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21 After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus, the 
name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb. 22 When the time came for their 
purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the 
Lord 23 (as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to 
the Lord”), 24 and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair 
of turtledoves or two young pigeons.” 25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was 
Simeon. He was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy 
Spirit rested on him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death 
before he had seen the Messiah. 27 Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when 
the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, 28 Simeon 
took him in his arms and praised God, saying:  29 “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in 
peace, according to your word; 30 for my eyes have seen your salvation, 31 which you have prepared 
in the presence of all peoples, 32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people 
Israel.” 33 And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. 
34 Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and 
rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed 35 so that the inner thoughts of many 
will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul, too.” 36 There was also a prophet, Anna 
the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her 
husband seven years after her marriage, 37 then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left 
the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. 38 At that moment, she 
came and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the 
redemption of Jerusalem. 39 When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, 
they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth.  
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Jesus is taken by his parents to the Temple in Jerusalem twice in the first month of his life.  
The first time would have been eight days after his birth, which, depending on how you count it, is 
either yesterday or today, so our reading today is timely.  Mary and Joseph, of course, are devout 
Jews.  And they do what all new parents love to do – they observe the rituals that include their 
child in the story of their people.  They want to start things off right, so they bring Jesus to be 
circumcised – a physical demarcation that signifies his belonging to the Hebrew people.  When he 
was about a month old, they would have brought him back to Jerusalem again, this time for his 
naming ceremony and Mary’s purification.  Exodus 13 reminds the people that when God freed 
them from slavery in Egypt, God claimed all firstborn sons.  The Egyptians did not honor God, and 
so their firstborn sons died.  But when God saw the blood of a lamb on the doorposts of the 
Israelites, he spared their firstborn sons – that’s called the Passover.  So Exodus 13 declares that 



Jewish parents must redeem, or buy back, their first born son.  Which is rather profound 
symbolism, given that Jesus is, in fact, God’s own son given to redeem all humanity.   

While there, Mary and Joseph encounter two who have been waiting right along with us for 
the Advent of God’s Messiah.  Hopefully, prayerfully, patiently, Simeon and Anna have lived day by 
day expectantly trusting that God will move.  Their eyes see things others do not – a young couple 
and a baby, ordinary by all accounts, and yet, extraordinary.  What they see is a mystery, but how 
they know is not – their faith lives and speaks and governs their time.  What they say confirms who 
Jesus is, though I doubt very many paid any attention.  What this lesson teaches us is twofold – to 
start out right and to expect things to happen. 

So let me tell you a story.  A little more than a week ago, Bryan and I gathered with Bill 
Cowdry and my daughter in order to pre-record the worship service that was aired last Sunday.  
Bryan, who is not only a fantastic and gifted musician, but is also a truly generous and kind human 
being, asked what he could do to help get us ready.  The candles on the altar needed oil, which I 
store under the table beside my chair, and he agreed to top them off for me.  But a few minutes 
later, he was back in my office telling me the candles would not light.  We tried everything.  We 
put in new wicks, soaked them, but no light.  Someone suggested we just forget it, but unlit 
candles on the altar isn’t great symbolism when you’re celebrating that the light has come into the 
world and the darkness cannot overcome it!  Being a perfectionist, I was going to fix that candle 
come hell or high water.  Which turns out, is the explanation.  As I fiddled around with the stupid 
candle, Bryan stood at the altar, intently studying a bottle.  I said, “What are you doing?” and he 
answered, “looking to see if there’s some kind of instructions.”  And that’s when it hit me.  I said, 
“Bryan, is that the bottle you used to fill the candles?  Turn it around.  It says Tap Is Terrific.  That’s 
my water bottle.” 

I’ve got important news, friends.  No matter how hard you try, WATER in a candle will NOT 
light!  You can soak the wick until it’s dripping, but it is NOT going to light.  Water is precious.  It’s a 
meaningful symbol for baptism, and rebirth, and new life in our faith.  But it will never, ever spark.  
Once you pour out the water, put in the oil, then… Voila!  Light!   

As we start a new year, let me ask:  How many of us are putting water in our candles?  How 
many of us are trying to burn the candle at both ends?  How many of us are trying to fuel our lives 
with the wrong things?  They may be important things, precious things, meaningful things.  Family, 
work, generosity, friendship, service, exercise, study, healthy living, growth – things that signify 
new life.  But none of those things will fuel our lives.  They grow, and grow strong and healthy, 
from centering ourselves in Jesus Christ.  God is the fuel we need.  As we start a new year, I would 
never argue that we neglect the things that matter.  Quite the contrary.  But I would argue that we 
rededicate ourselves to the faith that fuels us at the core.  Like Mary and Joseph, start off right.  
Put energy and devotion into your relationship with the Divine.  Like Simeon and Anna, Expect God 
to move.  Expect a spark.  And then, friends, be light in the world.  May the Lord make it so.  Amen. 
 

We are now going to share in an old tradition.  John Wesley used to lead a Covenant 
Renewal Service every year for the preachers in his service.  More recently, it’s become tradition to 
share the service on the first Sunday of the New Year.  It’s not something I do every year, but I 
think it’s good for us to do it every few years.  I’m not going to lie:  if you take this seriously, it’s a 
pretty daunting.  But don’t let it intimidate you because it’s not meant to be scary.  It’s meant to 
help us think and start off right.  To that end, let us begin: 



WESLEY'S COVENANT RENEWAL SERVICE 
  

Brothers and sisters in Christ, the Christian life is redeemed from sin and consecrated to God.  
Through baptism, we have entered this life and have been admitted into the new covenant of 
which Jesus Christ is the Mediator.  He sealed it with his own blood, that it might last forever.  On 
the one side, God promises to give us new life in Christ, the Source and Perfecter of our faith.  On 
the other side, we are pledged to live no more for ourselves but only for Jesus Christ, who loved us 
and gave himself for us.  From time to time we renew our covenant with God, especially when we 
reaffirm the Baptismal Covenant and gather at the Lord's table.  Today, however, we meet at the 
beginning of a new year, as the generations before us have met, to renew the covenant that binds 
us to God.  Let us make this covenant of God our own. 
  

INVITATION* 
Commit yourselves to Christ as his servants.  Give yourselves to him, that you may belong to him.  
Christ has many services to be done.  Some are more easy and honorable, others are more difficult 
and disgraceful.  Some are suitable to our inclinations and interests, others are contrary to both.  In 
some we may please Christ and please ourselves.  But then there are other works where we 
cannot please Christ except by denying ourselves.  It is necessary, therefore, that we consider what 
it means to be a servant of Christ.  Let us, therefore, go to Christ, and pray: 
 

Let me be your servant, under your command.  I will no longer be my own. 
I will give up myself to your will in all things. 
 

Be satisfied that Christ shall give you your place and work. 
 

Lord, make me what you will. 
I put myself fully into your hands: 
put me to doing, put me to suffering, 
let me be employed for you, or laid aside for you, 
let me be full, let me be empty, 
let me have all things, let me have nothing. 
I freely and with a willing heart give it all to your pleasure and disposal. 
 

Christ calls us to be his servants, but he will have no servants except by consent;  Christ will not 
accept anything except full consent to all that he requires.  Christ will be all in all, or he will be 
nothing.  To make this covenant a reality in your life, listen to these admonitions: 
 

First, set apart some time, more than once, to be spent alone before the Lord; in seeking earnestly 
God's special assistance and gracious acceptance of you; in carefully thinking through all the 
conditions of the covenant; in searching your hearts whether you have already freely given your 
life to Christ.  Consider what your sins are.  Consider the laws of Christ, how holy, strict, and 
spiritual they are, and whether you, after having carefully considered them, are willing to choose 
them all.  Be sure you are clear in these matters, see that you do not lie to God. 
 
 

* Sections in bold to be read in unison by the congregation. 



Second, be serious and in a spirit of holy awe and reverence. 
 
Third, claim God's covenant, rely upon God's promise of giving grace and strength, so you can keep 
your promise.  Trust not your own strength and power. 
 
Fourth, resolve to be faithful.  You have given to the Lord your hearts, you have opened your 
mouth to the Lord, and you have dedicated yourself to God.  With God's power, never go back. 
 
And last, be then prepared to renew your covenant with the Lord.  Kneel before God, lift your 
hands toward heaven, open your hearts to the Lord, as we pray: 
 
COVENANT PRAYER 
  
O righteous God, for the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, see me as I bow before you.  Forgive my 
unfaithfulness in not having done your will, for you have promised mercy to me if I turn to you 
with my whole heart. 
 
God requires that you shall put away all your idols. 
 
I here from the bottom of my heart renounce them all, covenanting with you that no known sin 
shall be allowed in my life.  Against your will, I have turned my love toward the world.  In your 
power, I will be cautious of all temptations that will lead me away from you.  For my own 
righteousness is riddled with sin, unable to stand before you. 
 
Through Christ, God has offered to be your God again if you would let him. 
 
Before all heaven and earth, I here acknowledge you as my Lord and God.  I take you, Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit, for my portion, and vow to give up myself, body and soul, as your servant, 
to serve you in holiness and righteousness all the days of my life.   
 
God has given the Lord Jesus Christ as a way and means of coming to God. 
 
Jesus, I do here accept you as the living Way, and sincerely join myself in a covenant with you.  O 
blessed Jesus, I come to you, hungry, broken, and sinful, unworthy even to wash your feet.  I do 
here, with all my power, accept you as my Lord and Head.  Rule my heart, spirit, mind, and body 
in your holy wisdom. 
 
Christ has told you that you must suffer with him. 
 
I do here covenant with you, O Christ, to take my lot with you as it may fall. 
Through your grace, I promise that neither life nor death shall part me from you. 
 
God has given holy laws as the rule of your life. 
 



I do here willingly put my neck under your yoke, to carry your burden.  Your teachings are holy, 
just, and good.  I therefore take them as the rule for my words, thoughts, and actions, promising 
that I will strive to order my whole life according to your direction, and not allow myself to 
neglect anything I know to be my duty. 
 
The almighty God searches and knows your heart. 
 
 O God, you know that I make this covenant with you today without guile or reservation.  If any 
falsehood should be in it, guide me and help me to set it right.  And now, glory be to you, O God 
the Father, whom I, from this day forward, shall look upon as my God.  Glory be to you, O God 
the Son, who has loved me and washed me from my sins in your own blood, and now is my 
Savior and Redeemer.  Glory be to you, O God the Holy Spirit, who by your power has turned my 
heart from sin to God.  O mighty God, the Lord Omnipotent, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, you 
have now become my Covenant Friend.  And I, through your infinite grace, have become your 
covenant servant.  So be it.  And may the covenant I have made on earth be ratified in heaven.  
Amen. 
 
You are advised to make this covenant not only in heart and voice, but in writing.  Therefore, with all reverence, 
lay the service before the Lord as your act and deed.  And when you have done this, sign it.  Then keep it as a 
reminder of the holy agreement between God and you that you may remember it during doubts and temptations. 
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