Sermon – Sunday 1st February 2026 – Candlemas

May I speak in the name of the living God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen

Today is the Feast of Candlemas, which marks the end of the Christmas and Epiphany celebrations within the life of the Church.

At the end of our service we will light our individual candles and process to the doors of the Church as we are reminded of Simeon’s recognition of Jesus as “a light to lighten the Gentiles”.

Historically this has also been the day that candles used in our worship for the coming year are blessed and on the altar today we have representatives of the candles that we will use over the coming year.

It is one of the joys of the Lectionary that the readings over the past few Sundays have not flowed chronologically - we have journeyed with Jesus  as the Holy family were visited by the Magi, Jesus has grown from a small child and been baptised by John, and today we go back to when Jesus was only a few days old.

As our Gospel reminded us, Mary and Joseph followed the requirements of the Jewish Law and 40 days after the birth of Jesus, they went to the Temple so that Mary could undergo the purification ceremony and they could present their first-born son to God.

Within the Church, this Feast is also known as the Presentation of Christ in the Temple, commonly called the Purification of St. Mary the Virgin.

A theme of dedication at several levels – Mary and Joseph faithfully carrying out the duties laid on them by their religion, offering the sacrifices required by the law, but also dedicating their son to God, which if we think about it at one level is superfluous as Jesus is God incarnate.

I wonder when Mary and Joseph went to the Temple, if they expected to meet with the two people we heard about in the account of that visit?

Firstly there is Simeon, a devout man who had been waiting all his life to see the Lord’s Messiah who realised that Jesus is indeed the Messiah, the one that he and the whole of Israel had been waiting for.

We hear the wonderful words of acceptance that Simeon says, which are familiar now to us in the words of the Nunc Dimittis that we hear later in the service.

But there is also a warning from Simeon that the future for Jesus would bring conflict and sorrow, especially to Mary and we are reminded of Mary, some thirty three years later standing at the foot of the cross weeping as Jesus is crucified.

And this theme of the cross is contained in the words that we will say as we leave the Church and turn our faces towards Lent and Christ’s passion.

For Candlemas marks a change in theme and tone as we prepare for Lent – this year Ash Wednesday is on the 18th February – our Christmas and Epiphany celebrations draw to a close and after today our crib scene will be put away.

And then there is Anna, a devout lady who had spent all her time at the Temple fasting and praying night and day – another life of dedication.

One can only imagine the impact on Mary and Joseph of their encounters with Simeon and Anna and whether their minds went back to the messages they each received from the angel at the time when they were told that Mary was to carry God’s own Son.

These words, as we were reminded were to stay with Mary and Joseph for the whole of their lives and I am sure that they were recalled at times during Jesus’s ministry.

Within the events that we heard recounted in our Gospel reading there are a number of themes and links:-

· Law and grace;

· Youth and age;

· Action and adoration;

· Celebration and judgement;

And I would like us to think about each of these for a few moments and how they apply to our own lives and our lives as a faith community here in Downham.

Law and grace

Mary and Joseph were obedient to the requirements of the Jewish Law which designated every first born male child as “holy to the Lord” and most Jewish parents would visit the Temple to make an offering of 5 shekels to redeem their first born son.

There is no reference in Luke’s narrative of such a payment and the implication is that Mary and Joseph presented their son to the Lord rather than buying him back.

If we reflect on this for a moment, we can ponder the fact that in this particular case, the child presented in the Temple had come from God, to save the world from the punishment that the law demands.

Grace – the love shown to us by God through Jesus that we do not deserve and that we can never earn.

Contrast the requirements of the law and its punishments and the grace that we receive through belief and acceptance of Jesus Christ as our Saviour.

This scene in Luke’s narrative is the coming together of the two.






Youth and Age

Whilst the central characters of the Incarnation are young, Luke’s narrative of the Incarnation starts and ends with elderly worshippers.

The first characters are Elizabeth and Zechariah, the parents of John the Baptist who had spent many years waiting and praying for a child. 

Here as the narrative draws to a close we meet the 84 year old Anna and the aged Simeon – although this is an assumption -  both devout worshippers of God.

This is a reminder to us all of the importance of inter-generational relationships, between the young and the old.

As a community we need to ensure that everyone’s voices are heard and listened to, that people are not dismissed because they are either considered too young or too old and that we learn from each other.

Fresh insights and the wisdom of years all have a part to play in our life together.

Action and Adoration

We live in a world that is busy – 24/7 lifestyles and the pressures of earning enough to live on can all add to that sense that we are just on a never ending treadmill.

We are all encouraged to make space for God and to, as Pope Francis said, “waste time” in adoration, besides acting for social justice.

As Christians we are challenged to strike a balance between the “being” and the “doing”, that we make space for God in the busyness of our lives and spend time if we can in quietness and stillness.

Both Anna and Simeon did just that and they were able to recognise the Christ child when he was brought to the Temple.

Here at St. Barnabas we try and open the church up as much as possible so people can come in and spend time in the quiet and pray or join with the regular services that take place.

We are called to be a worshipping community and sadly we are still too focused on Sunday mornings only for worship – yet we are called to worship every day, either individually or collectively.

I would encourage you to try and come along to one of the services – and over Lent there will be other opportunities to spend time in the quiet and stillness – and to allow God to shape your life.

Celebration and judgement

There is a tension between these two aspects of the Incarnation narrative.

In each generation the Church has to discern how to proclaim afresh the Good News of God’s unconditional love without evading the realities of sin, repentance and judgement.  
As the words of Simeon remind us, Jesus came as a “light for revelation to the Gentiles” but also reminds people that Jesus will be the cause of peoples rising and falling and that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed.

This tension between celebration and judgement is reflected in the flames of our candles – celebratory illumination but also the refinement and purification of God’s merciful and truthful judgement.

As Christians we cannot avoid speaking of this aspect as we need to provide people with the truth of God’s love for us and that ultimately we all have a choice.

At the end of our service today we will light our individual candles and process to the door of the Church, passing the place of baptism as we recommit ourselves to follow Christ out into the darkness of our world and, within the rhythms of everyday life, how the interplays of law and grace, age and youth, action and adoration and celebration and judgement actually work out.


Let us pray:-

Heavenly Father,
as Simeon and Anna recognised you as the true Messiah
so may we recognise you as our Lord and Saviour.

Help us to dedicate our lives to your service as we take your light out in to the world
and enable us to show your mercy to a needy world, to acknowledge and accept your grace, to value all people, to find time to worship you and to celebrate your love for us.

We ask this in the name of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Saviour

Amen.
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