faithful to His Word.  In a day when politicians lie to us, when advertisers make false promises, when we begin to wonder if we can trust anyone at all, it is good to know that we can count on God and His Word.  Are you struggling to trust God’s promises?  I'm sure Simeon wondered that at times, too, but God was faithful to His promise to Simeon, and He will be faithful to you. Simeon sang about the fact that he could now die in peace having seen the salvation of God with his own eyes. The Tuesday group has been studying the topic The Many Wonders of Heaven. When you have the peace of Christ death is not to be feared, but anticipating being in the presence of the Lord for eternity.
Simeon sang about the light Jesus would be to the Gentiles and the glory Christ would be for His own people of Israel.  Here we see the missionary message of the gospel.  Christ was not only to be the Savior of the Jews; He was to be the Savior of the world.  The Good News is not something we can keep for ourselves; we must give it away to others.  The church that ceases to be mission-minded will soon become a mission field! In contrast to all this is Simeon's song of praise and satisfaction.  He can die in peace; he is satisfied, all because he has beheld the salvation of God.  If Christ was the only gift you received this Christmas, would that be enough for you?  If Jesus was all you had, would you be satisfied? Simeon waited for comfort and he received it!  Let’s look at Anna!
Anna -- Waiting for Hope
The other Christmas Character waiting with expectation was Anna. As we read through the narrative of the life of Anna, we are touched by her story. Her name means “grace” and reminds us of Hannah in the Old Testament whose name also means grace or gracious. Anna was the daughter of Phanuel whose name means the “face of God”. What a beautiful picture the title and name associated with her give us of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ was full of grace and truth. John 1:14: And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth. Anna was also of the tribe or family of Asher. Asher was the eighth son of Jacob and his named means “happy” or “blessed.” Anna knew the blessings of God and true happiness even though her outward circumstances may have indicated otherwise.

We are told that her husband died seven years after they were wed and that she remained a widow for the rest of her life.  Most Jewish girls at the time of Christ got married in their middle teens, so she was perhaps fifteen years old when she got married.  That would mean that her husband died when she was about twenty-two, and then for sixty-two years she remained a widow, now being eighty four years old. Think about it. Think about all the dreams that died with her husband, the long years of loneliness she endured, the ache in her heart, the empty bed at night.  There is no mention of children in our text.  For sixty-two years she was alone. Yet Anna refused to be defined by her tragic circumstances.  Her first identity was not as the wife of a husband, even when she was married.  Rather, her first identity was as a child of God. When her husband passed away, she reinvested her life to fasting and praying in the temple. She never left the temple but worshipped day and night. Anna was waiting for hope.
Luke 2 38: 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. Redemption has the idea of freeing a slave from captivity! The Old Testament Passover and the release of Israel from Egyptian slavery stood in Anna’s day as the ultimate redemption and the symbol of God’s power to release captives. Ultimately, Passover pointed ahead to that day when God would provide deliverance from the slavery of sin.
There is a story about a man who was redeeming bottles for the 10 cent deposit you get back at the store. This guy crawls into a dumpster, going after these bottles, and somehow manages to fall asleep and doesn’t wake up until he realizes he’s in the back of a garbage truck, and is only alive because the compactor hasn’t been run yet. He pulls out – I’m not kidding – his cell phone and frantically dials 911. He manages to tell them his problem, but then the battery goes dead. Thankfully, they can sort of trace the phone’s location – but it finally boils down to a cop banging on the backs of garbage trucks until finally this guy bangs back. This guy would have literally been crushed to death amongst yesterday’s leftovers had he not been saved. Tell me that drowning in our sin is any less graphic a picture. When Anna saw Jesus, she gave thanks to God and spoke of Him to all who were waiting for redemption. Jesus would save His people from their sins. Christmas, for her was the hope of Jesus Christ. 
Getting A Grip On Hope

Webster’s definition: One definition says hope is a  feeling that what is wanted will happen. If I base hope on a feeling my hope is subject to be disappointed. Some examples of the shallowness of feelings. If as woman says          I hope my husband gives me a diamond ring for Christmas. Does the feeling bring about hope? If a man says I hope my football team has a good year. Does the feeling guarantee a good football team? A second definition is a            desire accompanied by expectation.  Some examples of the shallowness of desires. They cannot give hope. If a girl says I hope he will ask me out on a date. Does her desire guarantee the date? If an adult says I hope my grandfather will get over his cancer. Does the desire guarantee the recovery? If a person says I hope I get this job. Does the desire guarantee the job? Hope according to the world is based on feelings and desires!

Biblical definition:  Hope is an expectation based on the promises of God. God’s hope is not based on feelings, desire or positive thoughts. It is based on a promise from God. Someone has said You can’t break God’s promises by leaning on them! God’s hope is enduring. God’s hope cannot be frustrated. God’s hope will never end. God’s hope is eternal. Romans 15:13: May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.
The place of Hope is found in Jesus Christ.  He is the fulfillment of God’s promises. All of God’s promises and all of God’s earthly activity are centered in Jesus. All of history, as far as man is concerned, is built around Jesus. History is divided by His life. Lee Strobel says a mathematician by the name of Peter W. Stoner estimated the chances of Jesus fulfilling 48 Old Testament prophecies was one chance in 13 trillion. His promises can be trusted.  Jesus was also the proof that God’s plans cannot be frustrated. He was crucified but he rose again after three days. He could not be cut off. Satan thought he had frustrated God’s plans. However, he could not frustrate God’s plans.
Hope does not disappear. Time is not a switch that dims the brightness of hope. Hope helps us look beyond our present difficulties.  Anna was an aged senior adult. However, her hope kept her primed to look beyond the circumstances of life.  Many of you are familiar with the story of Anne Frank. Anne was a Jewish girl, that later became a writer, who lived during the days of the Holocaust. Anne and her family hid out during the German raids. They sweated for their lives for days. The Jewish family tensed with fear at each mysterious sound. After days of hiding the Germans came for Anne and her family. The story closes with Anne’s father saying For days we have lived in fear, now we live in hope. Many times there are people who have nothing but hope to live for. Over the years I have observed many senior adults who had experienced much loss. They have lost their mates. They have lost their health. They have lost many of their friends. The only thing that carries them is hope of eternal life!
Hope does not disappoint. Romans 5:5: And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. There are many disappointments in life. People let us down. Life sometimes lets us down.  Hope does not disappoint. Hope gives us a reason to live. It motivates us to keep going. Without hope we will give up. In one of the Peanuts cartoons Lucy and Linus were sitting in front of the television set when Lucy said to Linus, Go get me a glass of water. Linus looked surprised, Why should I do anything for you? You never do anything for me. Lucy promised,  On your 75th birthday, I’ll bake you a cake . Linus got up, headed to the kitchen and said, Life is more pleasant when you have something to look forward to. Anna had every reason to be hardened by the blows life had dealt her.  Tragedy can either make us bitter, or it can make us better and deeper. She looked forward! 
What loss have you experienced in your life this year?  Have you lost a loved one, a business, a child, a dream, a job, your health?  How will you respond to this disappointment in your life? Will you choose to be swallowed up by your loss, or take in the loss, like a seed which must die in the soil in order to produce the new growth? Loss does not have to be the defining moment of our lives.  It is not what happens to us that matters as much as what happens in us.  We do not become less through loss, unless we allow the loss to make us less, grinding down our souls.     Loss can also make us more.  In the darkness we can find the light.  In death we can find life.  Learn from the life of Anna and note the amazing blessing that was given her to see the Son of God in spite of what she lost in life!
Friends, when Jesus came, He provided the very things that Simeon and Anna were waiting for -- God’s comfort and His Hope of forgiveness. Let me ask you a question. Are you living life with expectation? Can any of you identify with Simeon? Some of you are really hurting right now and are in need of comfort? Jesus came to console us right where we’re at. Do you identify more with Anna?   We all need to live in the hope of forgiveness of sins. Hope also extends to other areas of life as well. The promises of God give us hope in every area of our life.  
Loren Eiseley wrote a book titled In All the Strange Hours. In it he tells a story of visiting with Professor Radnor, an astronomer who spent his nights on top of Mount Palomar in California peering into outer space through the great telescope that is on top of that mountain.  Eiseley asked him, Professor, what do you see out there?  Stars?  Is there anything new brewing in outer space?" The Professor replied that what he was looking for was the remains of a missing planet.  He went on to explain that between the fifth and sixth planets there is cosmic dust.  There is also space enough between the two planets for a missing planet and that the cosmic dust would not be there if a planet had not at one time been in that space.  It was once there, and now it is gone.  At some time, it blew up, as all stars and planets eventually will. Then Eiseley said to his friend the astronomer,” I never heard of a missing planet.  Why is it that no one else ever found it?  Why hasn't someone else seen it?  Professor Radnor replied, They weren't looking for it. Keep your eyes open like Simeon and Anna. Live life in expectation in 2010! AMEN!  

     

