The Presentation of Christ in the Temple
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The Temple in Jerusalem was not just a big important place of worship, one among many, like Exeter cathedral or Westminster Abbey is for us. It was in Jewish tradition the unique place of which God himself had said, “My Name shall be there”, the place where God was present on earth, the one place where true worship was possible. And just because it was uniquely important in Israel’s life and religion, this Temple — this Holy of Holies — was proclaimed by the prophets to be the very place where God’s judgment would begin.

The priests and people might come all piously, “seeking the Lord where he may be found”, but if their lives did not live up to God’s standard — to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with their God — then one day God himself would come to that place of meeting and he would find them! Then the fat would really be in the fire: The Lord whom ye seek will suddenly come to his Temple … But who can endure the day of his coming? And who can stand when he appeareth? (Malachi 3.1f).

With all this in the background, the coming of Jesus — God, the Son of God — to the Temple was for early Christians like bringing a naked flame to the gunpowder keg. They would hardly have dared to think what might happen. So what did happen? What do the gospels tell us? Well, there was a showdown alright, but not quite the way Malachi had foretold it. 

According to Mark and Matthew, Jesus only went to Jerusalem once. When he got there — quite predictably — he went straight to the Temple and passed judgment on it by turning out the traders and turning over their tables; but within the week he was dead, executed by the Romans at the instigation of the Temple clergy. Not at all the script anticipated by the Old Testament. This, however, was not the end. In the brief interlude between the cleansing of the Temple and his crucifixion, Jesus had predicted the utter destruction of the Temple, and by the time Matthew and Mark wrote their gospels that prophecy had been fulfilled by the same Romans who killed Jesus. So the ultimate divine judgment was delayed, but it did take place.

Luke tells this story as well, but instead of focusing everything on a single confrontation, he relates a whole series of events that centre on the Temple, and serve to show it in an overall more positive light, though he does not dodge the hard fact of its prophesied destruction. Luke’s Gospel actually starts in the Temple, with the announcement to the priest Zechariah that he will be the father of John the Baptist, and it ends there with the apostles “continually in the Temple praising and blessing God”. And he tells in detail a series of visits by Jesus to the Temple, today’s festival — the Presentation of Christ in the Temple — being the first.

It is a bitter-sweet occasion. As Mary’s first-born son he will be redeemed by the sacrifice of two pigeons, so this a holy and happy day; but for God’s first-born Son it is the foreshadowing of a yet more holy and solemn day, the day when he will himself be sacrificed to redeem the whole human race. All of this Luke will set out in great detail later on — the sorrow and pain of Good Friday, the joy of Easter, the glory of the Ascension — but today he lets it be hinted at and pointed to in the words of Simeon: “This child is set for the fall and rising again of many in Israel,” and to Mary the warning: “Yea, a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also” (Luke 2.34f).

But the words of Simeon that have become most familiar, and that give this day its popular name of Candlemas, are contained in his prayer of thanksgiving known to us (from its opening words in Latin) as Nunc Dimittis. It is here that Easter and Ascension and the worldwide preaching of the gospel are foretold: Jesus is “to be a light to lighten the gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel” (Luke 2.32).

Light is a religious symbol of never-failing power and fascination, and we need not be surprised that Candlemas was one of the earliest Christian feasts to be established. It was familiar to St Jerome and St Cyril in the fourth century. The eighth-century liturgist Alcuin of York records “the whole multitude of the city collecting together … bearing a vast number of wax lights”, and four hundred years later again St Bernard told how in mediaeval France “we go in procession, two by two, carrying candles in our hands, which are lighted … at a fire first blessed in the church by a bishop”.

But not everyone was so keen on all this outward show, and four centuries on again the reforming Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, abolished Candlemas ceremonies in England when his Book of Common Prayer replaced the Latin mass. Now however — after yet another four hundred years (what is it about 400 years?) — Candlemas has enjoyed something of a come-back, marking the end of a whole season of candle-lit services that starts with Advent carols and extends through Christmas, Christingles and Epiphany, until we get to today. 

The danger with all this candle-fed jollity is that we too easily forget the judgment that the Light of the World brought with him to the Temple. To guard against this danger, let me close by turning to the one Gospel writer I have not so far mentioned, St John. He says a great deal about Jesus the light of the world, but he puts two twists to the image that should bring us up sharp.

First, what he presents is not the cosy lantern and benign smile of Holman Hunt’s imagining, but something more like a harsh searchlight breaking into all the dark corners of life that we’d prefer to keep hidden. In our second lesson the Epistle to the Hebrews described the Word of God as “sharper than any two-edged sword, able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Hebrews 4.12). For St John, Jesus himself is the Word of God, whose coming as the Light of the World is the laser-beam equivalent of that searching two-edged sword. 

But — and this is John’s second twist to the light-of-the-world idea — the searching light does not itself constitute the judgment; it is our reaction to it that does that. In other words, when the Lord whom we seek suddenly comes to his Temple, we are indeed judged, but not by him, rather by ourselves and our response to him: “For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through him might be saved … This is the condemnation: that light is come into the world and we loved darkness rather than light, because our deeds were evil” (John 3.17,19).

