Sermon Dec 31, 2023 - Close Encounters

Scripture: Luke 2:22-40, Psalm 148 First Sunday after Christmas

PRAYER: Dear God, we receive you in this place as King of kings, Lord of Lords, exalted and lifted high, ever
present, & always faithful. Lord you are the God of also, the God of again, the God of already. Whatever you
want to do today, whomever you want to heal or set free, do for us here. Use my voice to speak your thoughts.
Gilory be to you and to your holy son Jesus, in whose name | pray, AMEN

INTRODUCTION: The New Year will begin at 12:01 tonight, closing out a volatile 2023 and ushering in
366 more days of opportunity, God willing. Have you made any New Years’ Resolutions? If | could
hazard a guess, I'd say several of you have resolved to lose weight, others to exercise more. Some of
you have probably decided to learn a new skill or to travel more. Am | close? According to Goquii.com
those are the most common NYr resolutions, and ‘reading the Bible more’ and ‘spending more time
with God’ didn’t even make the top 50. Are you expecting something positive to happen in 2024?
Remember, your thoughts shape your outcomes. Speak good things into your life. Is this coming year
the one in which you reach a specific goal? See your child graduate? Pay off debt? Learn Tai Chi?
Research shows that just setting a clear goal prompts your sub-conscious to help you achieve it. And
as Christians, let’s recognize that there should be no separation between secular and spiritual goals for
the year ahead. If Jesus is Lord of our lives, He is involved in everything we do. Whatever | plan for
2024, 1 want it to be in line with God’s will and | need the Holy Spirit’s help to achieve that.

Confident Expectation

Consider the possible goals of Anna and Simeon, those two old folks in our scripture reading. What
was Simeon’s goal? To see the Messiah in his lifetime. Most young people would be wary of stating
such a goal, because saying, “This year | want to meet Jesus face to face” is usually interpreted to
mean you want to be run-over by a bus or something equally fatal. However, Simeon is very old.
Rabbinic tradition says he was over 100 years old and going blind. His expectations were based on a
revelation he was given by the Holy Spirit, that God would allow him to see the Messiah before he died.
He would have been familiar with the prophesies of Isaiah and of Malachi. He made a habit of
frequenting the temple, surely recalling that Malachi 3:1 said, “The Lord [the Messiah] whom you seek,
will suddenly come to His temple. He was putting himself in the path of success as he waited.
Simeon’s faith was strong. [cite Paul’s writing on Faith / hope bringing perseverance.] He may have
spent months and years waiting for God’s word to be fulfilled, yet he still began each day AS IF today
could be the day. What are YOU looking forward to in 20247?

| doubt whether anyone in Israel cared about the plans of Anna, Simeon or Mary & Joseph. After all, we
have here a story of Infants, & old people: Unable to be self-sufficient, yet all wrapped in God’s love
and care. The world saw Anna, Simeon and baby Jesus as weak and insignificant, but we know that
God often chooses the weak and the lowly to display his power. God told Paul that the power of the
divine is best displayed in our weakness. Simeon’s ability to see the physical things around him may
have been weak, but his spiritual eyes were wide open and seeing 20/20. He experiences a reality that
is greater than just what he can see and hear. Faith widens your horizons. The unbeliever may hope
for something in the natural, like one hopes that the NE Patriots will win at least one more game this
season, but there is no assurance that it will come to pass. The believer also has hope but our hopes
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are linked to a higher reality that opens the door for the miracles of God. The believer bases his faith on
the words and the promises of God, and so there is no question of IF it will happen, but only WHEN it
will happen. Simeon was CERTAIN that he would live to see the Messiah, even if it meant that he had
to hang on until he was 200 and be carried to the temple. And his faith was rewarded. | imagine there
were plenty of days when his joints ached and one more trip to the temple seemed pointless

Waiting is hard for most of us. I'm sure that there were several mornings when he wondered if God had
forgotten him. While you're waiting for the answer to a prayer or for the healing God promise, haven't
you sometimes felt like you’re on endless hold with God’s customer service dept? Surely there were
days when he wished God were more like Disney, with a sign by each attraction telling you how long
the wait will be. Again, that's where faith is tested. Some people get too comfortable in that state of
waiting, and forget to look up and look around. They may eventually tune out so much that God has
trouble getting their attention again. But not Simeon. When the Holy Spirit prompted Simeon to visit the
temple that day, he forced his achy joints to obey the summons. And he was rewarded when the Spirit
alerted him to the presence of the baby Jesus.

And why was the baby Jesus there in the first place?

For those not familiar with Jewish rituals, let me explain that there were several ceremonies after a
baby’s birth. On the 8™ day of his life, the child was circumcised, symbolizing that as a Jew, he was set
apart from the Gentiles. Then one month after birth, Exodus 13.2 dictated that the firstborn boy be
presented to God and redeemed or bought back thru an offering. This indicates that the child belongs
to God as the first fruits. The fact that Jesus’ parents brought a bird to offer instead of a lamb, was
indicative of their poverty. Because the mother of the child became unclean during the delivery of the
baby, there were 40 days of separation before she could go to give an offering at the temple and be
pronounced clean again. That's how Mary, Joseph & baby Jesus came to be in the temple and met
Simeon there.

For Simeon, this was blessing enough, to SEE the Messiah. But God delights in doing more than
expected. To Simeon’s joy, Mary willingly handed over the baby to the old man so he could hold him
and touch him personally. That’'s a minor miracle. Mary and Joseph did not know Simeon. Jerusalem
was a big city with thousands making the trip to the temple for one occasion or another. Yet Mary
allowed a total stranger to hold her precious new baby, the holy one. Perhaps, seeing how old Simeon
was, she figured ‘what can he do? He can’t run off with him, and if he did, Joseph could overpower him
easily. More likely the Holy Spirit touched Mary too, so she felt she could trust Simeon. V28 says,
Simeon took (Jesus) into his arms and blessed and praised and thanked God, and then prophesied.
Do you realize that Simeon is the ONLY person in the Bible said to have held Jesus? God rewards
those who honor his son. After years of obedience and anticipation, his hopes and dreams were fulfilled
by this close personal encounter with Jesus. And what was the result? A joyous outpouring of praise &
thanksgiving followed by a deep feeling of peace.

What was YOUR reaction when you first encountered Jesus? Tears? Praise? Wonder? Joy?
Jesus’ arrival fulfilled the Law. Eve had given birth to sin. Mary birthed redemption. The birth of Jesus
began the reversal of the curse. With his arrival, JESUS, whose very NAME means salvation, replaced
the need for our effort and sacrifices with HIS efforts and sacrifice. After a close encounter with Jesus,
we are changed from a captive of sin to a son of righteousness. Jesus said, “If you have seen me,

you have seen the Father” [John 14:9]. Simeon saw God’s face in Jesus.
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Revelation

And as Simeon held ‘the word made flesh’ he received another revelation from God. The v 29-32 are
often called Simeon’s Song. He paraphrases Isaiah 52:10 saying “For my eyes have seen Your
Salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, A LIGHT FOR REVELATION TO
THE GENTILES.” These words, ‘to the Gentiles’ would likely have astounded Mary & Joseph. Of
course there were gentiles who converted to Judaism, and the old testament has several passages that
convey God’s desire to be worshipped by the WHOLE world, but The prevailing view was that the
Messiah would come to liberate the JEWISH people FROM the Gentiles (namely the pagan Romans).
Yet Simeon seems to indicate that Jesus will be revealing to the non-Jews some truth previously
unknown. Simeon foretold the start of the current era, the Church Age. The majority of Jews did not
recognize and accept their Messiah, so God turned his attention to a more receptive audience and sent
Paul to enlighten the Gentiles. Worshippers of Jesus left the temples and synagogues and became the
church. Therefore, WE are the beneficiaries of this prophesy fulfilled! The Bible says the second
coming will not take place until the church age has ended and the full measure of Gentiles have been
brought to faith. So, yes, we seem to be in the last days, with people full of anger, abandoning sound
reasoning, and perverting natural desires, but hold the Phone! Before you beg Jesus to rev up the
Rapture and beam you up, re-read Joel 2:28 and Acts 2:17. “God said, in the last days | will pour out
my spirit on all flesh...” indicating a worldwide revival that will take place among people of all ages,
races and nationalities. God’s light shows up best in the darkness. There is a revival brewing around
the world as we rush to bring in the full harvest of souls before the storm arrives. For Jesus revealed
what all those trapped in sin and despair most need to hear: the gospel of GRACE. The law
cannot save. It only highlights how much we fall short of God’s standard. We NEED a savior.
And salvation comes, not through the law, or through our own efforts, but through Grace. It is a
gift from God, a sign of his love. We can do nothing to earn it. Grace is unmerited favor
bestowed on those who love, believe in, and honor his Son Jesus. | believe Simeon was a
recipient of God’s grace. And what about Anna?

Anna was a prophetess. A prophet represents God to the people. It was a complementary role to the
priest, who represents the people to God. Our text says She was an 84-year old who, though widowed
young, rather than remarry, chose to serve the Lord, worshipping night and day with fasting and
prayers. It says, she came up “at that very moment” that Simeon held Jesus, and began praising and
giving thanks to God, just as he did. This is no coincidence! Remember that God demands TWO
witnesses at a minimum to bring testimony for something presented as truth.[Deut 19:15] Anna was
known to witness for God on a regular basis. She embodied the verse in Psalm 71:18 “Now that | am
old and my hair is grey, do not abandon me, O God! Be with me while | proclaim your power and might
to all generations to come.“ This is an INTERGENERATIONAL story. Anna and Simeon are passing
the torch to Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Although they don'’t realize it, they are witnessing the advent of
the New Covenant that will replace the burden of the law that ruled their lives. Even the calendars will
be changed by the coming of this child they are meeting in the temple.

Transformation

Where do we meet Jesus? Two disciples met Jesus in the middle of nowhere on the road to
Emmaus. A Samaritan woman met him at the well. A cripple met him at the pool of Bethesda. Simeon
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& Anna had to go to the temple to meet Jesus; What about us? John 1:14 says the word became flesh
and “dwelt” among us. Literally the Hebrew word translated here as dwelt means tabernacled. Jesus as
Immanuel — God with us — means that unlike Anna & Simeon, we don’'t have to go to a tabernacle,
temple, or church to meet God because Jesus lives WITHIN us in the form of the Holy Spirit, the
indwelling presence of God [2 Tim.1:14]. God said he would engrave his commands on our hearts
[Hebr 8:10], which in its inner sanctum recognizes the presence of something more powerful than self.

CONCLUSION
Friends, as believers we have this presence, this person of God IN us. We cannot have victory over
the darkness in today’s world without the manifest glory of God working in us and for us. As Mary once
carried the unborn Jesus within her, YOU carry the glory of the living God. It’s like having Jesus right
next to you, 24/7!! Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit you can tap into this power to change YOUR
life and the lives of those around you. Tune your ears to the voice of the Holy Spirit. Use your prayer
time to facilitate a close encounter with Jesus and trust God to reveal his presence to_ you the way He
did to Anna and Simeon. Be effusive in your praise and thanksgiving. Worship connects you to God,
and opens the door for miracles as it amplifies the presence of the Holy Spirit. Worship protects your
heart and mind from the evil one. Worship crowds out fear, stomps on depression, and connects your
spirit to its Holy source.
No matter what goals you have set, resolve to worship more often in 2024. Sincere worship activates
the heavenly powers. Resolve to make room in your schedule for Jesus.

¢ Instead of screaming at the kids, sing a hymn out loud (that will be punishment enough).

e Instead of making unchristian gestures to the rude drivers around you, recite the 23" psalm or

sing Jesus Loves Me until your teeth unclench.
e Stress kills. Invite victory into your life with worship and watch Jesus show up.

Nurture a spirit of active anticipation. The second coming looms ever closer, and the rapture could be
imminent. So, how about beginning each day with the thought that TODAY you could lead someone to
meet Jesus. TODAY will be a great day! Remind yourselves every morning, before you do anything
tougher than getting out of bed:

e | can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. I’'ve got the victory.

e |'ve got redemption, I’ve got the blood of Jesus. I’ve got the power of the Holy Spirit.

e | am the righteousness of God in Christ! | didn’t earn it but no one can take it away from
me. I’ve got perseverance. No weapon formed against me will prosper... because | have
had an encounter with Jesus!

And all God’s people said, AMEN.
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