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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, the Song of Simeon begins (as we know the words in our 
liturgy), “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace, 
according to Thy Word.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 

We’ve considered the over-arching theme, “Songs of the 

Season” before… A number of years ago, we meditated upon the 

Magnificat of Mary; then, about five years ago, we pondered the 

Benedictus of Zechariah. This year, we continue the ‘series,’ (if you 

will) by considering the Nunc Dimittis of Simeon. 

I suppose I’m taking some liberties in including this song 

under this series topic. Truth be told, it’s not really a song of Advent, 

but was sung by Simeon when he beheld the infant Christ child, who 

(recall) had been brought to the temple to fulfill the custom of 

Presentation forty days after the birth. So, I suppose this meditation 

is technically about sixty days early. 

But, though Simeon’s song is not really a song of Advent, it’s 

certainly a song of the Time of Christmas, which is the general ‘time’ 

of the Church Year (we have three generic ‘times’ of the Church Year 

– Christmas, Easter, ‘the Church’; we’re now in the Time of 

Christmas). 
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While we could argue about the technicalities, we may all 

agree to one theological consideration of this Song of Simeon: in a 

year in which we have had to think of death and suffering and the 

disappointment of life in this world much more than in any other 

year perhaps in our lifetime, it is fitting that we consider more 

deeply this hymn which we use every week to practice for our 

coming departure from this vale of tears, this hymn which echoes 

the words of the prophet Isaiah we read tonight and use at our 

funerals, “Behold, this is our God; we have waited for him, that he 

might save us.” Echoing that, this “song of the season” will one day 

be spoken over us on our deathbed and/or sung over our casket in 

our body’s final moments before the altar of God this side of heaven.  

Yet, far from this being a morbid, funeral-themed Advent 

meditation, the Song of Simeon is a hymn that teaches us that, with 

the birth of Christ, the faithful of God have reason to no longer fear 

death, nor reason to retain their grip on this world, but to anticipate 

and joyfully embrace whatever is God’s good will according to His 

Word and timing. In other words, Christmas is not God’s plan to 

improve daily life in this world; it’s God’s plan to rescue you out of 

this world. Thus, with consciences confident in the Christ whose first 

coming we remember and whose final coming we implore this 

Advent season, let us dwell richly in this “song of the season,” the 

words of which we already liturgically know so well. 
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You know the liturgical hymn this way: “Lord, lettest Thou 

Thy servant depart in peace, according to Thy Word. For mine eyes 

have seen Thy salvation, which Thou hast prepared before the sight 

of all people. A Light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of Thy 

people Israel. Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy 

Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever. Amen.” 

That’s how we easily recall it. 

But, Simeon’s song itself, as first recorded in Luke 2 is simply 

this: “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace, 

according to Your Word, for my eyes have seen your salvation, which 

You have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for 

revelation to the Gentiles and the glory of Your people Israel.”  

Whichever version you use, you’ll note that the hymn neatly 

divides into three sections, not including the doxology which isn’t 

truly part of the hymn, but is just that – a doxology, an added 

conclusion of praise, much like the end of the Lord’s Prayer may be.  

Before considering the first line tonight, let’s remember the 

context: Simeon has been awaiting the advent of the long-promised 

Messiah; the Scriptures themselves call Simeon “righteous and 

devout” and they say he was faithfully “waiting for the consolation of 

Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him.” In fact, the Scriptures say, 

“it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see 

death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ.”  



  4 

                                                                   4 

Now, because of those two details – waiting for the 

consolation of Israel, and being promised he will not die before the 

Christ arrives – we assume Simeon is of old-age, though the 

Scriptures never say that… which is a great reminder for us that the 

Lord’s promised deliverance should all your days be your life’s 

defining focus and central hope. Isn’t that a marvelous truth to 

contemplate: no matter what stage of life you are in, the righteous 

and devout will keep focused on one thing – the promised 

deliverance of God’s people, the faithful being delivered to the 

heavenly fatherland, having been granted victory over sin (by the 

blood of Christ) and to be granted a share in the vindication of 

Christ’s Church.  

Thus, no matter if you are in your youth and you are regularly 

tempted by peer pressure, desire to grow up more quickly than God 

has planned for you, or perhaps oppressed by the seductions and 

intimidations of life in a secular world, OR no matter if you are in 

your old age and are regularly tempted by poor health or fears of 

poor health, loneliness and discouragement, or perhaps by 

frustrations that life in society seems like it’s best days are behind it 

so, “Lord, take me quickly,” … no matter where you fall on the 

timeline of life and in the spectrum of discontent, your singular focus 

and the eager anticipation of the faithful and devout ought always 

be the consolation of the Church and the news of the coming (not 

just the good news of the first coming, or the mystery of the weekly 
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coming, but also) the Second and glorious coming of the Lord’s 

Christ. That always ought be your heart’s and life’s desire. 

Thus, as we follow Simeon’s example in devout piety, we also 

are taught by his song. And, as we get into the words, the first thing 

we ought notice is the distinction in tenor between the liturgical 

hymn’s and the Scriptural text’s first line: “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy 

servant” versus “Lord, now You are letting.” In other words, there 

seems to be a difference – doesn’t there – between praying “please 

let,” versus acknowledging and rejoicing, “You, Lord, are now letting” 

your servant depart in peace.  

In the Greek, the verb is a simple present tense indicative, 

meaning, it is describing the present-tense reality, much like if I were 

to say, “I am walking,” or “you are eating.” There’s no command, nor 

plea… just a simple acknowledgement, “Lord, you are letting.” 

That seems like a pretty big deal, doesn’t it? Why have such a 

difference between Simeon’s joyful acknowledgement (“Lord you are 

letting”) and our fervent plea (“Lord, lettest Thou Thy servant depart 

in peace.”) Well, to be honest, maybe our Nunc Dimittis simply 

contains a poetically-changed word order to fit the musical tune; 

(how easily could “Lord, lettest Thou Thy servant” actually be “Lord, 

Thou lettest Thy servant”). But, even if it’s not just a word-order 

issue, wouldn’t the difference between Simeon’s position and ours 

be notable? He had been promised death would not come until he 

saw the Lord’s Christ. He sees the Lord’s Christ, so now he knows 
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what’s coming and can receive it with unfettered joy specifically 

because he had seen the Lord’s Christ.  

The difference between him and us is not whether or not we 

lay eyes on Christ. The eyes of faith see him clearly beneath bread 

and wine. Just as Simeon took the Christ child up in his arms, we get 

to embrace him as he’s placed into our hands and upon our tongues. 

Simeon had no more immediate contact with Christ than do you. 

That’s not at issue between these two “versions” of the song.  

What is at issue is that the Lord has made us no such promise 

about exactly when our earthly pilgrimage will come to its end. You 

and I don’t know what God’s plans are in front of us. He doesn’t 

promise us that 2021 or 2022 is going to be any better than 2020. 

And, therefore, we need to continually learn to rejoice in the Lord’s 

Christ, commit ourselves to His care and keeping, and wait patiently 

for His final coming. Thus, how fitting that this hymn constantly 

teaches us to call upon the Lord and pray for that final deliverance 

and (following the words of Simeon) even acknowledge and rejoice 

that we are now prepared for that final deliverance, even should it 

come later that same Sunday. As soon as the Sacrament is ours, as 

soon as Christ is anew in our hands, on our tongue, and 

strengthening and guarding our hearts, we have the joy and strength 

to serve Him and await His timing and will. 

Thus, the next phrase to consider (after the “let” vs “you are 

letting”) is “Lord, let your servant”.  Do you consider yourself a 
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servant of God, or do you call yourself a child of God while serving 

yourself? Take care, for God calls Himself a jealous God, who knows 

the righteousness of His rule: who else would you rather serve than 

the holy and merciful God? In light of the precious Gospel of Christ 

Jesus, which gives us freedom to live according to the Law of God 

without fear of condemnation, in light of that… to be called not only 

“a child of God”, but also a “servant of God” is a most humbling and 

honorable status that defines and carries all of earth’s days. 

But God’s holy will is not that we would live in this fallen 

world forever. Eventually, we are to “depart.” “Lord, let your servant 

depart.” The word for depart is  – a word also used for and 

associated with forgiveness, and a word that carries the theme of 

freedom, of “being set free.” Being set free from bonds… bonds to 

this life, to be sure, because this life is weighed down by the much 

stronger bonds and consequences of life under the weight of sin. 

But, where we may depart from sin because the Messiah has been 

born to die in our stead and atone for our sins, where we may be set 

free from bondage to iniquity because the long-promised Christ has 

finally arrived, then we are also free to leave behind every part of 

this life of sorrow and tears, not fearing what lies ahead, but 

knowing that freedom lies ahead.  

And so, Simeon rejoices that he is being let to “depart in 

peace.” In peace, for sin no longer plagues him… death apart from a 
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Messiah no longer endangers Simeon. And, that same comforting, 

consoling truth belongs to you, as well. 

Indeed, when Christ calls us home to glory, we truly depart in 

peace. To say “rest in peace” is no mere euphemism for death; it is 

the Christian confession that that one joins with Simeon and all the 

faithful who died in Christ… that everything you’ve been prepared 

for in the Holy Sacrament, everything you’ve been “practicing for” 

with the hymn of Simeon each Sunday… that’s now all come to pass 

for those who have died in Christ. They rest in peace… in peace, 

because sin and hardship and long-awaited promises-not-yet-fulfilled 

no longer trouble them; rest, because the one laid in the grave will 

not lay there forever, but will – with his own two eyes – see the 

salvation of God in the resurrection of all flesh and the vindication of 

those who lived and died in faith, despite the isolation in and scorn 

of a faithless world. 

Thus, by all means, “Lord, you let your servant depart in 

peace…” and it’s all “according to Thy Word.” How trustworthy and 

hope-worthy is the Word of God! What God promises, what He 

pledges, what He predicts, it will and does come to pass. Nothing 

comes to pass for the Christian – not even death! – apart from the 

Word of God.  Luther says, “Where suffering and the cross are found, 

there the Gospel can show and exercise its power. It is a Word of life. 

Therefore it must exercise all its power in death” (Treasury, 974). In 
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short, nothing in this life that affects the Christian and the life of the 

Church happens outside of the scope of the Word of God.  

And that means, we can totally and utterly depend upon it 

for every day of life and even that day of death, as – on that day – we 

confess back to God His promise to overcome death and the grave… 

that promise fulfilled in the Christ who once entered the temple as 

an infant small, that Christ who now stands in resurrected triumph, 

the Lord of all.  

In this Advent meditation now begun and continued for 

these next three weeks, we have every reason to take heart and take 

comfort with Simeon of old. The Lord’s timing may not be our timing; 

His call to endure every trial and tribulation may not be comfortable.  

But, His faithfulness to us is just as certain and true as his faithfulness 

to Simeon. The joy that Simeon knew when he finally laid eyes upon 

the Christ is the same joy safeguarded for you as you are so blessed 

to hear the good news of the Christ born of Mary and heralded by 

the angels… indeed, so blessed to lay the eyes of faith upon him 

joined to the bread and wine, as He brings His salvation to this holy 

house each week and gives us reason anew to say, “according to 

Your Word, you have done this. According to Your Word, I may live 

every day of life. According to Your Word, I may die tomorrow with 

no regrets or lingering adoration of this world. According to Your 

Word, I will rise again… Thus, Lord, lettest Thou Thy servant depart in 

peace.” 
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In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 2, 2020 


