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Exegesis / Luke 2:22-40 

 

Luke 2:22-40 is often referred to as “the presentation in the Temple.” The infant Jesus’s parents, Mary and 

Joseph, take their son to the Temple in Jerusalem for ritual purposes, and are met by the elderly Simeon 

and Anna, who, in the power of the Holy Spirit, foresee and foretell great things about Jesus’s mission, 

consistent with his world-historical identity as the Christ. 

In the context of Luke’s gospel, this passage is the conclusion of what we could call Luke’s prologue. 

These first two chapters of the gospel relate events prior to Jesus’s birth, and then Jesus’s birth and early 

childhood.  

This section of the gospel does a couple of important things in Luke’s larger work. It affirms Jesus’s 

physically and socially significant humanity – he has to be conceived, born, undergo rites of passage 

related to his fully human body, and grow into adulthood. The need to grow up is emphasized by 

repetition (Luke 2:40, 51). And it locates the human Jesus solidly in a specific social, political and religious 

world. This is a human, earthly world of family relationships; of social classes and political powers; of 

priests – like his mother’s cousins Zechariah and Elizabeth – and prophets and Jewish ritual and tradition; 

a Jewish world centered in the Temple in Jerusalem, occupied by a larger world powered from the 

distant imperial city of Rome.  

Nevertheless, this human world is already overshadowed and given its full significance by a heavenly 

realm ruled by the ultimate Lord and inhabited by the hosts of that Lord, angels who announce over 

and over in this part of the gospel that this ultimate imperium is about to, or has just now, made its 

definitive appearance in what has suddenly become a much smaller human world. 

This text is one in this series of announcements, and brings together all of these themes: Jesus’s 

humanity, the importance of the Temple, the ritual life of the Jewish community, class, prophetic 

communication – along with Luke’s special emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit in empowering human 

ministry (Stronstad). Verse 22 refers to “their” purification – presumably Mary’s and Jesus’s – and seems 

to conflate Mary’s ritual purification after childbirth (see Leviticus 12:1-8) and Jesus’s redemption as a 

firstborn male child (see Exodus 13:12-15, Numbers 18:15-16). Luke explicitly mentions the parents’ 

bringing a pair of birds, letting us know they are too poor to bring a sheep to this ritual. He also 

emphasizes that this action is in accordance with “the law of the Lord.” From this we know Mary and 

Joseph are piously observant Jewish parents, and that Jesus must be at least 40 days old. 

Simeon and Anna, by contrast with the infant Jesus and his young mother, are very old – doubtless not a 

coincidence. Their advanced age says more than one thing: individually, they are wise; their righteous 

piety has been rewarded with length of days, and intimacy with God; they represent the long wait for 

the Messiah, and the antiquity of God’s covenant with Israel, embodied in Torah and Temple. Luke 

includes specific details that link this particular event to scripture – the names Simeon and Anna recall 

the story of Hannah and Samuel, and by extension King David, the ancestor of the Messiah – and to 

Jewish legend – midrash identifies a daughter of the tribe of Asher as important in the identification of 

Moses’s legitimacy as the liberator from Egypt at the time of the Exodus. Anna’s stated age seems 

specifically to indicate, by means of symbolic numbers, that she has lived a perfectly fulfilled life of piety 

(Varela). In short, these are incredibly reliable witnesses to the identity and the mission of the infant 

Messiah.  

It would be a mistake to interpret their advanced age as symbol that God’s covenant with Israel is 

passing away or being superseded in the arrival of the Christ. Rather, that covenant is being fulfilled and 

reaffirmed; it will ultimately be revealed as more inclusive than hitherto imagined. Simeon’s liturgical 

speech, which identifies Jesus as Israel’s Messiah, supports this. It also outlines somber themes that will 

recur in the gospel of Luke: the “falling and rising of many in Israel,” a special case of Lukan reversal 

(“the first shall be last, the last first”); opposition to the Christ; the human suffering Jesus’s tragic story will 

entail – prior to, but even after, Jesus’s resurrection. But redemption – and praise – prevail. 
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