
How Quickly They Grow

1 Samuel 2:18-20, 26; Psalm 148; Colossians 3:12-17; Luke 2:41-52

Our youngest child turned 40 this year and I could hear my mother saying to me: “I must be

getting old because my kids are!” How often I said as a parent to my young adult children, “Wow.

Seems like only yesterday we were bringing you home from the hospital and putting you in your crib.

Now, in the twinkle of an eye, you are all grown up.” 

It makes me wonder: Why doesn’t the Bible tell us anything about the childhood of Jesus?

“Childhood is such an important time in our lives. Why do we know next to nothing about Jesus’

youngest years?” One of the gnostic gospel writers, Thomas, included stories of Jesus doing

miraculous things as a child, sometimes mischievous, childish things.

We all think of childhood and youth as important, formative years for the developing person.

Yet in the canon of the Bible only one Gospel Luke tells us anything about Jesus from the time of his

birth until the beginning of his ministry. Only in the Gospel of Luke is there one brief story of Jesus’s

childhood. It’s today’s Gospel lesson— Jesus putting the temple elders through their paces,

questioning them about big, grownup theological issues, amazing them with his perception. 

In just the last couple of days we have witnessed the birth of the baby Jesus, born into the

family of Mary and Joseph, laid in a manger because there was no room for them in the inn. Luke

has enabled us to hear the angels’ songs descending from heaven, to see the star in the East,

though Luke doesn’t seem to know about it. Now, this First Sunday of Christmas, just a day after

Christmas Day, Feast of the Nativity, we see that the baby has grown up to be an adolescent, a child

of about twelve years of age. Wow. Didn’t take long for Jesus to grow up, did it? 

Of course, in this Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus isn’t fully grown, but he is on the way. He is an

adolescent, probably a boy of twelve or so. Do you have a problem with that? I know not everyone is
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comfortable around adolescents. Maybe you are the type that find it easier to relate to Jesus as a

baby. Who doesn’t love babies? One reason why we love babies is that babies are not only cute and

cuddly, but they are sort of like a blank tablet on which we can write anything we want. We can

project upon a baby anything we please—babies are so cute, so adorable, so loveable. We can

project our imaginings on a baby because babies can’t talk back. No baby can say, “No, I’m not like

that at all. I don’t like to be pinched and cuddled. Put me down!” 

When young parents say of their infant, “She is the best baby!” what they usually mean is that

their new daughter doesn’t disturb their sleep too often, which is cranking down the definition of

“best,” though it’s cute of them to project their desire for the best of babies onto their new baby. 

But let’s check back with those young parents in about twelve years and see if they say, “Our

daughter is the best teenager ever!” They might say that, but I would be surprised if they did.

This Sunday, Jesus is already an adolescent. Like every pre-teen he talks back, not just to the

temple authorities, not just to his parents, but also to us! Are we able to receive this adolescent Jesus

as much as we love the baby Jesus? 

As I noted, this Sunday’s Gospel is the only information we have about Jesus’ childhood. Only

Luke’s Gospel tells us anything about the childhood of Jesus. (Luke 2:41-52) The one who is God’s

“Son, the Beloved” (Luke 3:22) is presented to us as a twelve-year-old who is a learner, a student

who is able to grow “in wisdom and…in divine and human favor” (Luke 2:40, 52). It may be easier to

receive Jesus as we have done yesterday, Jesus as a cuddly baby in a manger, than as a

smart-alecky adolescent! It is also somewhat of a jolt to some of our preconceptions of God to find

that Jesus grows, learns, and has ambiguous interactions with his parents. Young Jesus not only

answers questions, but asks questions (Luke 2:46-47). It’s unfortunate if you like your “god” to be

high and lifted up, perfect and far removed from human life; this God who comes to us as Jesus
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grows and develops. God comes to us as a fully human being. 

Who doesn’t love the baby Jesus, “no crying he makes,” as we love to sing, the one who has

nothing to say to us, makes no demands upon us, or expects nothing from us? But Jesus as a kid

who talks back to his worried parents, “Didn’t you know I’d be doing my Father’s business?” and also

dares to question the wise, powerful elder Bible scholars at the temple, well, that’s a bit more of a

challenge, isn’t it? 

It’s less of a challenge to receive Emmanuel, God with us, as a cooing infant and more of a

challenge to receive the fully human Jesus who talks back to his distraught parents. Typical teenager

Jesus doesn’t tell Mary and Joseph that he intends to linger at the temple when the rest of the family

heads for home. When his frantic parents find him, he rather impudently responds, “Did you not know

that I must be in my Father’s house?” (Luke 2:29) His answer is of the sort that is all too familiar to

parents with teenagers. It’s rather amazing that Luke—so intent on presenting Jesus as the

long-expected Messiah, God’s Son, Savior of the World—should record this event that presents

Jesus as a thoroughly human, though almost insufferably precocious preteen, growing up in a family

where there are tensions and conflict. 

And if your family is anything like mine, I think you know what I’m talking about. As we often

say, holidays are times for family, when the family that is often so scattered with little time to sit down

and to relate to one another are at last f ree to hang out with one another, to be together, to talk and

become reacquainted—which may account for why holidays like Christmas can be particularly stress

filled times in family life! Maybe you as a parent had forgotten how difficult your teenager can be until

you are stuck with that youth for a couple of weeks over the Christmas holidays. So about this time in

the family Christmas celebration is when you say to your teen, “How long before school begins in

January?” 
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And sometimes, one of the most annoying things about children is that— and how it pains us

parents to admit it—they know more than we do. Look at young Jesus answering the questions of the

temple scholars and putting penetrating questions back to them and you are apt to recall all the times

you have been totally dependent upon your children to tell you how to program the TV remote, use

an app on your phone, or to fix the computer. What a humiliation it must have been to those who had

given their lives to the study of scripture to know that this untutored kid knew more than they did! 

Surely Luke would also want us to note that the story of Jesus and his parents at the temple

ends with precocious Jesus obediently returning home with his parents. Jesus’ divinity does not lead

him to disrespect or to demean his anxious parents. Even though Mary doesn’t fully understand the

words that young Jesus speaks to her, she “treasured all these things in her heart.” Jesus is Mary’s

child, yet even in these early days, his perceptive mother knew that he was more than her child. He is

marked as favored and as having a unique vocation. His own mother must grow in her understanding

of him because it’s a challenge for anyone, even his own mother, to realize that this recognizably

human child is more even than her beloved son. 

Our Christmas songs and hymns praise the God who became human, the mystery of the

incarnation. But in this rare glimpse of the childhood of Jesus, we began to see some of the real-life

challenges of God with us, God loving us enough to become one of us. The God who flung the

planets in their courses and set the stars in heaven, comes to us as Jesus, not in some general or

universal way, but as a little boy anchored firmly in the faith of Israel and in fulfillment of the promises

of God to Israel. He grows under the care of his parents and studies the scriptures, growing in

wisdom and stature finding favor with some, arousing murderous hostility in others. His family is a

believable human family, full of some of the same misunderstandings, anxieties, hopes and fears that

one finds in any of our families. Jesus is so utterly human, so believably one of us that we are able
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closely to identify with him, to recognize our own mundane tensions and conflicts being lived out in

him. Thank God that God loved us enough to come among us, as one of us, so that we might see

God better and see ourselves more truthfully in the process of seeing who God really is. 

At the same time Jesus Christ is so utterly divine that we do not immediately understand him.

It’s going to take some time—like a month of Sundays—to grow into our knowledge of him. We must

take time with him, even as through him God has taken time for us. We must grow in our wisdom,

even as the boy Jesus grew in his. Having apprehended Jesus in the Gospels, we gradually grow in

our comprehension of him through the church’s worship and through our attempts to follow him in the

world. Our wonder at him widens even as we come closer to him. With him, there is always more. 

Some of you listening this morning have been attempting to understand and faithfully to follow

this Jesus for years and yet, you still confess that you are at times baffled by him and, even in your

last quarter of life, find that you still must grow in your wisdom and understanding of him. This, the

grandeur, and part of the great challenge of the incarnation. 

Jesus was God, fully God, but he was also, at the same time (here is the great mystery of

incarnation) fully human. God held nothing back. In Christ, God takes upon Godself our full humanity,

all of it—the difficulty we sometimes have in our family, the way we are mysteries to one another, the

words we speak to one another, the way we love one another but don’t always know how to love in

the right way—all of our humanity embraced by God. 

The temple authorities are said to be astounded by the wisdom and insights of little Jesus.

They were astounded that a little boy could have such wisdom. We look at Jesus—a Jew, from a

poor Jewish family, the child who right after his birth (according to Matthew) became an immigrant,

an undocumented family who had to flee to Egypt for their safety, the little boy who confused and

worried his parents by staying behind after they visited Jerusalem—we look at Jesus and claim that
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we are astounded that God should come to us and reveal God’s self to us so fully and wondrously as

Jesus. 

Christianity is not vaguely “spiritual,” we’re called to be “incarnational,” to live in the world as

he lived in it, to move from our joyful celebration of the mystery of the incarnation into the world to live

the incarnation, knowing that God is with us, here, now. 

Let’s watch little Jesus as he grows, as he eventually leaves the security of his family, as he

grows beyond his native Galilee and heads toward the dangers in Jerusalem, as he grows beyond

the bounds of his own people and makes contact with Gentiles, as he grows ever closer to us in

order to be with us, in order to save us. Let’s grow with him, astounded by what he says to us. 

Blesséd Christmas. God is with us, as one of us, that God might have all of us this day, that

God might have us for eternity. Let’s grow toward the God who, in Christ, loves us. Thanks be to

God. Amen.
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