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Growing Up Fast 
The First Sunday after Christmas – December 28, 2003 

Scripture Background Study 
Scripture Passage (NRSV) 
 

Luke 2:41-52 
41Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the 

festival of the Passover.  42And when he was twelve years 
old, they went up as usual for the festival.  43When the 
festival was ended and they started to return, the boy Jesus 
stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know it.  
44Assuming that he was in the group of travelers, they went 
a day’s journey. Then they started to look for him among 
their relatives and friends.  45When they did not find him, 
they returned to Jerusalem to search for him.  46After three 
days they found him in the temple, sitting among the 
teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.  
47And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding 
and his answers.  48When his parents saw him they were 
astonished; and his mother said to him, “Child, why have 
you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been 
searching for you in great anxiety.”  49He said to them, 
“Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I 
must be in my Father’s house?”  50But they did not 
understand what he said to them.  51Then he went down 
with them and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to 
them. His mother treasured all these things in her heart. 

52And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in 
divine and human favor. 
 

Jesus, young and free(!) 
 

In the first few centuries after Jesus’ resurrection, many 
stories and legends circulated about Jesus.  In some of these 
fanciful stories, the youthful Jesus amazes his friends, helps 
his parents, punishes his neighbors, and even turns a 
wooden toy into a living bird!  But the NT Gospels avoid all 
that.  As noted in the accompanying text box, the Gospel 
writers tell us almost nothing about the young Jesus.  Only 
Luke gives us anything and his story is remarkable for its 
lack of miracles, angels, or other special revelations.  
Indeed, the circumstances and his parents’ reactions seem 
quite ordinary. 
 

At that time, it was customary for Jewish men to go to 
Jerusalem at least three times a year for religious festivals.  
Entire families would accompany the men at least once a 
year for the Festival of Passover in the spring.  Here, Joseph, 
Mary, and their children are part of a large group of 
Galileans making their way to Jerusalem.  Assuming they 
could cover fifteen miles a day on foot, the journey would 
have taken them four or five days.  After the festival was 
over, everyone headed back north to Galilee.  You can 
picture a large group making their way up the dusty road, 

What Happened to Jesus’ 
Childhood and Youth? 

 

One question often asked in my 
classes is “Why don’t the Gospel 
writers tell us more about Jesus’ 
childhood and youth?”  This is an 
understandable question.  Luke 
and Matthew tell us about Jesus’ 
birth and the immediate 
aftermath.  Luke gives us one 
story about Jesus when he was 
twelve (today’s passage.)  But that 
is it.  The next time we meet Jesus 
in the Gospels, he is at least thirty! 
 

Though modern biographies 
usually spend considerable time 
on the upbringing and 
development of their subject, 
ancient “biographies” did not.  In 
the ancient world, the closest 
things to modern biographies were 
writings they called “lives,” such 
as those written by Plutarch and 
Suetonius.  The purpose of these 
writings was to present an 
unveiling of the subject’s public 
life and often show why their 
character should be emulated.  
The ancient writers couldn’t make 
things up, but they could move 
events around and even embellish 
them in order to make their point.  
Sometimes these “biographies” 
were structured chronologically, 
but they were sometimes 
structured around themes in the 
subject’s life.  Childhood 
experiences mattered little, as did 
anything that happened prior to 
the subject’s maturity and entry 
onto the public stage.  The 
ancients had no illusions about 
understanding psychological 
motivations.  Even physical 
appearances didn’t matter to 
them; thus, we have little idea 
what Jesus looked like.  We should 
not approach the Gospels as we 
would a biography from our day. 
 

Though Matthew and Mark are 
closest to an ancient Greek or 
Roman “Life,” none of the Gospels 
can be easily categorized.  These 
are Jewish writings and are deeply 
influenced by the books of the OT. 



with  packs of children and teenagers doing their own thing while the adults tend to the work of 
the journey.  It is certainly no surprise that Mary and Joseph expected Jesus to be running around 
with cousins and friends.  But, actually, Jesus took it upon himself to stay behind in Jerusalem! 
 

Having raised several sons myself, I’d bet Mary and Joseph headed back to Jerusalem both anxious 
and angry.  Sure enough, when they find Jesus, who is only twelve, at the temple, Mary angrily asks 

Jesus how it is that he could treat his parents in such a 
manner.  I’m sure she didn’t know whether to be angry 
with him or to hug him . . . probably both.  After all, it has 
been days!  Whether you’ve had a teenager or simply been 
one, most of us can identify with the parents in this story.  
But with whom does Jesus identify? 
 

Finding our identity 
 

During the days away from his parents, Jesus amazed all the 
adults in the temple with his understanding and his 
answers to their questions.  But Jesus’ responses to his 
mother’s questions are the center of this whole story. 
 

Jesus wonders how she couldn’t know that he “must be in 
my Father’s house” (v. 49).  Must!  What an interesting 
choice of words.  Not “ought to be” or “want to be” . . . but 
“must be.”  Even at this young age, Jesus knew that his life 
would be driven by the divine imperative.  He would do 
what he did because that would be the vocation laid out for 
him by God.  His life would not be controlled by fate.  He 
was not working toward some impersonal destiny.  No one 
would coerce him into anything.  He would simply do as he 
must, regardless of the consequences. 
 

But what must this young boy, soon to be man, do?  Jesus is 
actually very ambiguous about.  The NRSV translates 
Luke’s Greek as “I must be in my Father’s house.”  
However, “house” is not in the Greek; in fact, there is no 
word there at all!  Hence, the KJV translates the phrase as 
“I must be about my Father’s business.”  In the NRSV 
footnote, there is yet another rendering, “I must be about 
my Father’s interests.”  Regardless of exactly what Jesus 
meant, in these few words he claims for himself a special 
relationship with God.  God would shape his life. 
 

Many of us spend decades trying to find our identity, to 
come to know who we are and to find purpose in our life.  
Surely, in this story, Luke wants us to understand that by 
the age of twelve Jesus had found his identity, affirming it 
in his unique relationship with YHWH, the God of Israel.  
While still a boy, Jesus understood that he was called to 
obedience.  He will do as he must.  Jesus had grown up fast.  
He had come to the insight that obedience and 
commitment to God are expressed by participating in 
God’s work, not adhering to an arbitrary list of do’s and 
don’ts.  The boy Jesus understood that “there are some things 
we do just because of who we are: ‘I must be about my Father’s 
business.’”1

                                                 
1from Alan Culpepper’s commentary on Luke in the New Interpreter’s Bible, Abingdon, 1995. 

Jesus the Jew 
 

After his story of Jesus’ birth in 
Bethlehem, Luke tells us two more 
stories about Jesus before 
launching into his recounting of 
Jesus’ public ministry.  The first 
story is about Jesus’ circumcision 
and presentation in the temple 
when he was eight days old.  The 
second story is today’s.  Luke is a 
skillful historian and story-teller, so 
the obvious question is “Why is 
Luke telling us these stories?” 
 

Perhaps the best explanation is 
that Luke wants us, his readers, to 
fully grasp the thorough 
Jewishness of Jesus.  Luke writes 
to tell a non-Jewish world that 
Jesus, savior of all the world, is a 
true Israelite.  Jesus’ birth is 
marked by his circumcision, the 
centuries-old sign of the covenant 
between God and the Israelites.  
Today’s passage is set about the 
time of Jesus’ bar mitzvah and his 
passage into manhood.  Later, in 
Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ begins his 
public ministry by rising to read 
from the scroll of Isaiah.  Each of 
these major moments in Jesus’ life 
are thoroughly grounded in and 
built upon the beliefs and 
practices of first-century Judaism. 
 

When we think about Jesus’ 
Jewishness and what it means for 
our understanding of the Gospels, 
we need to bear in mind that the 
Judaism of Jesus’ day was still 
centered upon sacrificial practices 
in the temple in Jerusalem.  
Judaism then was vastly different 
from the Judaism of today.  
Further, just as modern-day 
Judaism is very diverse in its 
beliefs and practices, there was 
substantial diversity even in first-
century Judaism.  For example, the 
resurrection of the body was a 
central tenet of the Pharisees, but 
was denied by the Sadducees. 



Daily Bible Readings 
(a few passages emphasizing Jesus’ Jewishness) 

Before reading each passage, take a few minutes to get a sense of the context.  Your study bible 
should help.  Jot down a few questions that come to mind from your reading of the passage. 
Day 1    Luke 2:21-40  The presentation of 
Jesus in the temple 

Day 2    Samuel 2  Compare the story of 
Samuel in the temple with the Luke’s story of 
Jesus. 

Day 3    Luke 4:16-30  Jesus rises to read from 
Isaiah in the synagogue of Nazareth 

Day 4    Hebrews 8  Jesus as high priest; 
Christ’s covenant 

Day 5    Matthew 1  Jesus as Messianic King:  
Son of David (from the genealogy) and Son of 
God (from the story of Joseph’s obedience) 

Weekly Prayer Concerns 



Sermon Notes 
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Questions for Discussion and Reflection 

1. Nearly every parent I’ve known bemoans their belief that “kids grow up too fast.”  I’m sure 
that Mary must have uttered a sentiment much like that while searching for her son.  You 
might consider three main characters in this drama:  Mary, Jesus, and the on-lookers in the 
temple.  How might each of them have understood the scene where Mary confronts Jesus? . 
. . First, what does this scene reveal to us about Mary?  What have we learned new about 
her character or her role as Jesus’ mother?  . . . Second, what does it reveal to us about Jesus?   
How might he have behaved differently from or similarly to other twelve year-olds?  What 
do your answers reveal about your own understanding of the incarnation (the Christian 
proclamation that Jesus was “God-made-flesh,” fully God and fully human)? . . . Third, 
imagine that you are one of the on-lookers in the temple when Mary comes storming (that 
is how I picture her!).  Imagine that you’ve spent much of three days being amazed by Jesus’ 
understanding of the Law, the Writings, and the Prophets.  When you got home, what 
would you have told your family? 

2. Even those who are not Christian will probably concede that Jesus is the most important 
person who ever lived.  Yet, we know so little about him.  We don’t even know what he 
looked like!  We have no idea what he did for most of his life.  Make a list of the Top Ten 
things you’d like to know about Jesus.  (And then ask yourself . . . why those ten?) 

Our Winter Bible Academy Session begins Jan 12!! 
Our fall 2003 session was a big success, as more than 270 adults enrolled in our classes.  We will 

offer a wide variety of daytime and evening classes again this winter: Christianity and Other 
Religions, Do What You Have the Power to Do: a study of NT women, Himalayas of the New 

Testament, Introducing the Old Testament, The Messianic Message of Matthew, The Power of the 
Prophets: from Moses to Jesus, When I’m on My Knees, and Why all the Fuss about Prayer? 

Get more info and register on-line at www.standrewccl.org 


