
Recognizing the Messiah 
 

Isaiah 61:10—62:5 Luke 2: 22-40 
 
 Defining one’s identity can be an interesting process in the modern age. If anyone 
has ever suffered identity theft, it can be maddening to get everything straightened out. 
Of course, technology has provided so many new ways for thieves to obtain identity 
information.  
 

The big hacks of giant retailers like Target, eBay, and a host of others have shown 
that there is no such thing as invulnerability. The damage tends to be limited since 
massive data intrusions still mean exploiting the data into useable form, and turning the 
information around to take advantage before counter measures are enacted. Someone 
who wants to pretend to be you has to move either stealthily or quickly or both. 

 
I got pinched a few years ago by a skimmer, a device that reads card information 

and records PIN numbers at gas pumps. A couple of roughly $200 charges appeared 
among my bank transactions that I didn’t recognize. We don’t tend to spend $200 at 
one place, much less charge that much twice in one day. A check with the bank security 
people brought the question, had I been in New York City lately, on Lexington Avenue, 
at a 7-11 or a dry cleaner, or did I have any family in that area? My information had been 
skimmed in Florida, likely from a gas station, and was sold to someone in New York City 
who made quick use of the info. It didn’t cost me anything, and I’m sure the bank has 
loss allowances to cover it. Being me simply wasn’t too hard for the thieves, provided 
they had the right information. 

 
 Some smart phones and laptops have optical recognition security that scans your 

unique retina to identify you. I use a fingerprint scanner when passing security to go 
into the prison. It’s been out of order for a few weeks, so I have to provide the officer in 
the control room with my pass code. I have to do that even though each of them knows 
me by name and face since I come by on a weekly basis.  

 
Yet retailers don’t check signatures much any longer when you use a credit card. I 

guess retailers find it too troublesome to have their clerks check and they figure it’s the 
card issuer’s problem if there is a security issue. On the signature screen, some folks just 
make a mark and then press okay. They don’t leave a real signature, but the machine 
and the clerk don’t seem to care. 

 
In some cases, we have to be identified very precisely, but in others, no one really 

cares. A pre-condition would seem to be that someone is looking for something, 
expecting someone to provide what is required. If you aren’t looking and aren’t 
expecting anything, then you don’t really care; it doesn’t matter. 

 
What makes our Bible passages distinctive is that there is something expected, 

something required is being provided, and to some people, these things matter a great 
deal.  

 



The passage from Isaiah continues the passage that we heard earlier in Advent, 
just 2 weeks ago: The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed 
me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the broken-
hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim 
the year of the Lord’s favor. To this, God announces, I the Lord loves justice, I hate 
robbery and wrongdoing. You remember that, right? It was about God’s sacred 
surprise.  
 

The ending passage that week is the opening passage this week: The voice of 
God’s people is joyfully thankful for the promise of God that’s expected to be fulfilled:   I 
will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my soul rejoices in my God; for he has clothed me with 
the garments of salvation, and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness. The bottom line 
is that God’s people are going to be looking good, rather than a bedraggled, forlorn, and 
forsaken people. 

 
As the passage continues, the voice now shifts to God who proclaims: I will not 

keep silent … I will not rest, until her vindication shines out like the dawn, and her 
salvation like a burning torch. God’s elevation of Zion from its lowly state will be 
evident to all the nations and God promises that they will be called by a new name. The 
old name was not so good, as we’ll hear. 

 
You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord, and a royal diadem in 

the hand of your God. You shall no more be termed Forsaken, and your land shall no 
more be termed Desolate; but you shall be called Hepzibah [My Delight Is in Her], and 
your land Beulah [Married]; for the Lord delights in you, and your land shall be 
married. 

 
You’ll recall our discussion from last Sunday about God’s people as though a 

barren woman, forsaken and desolate, apparently cursed by God, ugly and scorned by 
all. Yet God would extend sacred love to the unlovely. 

 
This theme continues here in the renaming from Deserted to My Delight, from 

Desolate to Married. The outcast is embraced, uplifted, and made new. The outcast is 
made into the bride who is united with her God as God acts as bridegroom, rejoicing in 
his newfound love and devotion for his beloved people.  

 
Again, this is about God bringing about a reversal and restoration. God now 

wants to set this covenant commitment with God’s people front and center. God wants 
this relationship to succeed and bring forth a witness to God’s blessings of peace, grace, 
and hope. God’s people, Zion, are at the top of God’s agenda, and for a reason. All 
nations and peoples will know this God and this people as God’s people, blessed and 
cared for. This God acts for his people, and is devoted to their well-being. 

 
In the naming of God’s people, we hear how a different name means a new 

identity in the world. God wants the world to know that these are his people and they 
are to be a blessing for all of creation. This people shall be known as My Delight and 



Married (to the Lord God of all). This action comes at God’s initiative, the remembrance 
of the ancient promise, and the pledge to steadfast love and devotion. 

 
The promise is what the main characters in the gospel of Luke are all about. The 

main characters are not Mary and Joseph. They’re parents toting around a baby, so no 
one really cares about them any longer. They’ve made the journey into Jerusalem to do 
the right things, to dedicate their son to the Lord God, and to make the sacrifices 
expected for Mary’s purification. (The offering of two turtledoves or pigeons is what the 
poor are allowed to offer; the proper offering is a year old lamb and a turtledove or 
pigeon. Luke is again calling attention to their poverty.) Once this is done, they fade into 
the background. 

 
We then meet Simeon, a righteous and devout man who has been a “watchman,” 

ever seeking the one promised from God. Simeon should also be acknowledged as a 
prophet, one who gives vision and voice to God’s work in the world. The text says, It had 
been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the 
Lord’s [Messiah].  

 
Simeon does not apparently frequent the temple, but the Holy Spirit urges him to 

go. There he meets Mary and Joseph and, holding Jesus, Simeon praises God for 
sending the Promised One, the Messiah. Although the parents have given their child a 
name, the common name Jesus or Yeshua or Joshua, meaning Savior, Simeon beholds 
the child as far more than simply Savior of one people, but declares the child will be a 
light of revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.  

 
 Simeon also warns, This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many 
in Israel. While Simeon is rejoicing in the fulfillment of God’s promise to him and to his 
people, Simeon admits that there will be times of tribulation as the Messiah confronts 
the sinfulness of the world, the injustice of the powerful, and the ugliness of threatened 
elites. Even Mary may experience trials due to the mission of her son, the Lord’s 
Messiah, as she is part of God’s covenant people. 
 
 Next is the prophetess Anna, an old woman who is a fixture in the temple since 
her husband had died decades before. Widows were often left in very harsh 
circumstances; for example, you’ll recall the story of the widow’s mite, the widow who 
put her last two pennies in the collection plate. Anna became dependent on the temple, 
being fully devoted to fasting and praying. When she sees Mary and Joseph and the 
baby, she gives glory to God and identifies the child to others gathered there who were, 
perhaps like her, looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. They would be like 
Simeon, seeking the Lord’s Messiah who would bring about the new age with the 
Kingdom of God. Anna’s words, added to Simeon’s, name this child as the Promised One 
of God. In this baby and with this couple, both Simeon and Anna give recognition and 
witness to God’s acts of devotion, fulfilling the promise for God’s people. Each of them 
recognize the Lord’s Messiah. 

 
The twin testimony of these two is to fulfill the proof test that God has indeed 

brought the Messiah into the world. Both of them are dedicated in their lives to the 



promise of God. By their devotion, they can recognize the Messiah and offer their 
unique testimony affirming the faithfulness of God to the covenant promise. 

 
Yes, it is still wrapped in plenty of mystery as Simeon inferred, but they know the 

Messiah is here, and their joy is complete. 
 
The task for today’s disciples seems simple enough; to celebrate and recognize 

the Messiah of God who comes to bring peace and new life. But let’s not take that for 
granted. How well do God’s faithful really recognize the Messiah of God? 

 
In the wake of the release of the Senate Intelligence Committee’s report on the 

use of torture by national intelligence agencies, a new Washington Post/ABC Poll 
reaffirmed that Americans believe strongly in the use of torture, and the ones who are 
most favorable to torture are white, evangelical Christians. This poll reaffirmed a 2009 
Pew Research Poll that showed the same numbers favoring torture and by the faithful 
Christians most of all. 

 
It seems incredible that Christians of all people could favor of torture, and be the 

national opinion leaders in endorsing the use of torture. Do they recognize the Messiah? 
Does his birth matter? Does his torture, death, and resurrection mean nothing? Does it 
only become meaningful on Sunday morning inside a church? I actually had to argue 
with a local clergy colleague about the evil of torture.  

 
The prophet Isaiah spoke of the new identity for God’s people, and Luke relates 

the story of Simeon and Anna identifying the Lord’s Messiah, all proofs of the power of 
God working in the world for God’s people. Recognize the signs and embrace the 
promise of God. Yes, it matters that God’s people recognize the Messiah, to rejoice in his 
coming, and be reminded that we are his witnesses to love, peace, and new life. 

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2014/12/16/from-moderate-democrats-to-white-evangelicals-nearly-every-demographic-group-believes-torture-can-be-justified/?tid=sm_fb
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/04/29/the-religious-dimensions-of-the-torture-debate/
http://www.pewforum.org/2009/04/29/the-religious-dimensions-of-the-torture-debate/

