Mary, Simeon or Anna: Who First Recognized Jesus as Messiah?

Being first to hear doesn’t always mean being first to understand.
In Luke’s birth narrative, Mary is the first to be told that Jesus will
be the messiah. Luke adds that she “treasures the words” the angel
Gabriel speaks to her. But Mary is also puzzled by the divine
message; she is “perplexed” when the angel greets her and must
“ponder” the meaning of his words (Luke 1:29; see also 2:19). In
this, Mary contrasts sharply with Simeon and Anna, two elderly
individuals who happen to be in the Temple when Joseph and Mary
bring the infant Jesus to Jerusalem for the first time.

According to Luke 2:22-24, “[Joseph and Mary] brought him up to
Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of
the Lord, ‘Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the
Lord’ [quoting Exodus 13:2, 12]) and they offered a sacrifice
according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, ‘a pair of
turtledoves or two young pigeons’ [based on Leviticus 12:2—8].”
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This is because in addition to being a proselytizer, Anna is a “prophetess” (Luke 2:36). In fact, she is
the only woman in the New Testament explicitly described as a “prophetess.” She then stands in the
line of figures like the judge, military leader and prophetess Deborah and the Jerusalem prophetess
Huldah, who, in the days of King Josiah, was asked to verify that an ancient scroll (a form of
Deuteronomy) discovered during Temple renovations was indeed the word of God (2 Kings 22).

Unlike Simeon, Anna is not just visiting the Temple for the day; she is there all the time. According to
Luke, Anna “never left the Temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day” (Luke
2:37). Perhaps she was part of some sort of order of widows (Luke tells us her husband died after only
seven years of marriage) who had specific religious functions in the Temple. She may have been able to
undertake this role in the Temple because she was no longer in periodic states of ritual impurity caused
by menstruation.



Luke may also have seen Anna as the second witness in or
around the Temple needed to validate Jesus’ significance.
Deuteronomy 19:15 stresses the importance of having two
witnesses to validate an event.

The pairing of Simeon and Anna reflects Luke’s penchant for
male-female parallelism when he writes about the recipients of
divine blessing and salvation. The story of Jesus’ birth is framed
by two such stories—that of Elizabeth and Zechariah in Luke 1
and Anna and Simeon in Luke 2. Interestingly, in both, the
woman is portrayed as the more positive example of
discipleship. The women are not only more receptive to the
message, they are more willing to act upon it, with Elizabeth
realizing that her cousin is carrying the messiah and praising
God for this blessing and Anna spreading the good news.
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Twelve years after the presentation of Jesus in the Temple, the Holy Family returns to Jerusalem and
Jesus returns to the Temple, this time by himself. Mary and Joseph search for him frantically for three
days. When at last they find him listening to and asking questions of the teachers in the Temple, Mary
asks, “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in
great anxiety.” Jesus responds, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” But, Luke
reports, “they did not understand what he said to them ... [but] his mother treasured all these things in
her heart” (Luke 2:48-51). The late New Testament scholar Raymond Brown wrote: “Luke’s idea is
that complete acceptance of the word of God, complete understanding of who Jesus is, and complete
discipleship is not yet possible. This will come through the ministry of Jesus and particularly through
the cross and resurrection.”

Clearly, Luke is not painting an idealized portrait of Mary or Joseph. Rather, he paints a very human
and realistic picture of Mary and Joseph as good parents, anxious, concerned, striving to be obedient
and understanding, but not yet comprehending. Brown adds, however, that “Luke does not leave Mary
on the negative note of misunderstanding. Rather in 2.51 [*“his mother treasured all these things ...”] he

stresses her retention of what she has not yet understood and ... her continuing search to understand.”2

Of course, in the end, Luke portrays Mary as successfully making the spiritual journey into the family
of faith; in Acts 1:14, when the apostles gather in the upper room after the resurrection and ascension of
Jesus, Mary is with them. But the story of Simeon and Anna suggests Mary had much to learn before
she could enter into the Kingdom, and into the spiritual family of faith, which they already belonged to,
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and which is to be the primary family of Jesus in the eschatological age.

Luke’s Christmas story is full of surprising reversals of fortunes and roles, in which outsiders become
more intimate associates than family members, and in which women play a more active role then men.
In this way Luke both prepares for and signals one of his major themes in the Gospel of Luke and in
Acts—the least, the last and the lost are becoming the most, the first and the found with Jesus’ coming.
Luke portrays the rise of a form of Judaism that would rely on the testimony of women as well as men,
and that would empower them once again to fulfill roles like Miriam of old.

The first Christmas and the Christ child come at a particular point in time, but for many, like Mary and
Joseph, the significance of the event is only understood incrementally and over the course of many
years. But the prophetic insight into God’s intentions is a gift which keeps on giving and renewing the
people of God. And at the outset of a long chain of such prophetic insights stand Simeon and Anna, one
satisfied that prophecy has been fulfilled and the other pointing to the future, a future as bright as the
promises of God.

Notes:
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