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41 Now 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 travellers, 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. 

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

 
Ever had one of those “what were you thinking?” moments? The Christmas season tends 

to be a time when this happens. Perhaps we are feeling generous. Perhaps we get caught up 

in the festivities. Or perhaps we have just lost our minds. 

That is exactly what one of our church members asked me last week after I said we got a 

new puppy at our house. “What were you thinking?” That same question probably could 

have been asked when we got pre-teen Chelsea a cell phone for Christmas. And you have to 

wonder what my parents were thinking when one Christmas, many years ago, they got me a 

Transformer action figure for Christmas. 

When I tore open the package that Christmas morning, I discovered that I had been 

given Megatron. I was a bit surprised because, not only was he the leader of the Decepticons 

– the bad guys, he also transformed into a pretty realistic-looking Walther P-38 handgun. If 
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anything, I had expected my parents to get me Optimus Prime, the Autobot leader who 

would transform into a semi-truck. Not only was that a more appropriate toy, Optimus 

Prime was known for his strong moral character. Purchasing Megatron was so out of 

character for my parents. 

Yet, as surprised as I was, I was thrilled to have a Transformer. With my new action 

figure in hand, I ran through house singing the theme song to the Transformers cartoon: 

Tranformers – more than meets the eye! Adolescence at its best… 

Luke is the only Gospel to include a story from Jesus’ adolescence. The 12 verses of our 

scripture lesson this morning are all we get in the Bible about Jesus’ growing up years. That 

left others to fill in what happened between verses 40 and 41 of Luke 2. 

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas, dated around 125 AD, is one of these extrabiblical accounts. 

It had some level of popularity in the early church because it attempted to fill in the gaps by 

detailing Jesus’ life from ages five to twelve. The Jesus characterized in this Gospel of 

Thomas was relatable because he did more of what one might expect of a child that age. 

Here, New Testament scholar John Dominic Crossan notes, Jesus is presented as “’Dennis 

the Menace.”i 

The child Jesus in Thomas is described as amazing his friends, helping his parents, and 

even healing his brother after a snakebite. However, it also describes Jesus as a boy having to 

learn to use his powers for good. For example, when Joseph and Mary’s neighbors complain 

about some of Jesus’ actions, they are miraculously struck blind. Likewise, when a teacher 

tries to impart some wisdom to Jesus, Jesus turns the table, arrogantly trying to teach the 

teacher. And the Infancy Gospel of Thomas also includes a story of Jesus: 

…going through the village, and a child who was running banged into his shoulder.  Jesus was angered 

and said to him, “You shall go no further on your way.”  And immediately the child fell down dead. 

(Infancy Gospel of Thomas 4:1) 

 



3 

This story might give an indication as to why the Infancy Gospel of Thomas wasn’t included 

in the Bible – it doesn’t present a picture of Jesus that is consistent with the Jesus that the 

believers knew and believed in.ii 

So we are left with 12 verses of Jesus’ adolescence in Luke – 12 verses which serve as a 

transition from the birth narratives – Jesus as a baby - to the ministry of Jesus – Jesus as a 30 

year old man. Yet, these 12 verses contain more than meets the eye. 

Some scholars suggest that Luke, who was writing his gospel to Gentiles living in Asia 

Minor, used the verses of our scripture lesson this morning to present Jesus as a significant 

figure in history in accordance with the conventions of contemporary Greco-Roman 

biography. Ancient biographies usually featured one childhood incident that was taken to 

foreshadow the character of the adult. Similar to other biographies of the time, Luke 

introduces Jesus as a young scholar engaging in a theological discussion with the teachers in 

the temple, impressing them with their knowledge. This is a symbolic story of a young 

prophet and future leader, echoing Roman heroic leaders like Augustus.iii 

However, other scholars believe Luke is interested in establishing that Jesus was a true 

Israelite. From birth, Jesus was brought up in the moral and ritual life of Judaism. Home, 

temple, and synagogue formed him, and no subsequent criticisms of his ministry or message 

could be traced to an unfaithful childhood or misguided influences on his formation.iv 

This was evident in Luke 2 as we see Joseph and Mary carefully observing the Jewish 

laws. Jesus was circumcised at eight days (2:21), Mary observed the rites for purification after 

childbirth (2:22; Lev 12:1-5), and they participated in the ritual Redemption of the Firstborn 

(2:22-24; Ex 13:3, Num 18:13-16, Lev 12:8). Five times in the account of the purification of 

Mary and the presentation of Jesus in the temple, we are told that his parents act according 

to the “law” (2:22, 23, 24,27, 39).v There is no doubt that Mary and Joseph were very devout 

Jews and Jesus was raised in a pious household. It was this immersion in Judaism that 

allowed Jesus to later speak as an insider with thorough knowledge. 

The last picture we get of this pious upbringing is Jesus at age 12. Jewish custom dictated 

that he would become a man and embrace the traditions of his ancestors at the age of 



4 

thirteen. However, at age 12, Jesus was still a child. Yet, the age of 12 was a year of 

preparation for “coming of age.” He would be prepping for the first century equivalent of 

his Bar Mitzvah – the ceremony designating that he had become a “son of the law” or “son 

of the commandment.” 

For young Jewish boys today, the preparation for a Bar Mitzvah includes reading Hebrew, 

reading it some more, and learning to make the cantillation as natural as regular speaking. It 

also includes question after question, with answers that lead to more questions – questions 

asked of parents and of the teachers of the faith. The purpose behind these questions is to 

ensure that the Torah portion to be chanted is also understood.vi Chances are, Jesus was 

undergoing the same sort of preparation at age 12. And as a part of this preparation, this 

year, he wouldn’t just be hanging out with the other kids in Jerusalem. He would be able to 

go with Joseph to the Temple to observe the Passover. 

That’s where the scripture lesson begins this morning. The time for the Passover 

observance had arrived and, as was their religious and cultural routine, Joseph and Mary 

made the journey to Jerusalem. Living in Nazareth, this was a four to five day trip each 

direction. As we learn, the trip to Jerusalem and the Passover celebration comes off without 

a hitch. Having met their obligation, the family started back towards Galilee. 

However, fully a day into the trip, Mary and Joseph discover that Jesus is missing. This 

isn’t quite a parallel to Home Alone – the holiday movie in which parents discover in the 

midst of their mid-Atlantic flight that they have left their child at home. No, in the first 

century, families traveled together in large caravans. These traveling communities watched 

out for one another, including taking care of each other’s children. Often it would be 

evening time before children returned to their parents for the night. It was at the end of a 

full day’s journey from Jerusalem that Mary and Joseph realize Jesus isn’t with them. 

As good parents – parents who didn’t want to say that they lost the Son of God - they 

immediately turned around. And, Luke tells us, it took them three days to find Jesus. But 

they didn’t find him in the expected places – the safe confines of extended family or the 
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familiar company of the pilgrim’s caravan. Instead, they found him in the midst of the 

teachers at the Temple. 

During festival and on the Sabbath, the teachers sat in the Temple to teach their 

traditions and answer questions. Luke tells us that is where Jesus was, listening to the 

teachers and asking questions. The Temple teachers were drawing him into shared study. 

They were exploring together. And Luke writes that they were astonished by Jesus’ 

understanding. The word “astonished” means their minds were changed by his 

understanding. 

We would think this astonishment of a 12-year-old boy Jesus was be the climax of the 

story. But, the dramatic center of the story is not the teachers’ praise of Jesus’s wisdom but 

Jesus’ response to his parents. 

Mary’s remark is a reproach. She identifies Jesus as a “child” for whom she and his 

“father” (Joseph) have been searching. “Child, why have you treated us like this?” 

In junior high, our church youth group went bowling together one Sunday evening. The 

plan was for my mom to pick me up at the bowling alley at 7:30 pm. However, we finished 

early so I rode back to a friend’s house. Since this was in the days before cell phones, it 

wasn’t until I got to his house that I called home to tell them where I was. However, my 

mom had already left to get me at the bowling alley and had no idea I wasn’t there. 

Ultimately, my dad came to get me. As it turns out, it was one of those rare times that he was 

sick and had no business being out. Needless to say, my Mom was not happy with me and 

she let me know it. But she had nothing on Mary. 

[Jesus]…your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety. The Greek word translated 

“great anxiety” is the word odynaomai. It is the word Luke uses later to describe the agony and 

pain of the rich man in hell (16:24-25). What this means is that we may capture the intensity 

of Mary’s distress with the paraphrase: “Child, why have you put us through hell?”vii 

There were consequences to Jesus’ actions. Mary and Joseph had been worried sick. They 

thought Jesus might be dead. Plus, this stunt had put them all at risk. Now they would be 

traveling north by themselves, much more dangerous than traveling in a caravan. 
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To Mary’s remarks came the first words Jesus speaks in the Gospel of Luke: “Why were 

you seeking me? Didn’t you know where I would be?” An insolent preteen might have 

responded: “How could I not be here preparing for my bar mitzvah.” But Jesus’ response 

begs the question, how didn’t Mary know? Had Mary so soon, even in 12 years, forgotten 

the angels, the shepherds, the blessings? Had she lost the wonder? Was she so reduced to a 

frantic search for her child whom, if you remember from two weeks ago, the Angel Gabriel 

told her would be called the Son of God?viii 

Here is one of those “more than meets the eye” moments. The fact that they didn’t know 

or understand may make them “lost to Jesus.”ix Perhaps they were some of the ones the Son 

of God had come to seek and to save (19:10). And Luke also gives another hidden clue to 

you and me about where Jesus could be found. Jesus is found as he “searches the scriptures 

with questions and answers,” engaging the elders and teachers of the people. For us, Jesus 

can be found in scripture. Luke wanted us to know that reading and studying the scripture is 

where we can learn more about who Jesus is and what he came to do. 

Jesus’ response to Mary also implied that he was in his father’s house. This wasn’t just 

about a specific location. It was about what “household” meant in a Greco-Roman context. 

He was operating under the authority of his father.x Or as some translations say it better, he 

was going about his Father’s business. 

Our scripture lesson this morning isn’t just a picture of a boy wonder or a rebellious teen. 

One of the developmental tasks of childhood, teenage, and young adulthood is discovering 

and affirming one’s identity. What this passage sets forth is Jesus’ identity as the Son of God. 

What Jesus demonstrated was that his life was guided by his unique relationship to the 

Father. Jesus now claimed for himself that special relationship to God which was the real 

meaning of his dedication as an infant. To this point, all signs of Jesus’s special nature or 

mission have been to or through others: the angels, Mary, Elizabeth, Zechariah, the 

shepherds, Simeon and Anna.xi 
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So what do we do with this story? How does this scripture form, inform, and transform 

us as we step into a new year? Both Mary and Jesus provide a model for how we are to live 

in response. 

For the second time, Luke tells us that Mary treasured these things in her heart. We heard 

the first time last week after the shepherds had come to visit the infant Jesus. Once again, 

Mary treasured these things…and what Mary discovered that when it came to Jesus, there 

would be plenty of opportunity to treasure up both wonderful things and perplexingly 

troubling things. This is what Mary models for us. Treasuring experiences that are infused 

with God’s presence can bring insight later and provide a firm foundation for a life of 

obedient discipleship.xii 

Jesus also provides a model for what to do with this story. Luke makes clear that in the 

intervening years, Jesus fulfilled the commandment to honor one’s father and mother. The 

event in the Temple did not result in open rebellion against his parents. Verses 51 and 52 

provide a Jesus model: he went home with his parents and obeyed them. He grew in all ways 

as a person should.xiii And so should we. 

Today is the first Sunday of a new year. We have turned the calendar to 2021 with as 

much hope for a new year and a fresh start as perhaps at any time in our lives. We are 

hoping to leave the challenges of 2020 behind us and to find new opportunities for growth 

in 2021. And while that may not fully be possible, there are some things we can do. 

This Wednesday, January 6, marks the beginning of a new season – the liturgical season 

of Epiphany. It takes its name from the Greek word, epiphaneia, which means a 

“manifestation” or “striking appearance.” Epiphany celebrates the revelation of God the Son 

as a human being in Jesus Christ. 

Traditionally, Western Christians have focused on the visitation of the Magi to the Baby 

Jesus, and thus the revelation of Jesus’ identity to the Gentile world. Eastern Christians have 

focused on the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan, seen as his manifestation to the world as the 

Son of God.xiv Both of those are important stories, but what they point to is also what we 

find in our scripture lesson this morning – the identity of who Jesus is. 
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During Epiphany, our role is to celebrate the manifestation of the identity of Jesus as Son 

of God to the whole world. Our role is to allow the presence of Jesus to have an ever-

stronger influence on our lives. Our role is to allow Jesus to be who he was sent to be….It’s 

about assuming our role of allowing Jesus to grow and become strong in our lives and in this 

world.xv 

Perhaps this season and this year need to be an “age 12” year for you. A year of 

preparation. A year of digging into the scriptures and asking questions. A year of being about 

the business of God. Because that’s what produces wisdom and stature...in us, in our 

children, in our friends and community. That’s what transforms us – allowing us as Christ 

followers to be “more than meets the eye.” 
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