A Child Like No Other #3

“Boy Wonder”

Luke 2:39-52
Have you ever thought to yourself, I wonder what Jesus was like as a child? Was He some kind of Boy Wonder, or was He more like the Boy next door, ordinary as could be?

The Bible does not give us a lot to go on with regard to Jesus as a youth. Of the Gospel writers, only Luke gives us any report of His childhood. Bruce Larson writes concerning Luke, 

We are fortunate that, as a clinician and observer of life, he has a sense of the importance of such stories. Someone has said that Jesus’ childhood is like a walled garden, the inside of which no one has seen. Luke has plucked one flower from inside that garden and that’s what we have here.

From the time of Jesus’ birth to His baptism and the beginning of His ministry are the so-called “hidden years,” three decades or so of His life that attract little notice in the Scriptures. There are hints and suggestions in the records, but in the final analysis they yield us only a whisper of His childhood and adolescent existence.

Our text this morning, taken from Luke 2, provides the only biblical account of Jesus as a boy. While Luke is scant on details concerning His early life, we can learn lessons for our own lives today.

Jesus’ Ordinary Development


Verses 39-40 reveal Jesus’ ordinary development from a newborn to childhood:

When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him.


Though Jesus was born in Bethlehem, He spent His early years in Nazareth, the home of His parents. (I can relate to this: I was born in Steubenville, Ohio, but spent my first few years growing up in West Virginia, the home state of my parents!) Matthew tells us why they returned to Nazareth: after Herod the Great died, his son Archelaus was given authority over Judea, and he wasn’t any better than his father! So Joseph (perhaps reluctantly?) took his young family back to Nazareth in Galilee and settled there.


We’ve considered Nazareth in an earlier study, particularly its poor reputation. In those days, Nazareth was a very inauspicious place to live. It’s an area we might refer to as “across the tracks.”
 Nazareth was located in Galilee, north of Judea and Samaria. Galilee itself was a despised place in those days, the butt of many jokes, and Nazareth was looked down upon even by Galileans! Years later, Nathanael, on hearing of Jesus, made the disparaging remark, “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46)

Nazareth may have been considered a hick town in the hills of Galilee, but just three miles to the north was the magnificent new city of Sepphoris, the capital of the kingdom of Herod Antipas for most of Jesus’ life. In 3 b.c. the Romans had burned Sepphoris to crush a rebellion, but Antipas chose it to be his capital. For the next thirty years or so—most of Jesus’ life—a vast construction project took place to build Antipas’ seat of power. And so just three miles away from Nazareth was this center of political policy, military strategy, economic regulations, and cultural affairs. It became the largest and most beautiful city in the region. With a population of about 30,000 it came to be close in size to Jerusalem.
 John Phillips writes concerning Nazareth, “It was a busy place, a border city with an unsavory reputation. Jesus was not raised in a cloister but in an earthly village where fallen man could be studied in the raw.”

At any rate, Nazareth, being a small town, was filled with people who knew Jesus well. He was known as Yeshua, the son of Mary and Joseph, the carpenter from whom the boy had learned His trade. We learn later in the Gospels that Jesus had at least four brothers and an undetermined number of sisters. The people of Nazareth saw Him learn in the synagogue and participate in the customary rites of passage. Many of the Nazarenes had played with little Yeshua as a child and made the dif​ficult transition to adulthood as His peers.


We see the whole story of the childhood of Jesus from birth to His religious coming of age contained in one verse. The main statement is, “the child grew,” followed by an expansion of that statement. Jesus grew physically, mentally, and spiritually, as seen in the phrases “became strong” (physical), “filled with wisdom” (mental), “and the grace of God” (spiritual). The development of Jesus was not one-sided.
 He grew up to be, in our words, a “well-rounded child.”


Why the near silence on Jesus’ youth? Paul Maier explains,


The Gospels were never intended as full biographies in the modern sense, but rather as records of Jesus’ public ministry. They focus, then, not on the thirty “hidden years,” as they are called, when he grew to manhood and prepared his mission, but on the all-important forty-two months when he came out of ob​scurity. Only then was he finally old enough to be listened to by his countrymen, who never really trusted anyone under thirty in matters religious.


But where the Scriptures are silent, the imaginations of men have taken over.


A couple of centuries after Jesus’ life on earth, the so-called apocryphal gospels were written, trying to fill in the gaps of Jesus’ biography. Such documents as the Infancy Gospel of Thomas have garnered a lot of press in recent years, but they amount to little more than pious fiction and are generally recognized to be of little or no historical worth.

Several of the stories are pleasant enough. When he was a three-year-old toddler, Jesus took a dried fish, put it in a basin of water, and ordered it to shed its salt and come back to life. The fish, of course, did just that, swimming happily about. Several years later, Jesus was out playing with some neighborhood boys, and he made twelve model sparrows out of clay. When he clapped his hands, the birds came to life, and they flew away chirping. Then there was the time two great snakes slithered out of a cave, sending his playmates running off screaming. But Jesus calmly ordered the creatures to prostrate themselves at Mary’s feet, which they promptly did.

He had no trouble getting down from precarious perches. Once while he was playing on a roof in Nazareth—obviously Mary was not around at the time—Jesus simply grabbed onto a shaft of sunlight and slid down on it to the ground. (Maybe this is where the children’s hymn, “Jesus wants me for a sunbeam” comes from!) Other stories tell of his healing people long before his teens, and even raising one of his chums named Zeno from the dead.

But the other apocryphal childhood tales are not so charming, like that of the schoolmaster who tried to punish the precocious Jesus but found his hand withering instead. In some of the sto​ries, Jesus appears as an almighty urchin—a dangerous enough combination—with no control over his cruel and childish caprice. So one of his playmates who accidentally hit Jesus in the shoulder falls over dead when Jesus curses him, and the parents of the stricken child beg Joseph to take Jesus away “or at least teach him to bless and not to curse.” When Joseph reprimanded Jesus and twisted his ear, the lad warned, “I am not thine. Vex me not.”

Another playmate, who offended Jesus less, was merely changed into a ram. And vice versa: once, when Jesus rode a mule, the animal was released from some magical curse and turned back into a fine young man.

Needless to say, each of these stories has as much validity as a fairy tale and as much substance as a fantasy. The Fourth Gospel is clear in John 2:11 in suggesting that Jesus’ first miracle did not take place until he was an adult at the marriage in Cana.


What we can deduce about Jesus’ early childhood is that he would have been “home schooled” by His mother Mary until he was about five years old, when he would have attended more formal training at the local synagogue. He would have learned Hebrew by studying the Torah (what we know as the Old Testament), Aramaic as the common language of his culture, and perhaps some Greek as the universal language of the Roman Empire. From the age of five until He was ten, His only textbook was the Torah. From ten to fifteen, He was exposed to the Mishnah, the traditions of the elders, what came to be known as “the oral law” supposedly given to Moses at Sinai. His keen mind would soon sort out the good from the bad in all of that. Then at age fifteen He would enter an academy and learn from the debates of the rabbis.

Jesus’ Outstanding Discernment

Luke does record one incident of Jesus’ youth in detail, perhaps because it reveals so much about the boy.
 We read of Jesus’ outstanding discernment in verses 41-50,

Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. When he was twelve years old, they went up to the Feast, according to the custom. After the Feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it. Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him. After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers. When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, “Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.” 

“Why were you searching for me?” he asked. “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”  But they did not understand what he was saying to them. 


The Mosaic Law required Israelite adults to go up to Jerusalem for the three main festivals on the Jewish calendar—Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles. This duty was reduced to one if the distance was too great to manage all three, and that one tended to be Passover. Joseph and Mary went up an​nually at Passover, and on this occasion Jesus accompanied them. He was now twelve years old, and the following year at thirteen he would become bar mitzvah (“a son of the commandment”), assuming the spiritual responsibili​ties of an adult in the Jewish community.
 The Mishnah urged that a boy should be taken to the observance a year or two before he turned thirteen so that he might be prepared, and there may have been something of this on the present occasion (though it is equally possible that Jesus went up every year; we do not know).


Passover was celebrated over a seven-day period, and at the end of that week, Joseph and Mary packed up for their return to Nazareth (about a three-day journey). The only problem was that Jesus was not with them.


Many families have similar stories of leaving a child behind, especially if there are several children in the family or if extended family members swell the ranks. (Who hasn’t seen the movie Home Alone and its countless sequels?) Before we are too hard on Joseph and Mary, we need to understand how they traveled in those days.

People journeyed to the feasts in caravans, the women and children setting out first (since they were generally slower), and the men and young men leaving later and catching up to the others. Relatives and whole villages often traveled together and kept an eye on each other’s children. At the age of twelve, Jesus could easily have gone from one group to another and not been missed. Joseph would think Jesus was with Mary and the other children, while Mary would suppose He was with Joseph and the men, or perhaps with one of their relatives. It was only when the men caught up with the women and children after a full day’s journey that they realized their Son was with them. It took a day to return to the city and another day for them to find Him.

Joseph and Mary finally did discover Jesus “in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.” We should not read this as a scene where a precocious boy was dominating a crowd of his seniors. “Listening and asking questions” is the regular Jewish phrase for a student learning from his teachers.
 Once again the apocryphal gospels try to fill in the gaps here, with the Infancy Gospel of Thomas (19:2) claiming that Jesus’ comments silenced the teachers, while the Arabic Gospel of the Infancy (50–52) pictures Jesus instructing them in the statutes of the Law and the mysteries of the Prophets as well as in astronomy, medicine, physics, and metaphysics. This is totally unwarranted. Rather, Luke portrays Jesus as a boy with a thirst to discuss and understand spiritual questions, and His insights astonish the crowd.
 

Mary reacts to finding Jesus with the same emotions any mother would in this situation. There is a sudden mixture of surprise—“Why would you be here?”—relief—“Oh, thank you, Lord, he’s alright!”—and exasperation—“Do you realize what you’ve put me through?” It is the latter that Luke records, a hint of scolding in her voice.

Jesus replied, “Why were you searching for me? Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?” We should read any sense of rebuke here on Jesus’ part. This is more a tender expression of surprise that His earthly parents would not know how “the things of His Father” were to Him the most important.

We must not assume that at the age of twelve He was omniscient. Since Jesus “increased in wisdom” (according to Luke 2:52), we wonder how much He understood God’s divine plan at that time. Certainly He grew in His comprehension of this, and at this stage of His life He realized His unique relationship with His Heavenly Father.

Jesus’ Obedient Deference

And so here we have the story of the day when Jesus discovered who He was. And note this—the discovery did not make Him proud. It did not make Him look down on his humble parents. The last verse informs us that He went home and He was obedient to them. The fact that He was God’s Son made Him the perfect son of his human parents. There is a lesson to be learned here, as William Barclay writes, “The real man of God does not despise earthly ties; just because he is God’s man he discharges human duties with supreme fidelity.”
 I am calling this Jesus’ obedient deference, or submission to His parents. He obeyed the famous commandment, “Honor your father and mother.”

Jesus would have learned a trade during these years, and naturally He became a carpenter, like Joseph his stepfather. The early church father Justin Martyr, born in Samaria around 100 a.d., wrote that Joseph and Jesus specialized in plows and yokes in their carpenter shop. They were of excellent durable quality, Justin claimed, and some of them were still in use in the mid-second century. (You would expect the Son of God to do good work, but I’ll bet you didn’t picture Him as the John Deere dealer in Nazareth!)

One old historical tradition, the History of Joseph the Carpenter, says Jesus was nineteen years old when Joseph died. This is very possible. In that case, Joseph would have been nearly fifty years old at his death—if he married between twenty-five and thirty—which was about the average life expectancy for the time.

The final verse of the chapter records, “And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.”  These words are strikingly similar to the description of young Samuel who also grew “in favor with the Lord and with men” (1 Sam. 2:26).
 This demonstrates no hypocrisy between the spiritual and the secular. Christians ought to be men and women of good reputation in all aspects of their lives, not just narrowly in the religious.
All right, so what? Sure, this is a nice story about the boy Jesus, but what does it really say to us today? Why is this even important? I’ll let Max Lucado answer that one:

Angels watched as Mary changed God’s diaper. The universe watched with wonder as The Almighty learned to walk. Children played in the street with him…. 
Jesus may have had pimples. He may have been tone-deaf. Perhaps a girl down the street had a crush on him or vice-versa. It could be that his knees were bony. One thing’s for sure: He was, while completely divine, completely human.

For thirty-[some] years he would feel everything you and I have ever felt. He felt weak. He grew weary. He was afraid of failure. His feelings got hurt. His feet got tired. And his head ached.

To think of Jesus in such a light is—well, it seems almost irreverent, doesn’t it? It’s not something we like to do; it’s uncomfortable. It is much easier to keep the humanity out of the incarnation. Clean the manure from around the manger. Wipe the sweat out of his eyes. Pretend he never snored or blew his nose or hit his thumb with a hammer.

He’s easier to stomach that way. There is something about keeping him divine that keeps him distant, packaged, predictable.

But don’t do it. For Heaven’s sake, don’t. Let him be as human as he intended to be. Let him into the mire and muck of our world. For only if we let him in can he pull us out.
 


We sing, “I serve a risen Savior”; can we also sing, “I serve a real Savior”? A real-life person who had real-life feelings and encountered real-life challenges? Only a real-life Savior can save us from our real-life problems. Jesus is that Savior!
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