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Christmas 2 ~ Series C ~ January 3, 2010

Jesus Increased in Wisdom and in Stature and in Favor with God and Men


The text for today is our Gospel, Luke 2:40-52, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

The Incarnation of Christ was not to remain a secret, but would be revealed gradually, layer by layer; for the Good News of Christ’s coming to earth to be our Savior would be of no use to us if we never knew anything of it.  And so the angels sang their Gloria in Excelsis to the shepherds in the fields near the city of David.  The shepherds rushed to see this thing the Lord had told them, and they found the Baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.

The wise men followed His star from the east and worshiped the newborn King in Bethlehem.  Warned in a dream, Joseph took the child and His mother, and fled to Egypt to escape Herod’s evil clutches.  Simeon held his salvation in his arms at the temple in Jerusalem as He sang his Nunc Dimittis, ready to depart in peace.  Faithful Anna gave thanks to God and spoke of this child to all who were waiting their redemption.  “And the Child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom.  And the favor of God was upon Him.”

We don’t have many stories in Scripture from the earlier days of Jesus’ life until He began His ministry at about the age of thirty—just these few that occurred during His infancy and from today’s Gospel lesson at the age of twelve.  No doubt, it would be interesting to hear more about Jesus’ earlier days, but the Holy Spirit did not see fit to inspire the evangelists to tell us more.  

St. John’s explanation for what events were included and not included in his Gospel account could also be applied to the rest of the Gospels: “Now there are also many other things that Jesus did.  Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written” (21:25).  “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in His name” (20:31).

Out of all the incidents that could have been told, the Holy Spirit inspired the authors of the Gospels to write these few as representative of the childhood of Jesus.  Each episode reveals a little more about the mystery of Jesus Christ—His person and His work of salvation.  In each, we begin to see that this Child, who seems so common and ordinary, is at the same time mysterious and miraculous.  

In the mystery of the Incarnation, we find in the God-man Jesus Christ someone who is so common and ordinary that it’s easy to take Him for granted.  Yet at the same time, He’s so miraculous and mysterious that He’s difficult to understand.  That will be a continuing theme throughout Jesus’ earthly ministry and even as He reigns over His kingdom today.  And it’s certainly the case in our text as Jesus secretly withdraws from His parents and seems to challenge the parental authority that all children are under by God’s command.

It was the time of the Passover, one of the three major feasts of the Jewish church year, which all adult male Israelites were required to attend in Jerusalem.  These festivals were joyful occasions, marked by singing, music, dancing, special meals, and sacrifices.  Women and children often accompanied their husbands and parents, and it was customary for extended families to travel together—for fellowship, for support, and for security.  

Joseph and Mary were godly examples for Jesus, obedient to the Lord’s Word and faithful in their observance of the Passover festival.  After staying the entire week, they began their return trip to Nazareth.  Because a child often traveled in the company of relatives, Jesus’ parents did not notice that He was not with them until they stopped in camp for the evening.

Today, such a situation would probably involve the law or child protective services.  But those of you who grew up in the country or small town, before the days of “Amber alerts” and pictures on milk cartons, understand how this could easily happen.  Like many of you, by the age of twelve I had a lot of responsibility, including driving the tractor and operating dangerous machinery.  In my leisure time, I was relatively free to roam the farm on my own—as long as I showed up for chores and meals.  And some of you here could provide anecdotal evidence that confirms I was capable of getting into much more trouble than young Jesus.

So picture the scene that evening:  His parents are worried sick.  It appears that they have lost their Son.  Then worry turns to panic and terror!  Where is our boy Jesus?  He’s not with aunt Margaret or Teresa.  He’s not with His uncles Ben, David, or Daniel.  His cousins James and John haven’t seen Him all day!  None of our friends have seen Him, either.  We always make this trip to Jerusalem for the Passover.  Never had trouble before!  Where in the world can He be?  

We know He’s growing and pretty strong for a twelve-year-old.  And that He’s certainly smarter than any normal fifth grader.  And that God’s grace and favor is with Him.  We’ll grant Him that.  But the roadways can be dangerous for anyone not traveling with a group—there are bandits and predators.  And if He’s by Himself in the big city, who knows what could happen to Him?  All kinds of human predators and scumbags roaming in the capital during Passover.  A young boy lost in the capital is as good as dead!  We better head back to Jerusalem!  

Finally, after three days they find Him!  He’s alive!  In the temple!  Sitting in the middle of all the bigwig Bible teachers and scholars.  Listening and asking them all kinds of serious questions.  Good questions.  Smart questions.  So much so that the teachers are amazed at His understanding and answers.  Though certainly already aware of His precocious intellect, Mary and Joseph are astonished at His insight, as well.  

Now if you’re a parent you can sympathize.  Especially with Mary’s question: “Son, why have you done this to us?  Look, your father and I have been worried sick looking for you.”  You’d say the same thing.  And more.  Like, “What were you thinking?  You’re grounded!  No more cell phone or television or computer or video games for a month!”

But then come the first recorded words in the New Testament that Jesus speaks.  “Why were you looking for Me?  It is absolutely necessary that I be here.  It’s My Father’s house.  I must be about His stuff.”  

The Bible doesn’t tell us if Jesus’ knowledge is so astonishing because He is the Son of God, or because His intellect is free from the sin that clouds our thoughts so badly.  But it does tell us why Jesus was there.  He’s there because it’s necessary that He be in His Father’s house, going about His Father’s business.  And with these words, Jesus attempts to get Mary and Joseph beyond their parental concern and astonishment, and back to focusing on the greater revelation of God’s unfolding plan of salvation for them and the world.

In one his sermons on this text, Martin Luther writes: “This is a unique situation in which the child Jesus, our dear Lord God, wishes to let it be known that He was not subject to His mother by necessity or authority; for what He did was done freely and with good intentions to show that He was not under obligation.  For He was not only His mother’s son, but also her Lord and God.  

“Therefore, Jesus stands before His mother here not as a son—we shall be hearing of this pointedly [in two weeks in the Gospel lesson], when He says, ‘Woman, what have I to do with you?’ (John 2:4).  So here also He shows Himself to be not only a human who, of necessity, must be obedient to father and mother, but very plainly as one who has another Father, who is greater and commands more respect than Mary and Joseph.”  

Jesus’ response is short and to the point, but it brings to mind so much more: “Have you forgotten why My heavenly Father sent Me to earth?  You gave Me the name ‘Jesus’ because the angel said I will save My people from their sins.  I am the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, the Son of the virgin, Immanuel, ‘God with us.’  I am the Son of the Most High.  There will be no end to My kingdom.  John leaped in his mother’s womb at My presence.  Elizabeth called you ‘blessed among women,’ ‘the mother of my Lord!’  

“Don’t you remember all that that the angels, shepherds, Simeon, Anna, and the wise men said about Me?  Don’t you realize that as the Son of God in heaven I have authority over you?  Have you forgotten all of that?  You should have known that even though I remained behind, I was not disobedient, but that I owe primary obedience to My Father in heaven.”

Mary and Joseph don’t get it.  They just don’t understand yet.  Jesus is only twelve.  But remember that wisdom?  It comes from eternity!  God’s grace and favor?  There’s more to come.  Another eighteen years when everything climaxes when He’s thirty.  And still they’ll be wondering.  They still won’t get it!   

But, by God’s grace, you get it.  Don’t you?  Given the benefit of the four Gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry, His suffering and death, resurrection and ascension, and being led by the Holy Spirit, you know what’s going on.  

St. Luke has given you a bunch of clues.  Passover…  Jerusalem…  Temple…  Lost is as good as dead…  Three days…  There to do His Father’s stuff.

Contrary to those liberal Bible scholars who boldly assert that Jesus never claimed to be God, the twelve-year-old Jesus here claimed a relationship to God the Father, as His Father, the depth of which none of us could ever have.  With these first recorded words, Jesus revealed Himself and His purpose—so that we might know with certainty that He is not only true man, but also true God.

The “Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of His Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, Very God of Very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made; who for us men and our salvation came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man”… this Jesus is precisely where He’s supposed to be…  With or without Mary and Joseph…  At Jerusalem—God’s city…   In the temple—God’s house…  Twelve-year-old Jesus is God in the flesh.  So it’s no surprise that He’s there in His Father’s house. 

Jesus has a lifelong preoccupation with Jerusalem.  He was brought there to the temple at 40 days of age for His presentation, and it will continue to be His custom to be in Jerusalem for each of the festivals every year.  Jerusalem is His destiny!  He’s going to Jerusalem on Good Friday as the Passover Lamb.  The sacrificial Passover Lamb who bears the sins of the world.  The Substitute who will die in your place, who’ll shed His blood and spread it on the wood of His cross.   And there He, the Passover Lamb, will be as good as dead.  But then after three days… well, you know.  He who was dead is found in His glorious resurrection body.  That’s His Father’s will.  That’s His Father’s delight.  

But Mary and Joseph weren’t the only people who didn’t understand what Jesus said.  Only after His work of redemption was finished would Jesus’ followers and family grasp the truth of Jesus’ divine nature and mission.  All this pointed to what Jesus came to do.  To do a Jerusalem dying and then a Jerusalem rising.  To be the Passover Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  

Twelve-year-old Jesus is obedient to the heavenly Father and His earthly parents.  His desire to remain at the temple—though a source of anxiety for His earthly parents—reveals His primary devotion to His Father’s Word and will.  Nevertheless, when they come back for Him, Jesus willingly submits to their authority and returns with Mary and Joseph to Nazareth until His time comes. 

For our part, we all live as disobedient children.  We neither honor our earthly parents and esteem them as God’s representatives here on earth, nor fear, love, and trust in our heavenly Father above all things.  We all consistently fail to hear God’s Word, hold it sacred, or gladly hear and learn it. 

Since Adam and Eve, we, like all other people have been born in sin and therefore, by nature, reject God’s Word and will.  We want nothing to do with the Father’s house or the Father’s things.  For that matter, we are born enemies of God.  We want nothing to do with the Father and rebel against His authority!

Jesus’ perfect obedience from the manger and all the way to the cross is, however, our hope for reconciliation with God.  By His saving work, Christ restores the relationship that was destroyed by sin.  We are redeemed!  We have been purchased and won from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil; not with gold or silver, but with His precious blood and with His innocent suffering and death, that we may be His own and live under Him in His kingdom and serve Him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness. 

Sadly, we are far too often like Mary and Joseph.  We understand far too little of God’s Word.  We are slow to comprehend, and our hearts resist divine revelation.  We are often so preoccupied with our own things and “getting our own house in order,” that we put the Father’s things on the back burner and fail to appreciate the wonderful blessings of being in our Father’s house.  

Yet despite our faults, we have a gracious God who comes to us in the person of His Son—yes, even His twelve-year-old Son—Jesus Christ.  Even at that tender age, Jesus is teaching His parents—and us—that He is the Son of God.  He is the Temple that will be destroyed and yet rebuilt in three days.  This same Jesus will be the thirty-three-year-old crucified and risen Jesus, giving His perfect, obedient, righteous life in death for you and your salvation.  

And, in both cases, and everywhere in between, you can be certain that He is right where He should be.  Jesus is about the things of His Father.  There is nothing more important in all the universe than that He goes to Jerusalem.  To be there for you.  To do what only He can do.  What only He wants to do.  To give His life as a ransom for many.  Obedient to His Father unto death.  Even death on a cross.  That’s how precious you are to Him.  Even when He’s twelve.  And then on to when He’s thirty-three.  And even now. 

For just as God reveals Himself and His salvation in ordinary, yet mysterious ways through the baby in the manger and the young lad in the temple, so He continues to manifest Himself today—in His Word of Law and Gospel, in simple water, bread and wine.  Like His flesh and blood Son, each of these gifts is so seemingly ordinary that we can easily underestimate their mysterious and miraculous power.  But by God’s grace, through the power of the Holy Spirit, we believe and understand that in them we have eternal life and salvation.  And we give thanks that the very common aspects of these gifts of God mean that our Lord and His blessings are never far from us.

Indeed, through each of these means of grace, Jesus is still among you as one who serves.  Serving up the benefits of His dying for you.  Giving you His resurrection life in Holy Baptism.  Feeding you His very Body and His Blood for the forgiveness of your sins and the strengthening of your faith.  Giving you a deep desire to be in His Father’s house.  Building a hunger within you for God’s Word, and a thirst for His righteousness.  All that you may be certain that there is no sin He holds against you; that He’s answered for them all.  So that you may know and believe this Good News: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 


