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Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour 

 

1 Samuel 2:18–20, 26 

Psalm 148 

Colossians 3:12–17 

Luke 2:41–52 

 

Text: Luke 2:52 

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

 

Introduction 

‘Bar mitzvah’ is Hebrew for ‘son of commandment.’ When a Jewish boy turns 13, 

he has all the rights and obligations of a Jewish adult, including the 

commandments of the Torah.  The ‘Bat mitzvah,’ meaning ‘daughter of 

commandment,’ for a Jewish girl is the same right of passage when she takes on 

the rights and obligations of a Jewish adult.  This story from Jesus’ childhood in 

Luke’s gospel takes place as Jesus is on the cusp of assuming these adult rights and 

obligations. 

 

1. Jesus once said, “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God 

as a little child will never enter it.” (Mark 10:15) Do you ever note this about 

children; a child is always eager to grow up.  All children crave becoming adults. 

Why else would the three year-old girl scrape her mother’s high-heeled shoes 

across the floor, teetering precariously with every step, asking her mother at the 

same time when she will be allowed lipstick and pierced ears? I remember clearly 

as a child, sitting at the table as dessert was being served, wishing for the day when 

I could be the adult and not have first course at all and go straight for dessert if I 

wanted; and I would be free to eat the entire cake myself if I wanted!  I later 

discovered the wisdom of not eating the whole cake at once, but that is another 

story.  Clearly, as I sat at the table that day dreaming of being an adult I had to 

increase in wisdom.  

 

Peter Pan, the fellow who never grows up, is pathological. 

 

Everywhere in scripture the leaders of God’s people are concerned with the threat 

that immaturity poses to God’s people. The prophets lament that so many in Israel 

prefer the childish to the childlike.  Childish as some are, their understanding of 

God is infantile; they can’t distinguish between their redeemer and a magician; 

they can readily be deflected onto the wrong road by any smooth talker whose 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 2 26/12/21 

enticements the immature can never recognize and resist; they are petulant and 

whiney before God as any three year-old is soon petulant or whiney. 

 

The leaders in the young church have to contend on the same front. Peter urges his 

people, “Keep on growing in grace and knowledge.”  Paul pleads with the 

Corinthian congregation, “In thinking be mature.” Luke finds it important to tell us 

that even Jesus increased in wisdom as he increased in stature. 

 

Jesus deplores childishness in his followers. He insists on childlikeness. 

Immaturity characterizes the childish. Eagerness to grow up characterizes the 

childlike.  We followers of Jesus are to be eager to grow up in faith—as Luke tells 

us the same of Jesus, ‘And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine 

and human favour.’ 

 

2. Does it surprise you that Jesus had to increase in wisdom as he grew up?  

Sometimes we are prone to think that Jesus arrives in the world with pre-loaded 

“God-knows-everything” software that he simply has to activate.  This is not the 

picture the gospels paint.  The only story we have from Jesus’ childhood, outside 

the infancy narratives, is this one in Luke where Jesus is said to increase in wisdom 

as he grew up (increased in years).  The Apostle Paul tells us that when God 

becomes man in Jesus of Nazareth he “emptied himself, … being born in human 

likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself.”  God becoming a 

child and having to grow up as we do is part of that great love story where God 

will go to any lengths to redeem wayward humanity. 

 

So if Jesus has to increase in wisdom as he grew up, including in divine and human 

favour, how much more it is incumbent for us his followers to grow up.  I marvel 

that at twelve years of age Jesus was so clear minded about what was most 

important for life.  Listen again to how he responded to his mother Mary and his 

adoptive father Joseph, “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I 

must be in my Father’s house?”  Notice his surprise that Mary and Joseph would 

not know to go straight to the temple to find him.  (Here Luke is hinting that Jesus 

is the fulfillment of all those scriptural promises that God would come to his 

temple to redeem his people; the next time we see Jesus at the temple in Luke’s 

gospel is when Jesus arrives and clears the temple of sellers and money changers. 

But probing that connection to this is for another sermon). 

 

To be sure, Jesus’ mind and imagination is not encumbered by the dullness of sin 

that deflects and derails us, as his engagement with the scholars at the temple 

makes clear.  Even so, Jesus had to learn as we do.  He had to grow in his 
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understanding and apprehension of scripture and here he is in the temple asking the 

scholars about scripture and its meaning.  He is engaging in the patterns of learning 

scripture that were open to him.  O that we would answer as Jesus; someone was 

looking all over for you and couldn’t find you in what they considered the likely 

places, only to discover, to their amazement, that you were actually at a Bible 

study; and could say, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s word? 

 

There is much here for us in this story.  Clearly, upon reading the entire story of 

Jesus, it is evident that doing the will of his Father wasn’t limited to Bible study; 

he healed the sick and cast out demons wherever he went. Even so, it is apparent 

that study of scripture was the place where Jesus learned to set the agenda and 

pattern for his life.  It informed him on how to walk in obedience to the One he 

called the Father. How else would he know that he must be in his Father’s house?  

Indeed we serve Jesus in manifold ways in our living.  I underline with you that, 

for the believer, time in the study of the word of God properly sets the agenda for 

the rest of what we do in our walk with him. 

 

I noted with you a moment ago that Jesus insists on childlikeness for his followers 

and thus an eagerness to grow up that characterizes the childlike.  None of us put 

our hands up and said we wanted human life in this world; we all simply found 

ourselves alive in the world.  According to scripture this is God’s sheer gift.  In a 

similar way that gospel says we need to be given spiritual life; ‘born from above’ 

or ‘born again’ as Jesus put it to Nicodemus.  In the wake of the fall—humanity’s  

defiant rebellion against God—our reason was corrupted by our will, by our 

turning from God.  The gospel asserts that we can’t think our way back to God; our 

spiritual musings and religiosity will not lead us to God but, in fact, away from 

God.  God has come all the way to us in Jesus Christ.  We first need to turn to him 

and receive this life. 

 

Having received this life, embracing Jesus as our Saviour, we are to mature in the 

life—grow up spiritually—increase in wisdom as Jesus did.  Keep in mind what 

the Apostle Paul said of Jesus—Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 

(1 Corinthians 1:24)  Luke was Paul’s travelling companion and it ought not 

surprise us that Luke notes Jesus’ increase in wisdom.  We mature in this faith as 

we learn the stories of Jesus that we might always be increasing in Christlikeness. 

It behooves us to know the book called the Bible.  Martin Luther compared the 

Bible to the manger in which the child Jesus lay.  The manger is not the child; the 

written word of apostle and prophet is not the living word that Jesus Christ is.  But 

if you want to find the child you must come to the manger; if you want to know the 
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living Word that Jesus Christ is you must come to the book, the written word that 

bears witness to him. 

 

In the rhythm of gospel readings appointment in the Lectionary for Sundays (we 

follow the Revised Common Lectionary) this story from Jesus’ childhood is read 

on the Sunday following Christmas.  I am not sure if this was done on purpose, but 

the choice to have this text for today is a scene very much like our own.  On this 

first Sunday after Christmas, the temple is no longer crowded. The annual festival 

has ended. The visitors have packed their donkeys and headed home, trailing 

ribbons and wrapping paper behind them.  In their wake, the peace in the temple is 

palpable. There are plenty of seats for those whose devotion is year round and 

plenty of time to talk together about things that matter.  And this story shows us 

how the study of scripture matters for our probing together the implications of this 

great story of God into which we have each been drawn by faith. 

 

On a practical note, I was reminded recently of a habit for reading scripture that I 

commend to you.  Block off an hour or two and take one of the gospels and read it 

from start to finish as if you were reading a novel.  I have been doing that with the 

gospel of Luke to get the whole story he tells into my mind.  It will give you a 

different yet wonderful take on the story as you do so.  This story is the grand 

narrative of reality and having our minds and hearts flooded with that narrative 

aids us in charting the course of life our Lord has in mind for us. 

 

3. Today is marked as Boxing Day in our regular calendars.  We know it as the 

‘day-after-Christmas’ holiday celebrated by most countries in the British 

Commonwealth, but what exactly are we celebrating? Why is it named “Boxing” 

day?  I’m sure you could postulate theories.  Perhaps it is the day when we take all 

our empty boxes from Christmas gifts and fold them into our recycling bins.  Or it 

is the day we return Christmas gifts to stores in their original boxes so we can 

exchange them for gifts we really wanted?  (This illustrates the way the minister’s 

mind wanders after too much turkey.) 

 

December 26, in the church calendar, is the feast of St. Stephen, the church’s first 

martyr. While the exact history of the Boxing Day tradition is unclear there are two 

related stories.  One is that in England, during Advent, Anglican parishes displayed 

a box into which churchgoers donated money.  On the day after Christmas, the 

boxes were broken open and their contents distributed among the poor, thus giving 

rise to the term "Boxing Day."  A second story is that the day after Christmas was 

also the traditional day on which the aristocracy distributed presents (boxes) to 

servants and employees who had worked Christmas day.  There are other stories all 
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related by a common theme.   It was a day of giving to the poor, helping the 

helpless—a theme that seems long forgotten given what Boxing Day is for us now.  

We think of it more as relating to shopping when massive sales entice us to come; I 

once suggested to my children that we hold Christmas on December 28 so we 

could take advantage of these Boxing Day sales. (The children were not warm to 

the idea.) 

 

This theme, though, of giving to the poor is captured in the Christmas Carol ‘Good 

King Wenceslas’ written by English hymn writer and Anglican priest John Mason 

Neale.  Wenceslas went out on the feast of Stephen—December 26th—and 

reminds us: “Therefore, Christian men, be sure, wealth or rank possessing, Ye who 

now will bless the poor, shall yourselves find blessing.”   

 

Stephen, the church’s first martyr, was also one of the first deacons of the church 

appointed to the oversight for the care of poor widows.  Wenceslas (907-935), also 

considered by the church a martyr, was the Duke of Bohemia, currently in the 

Czech Republic, was also known for his care of the poor.  John Neale, the carol’s 

author, became warden of Sackville College, an alms-house at East Grinstead, 

England.  Sackville College, still in operation today, was endowed as a 'hospital or 

college' for poor men and women.  Neale also co-founded the Society of Saint 

Margaret, an order of women in the Anglican Church dedicated to nursing the sick.  

Stephen, King Wenceslas, John Neale, you can see the common theme that 

animated their lives as Christ’s servants. 

 

And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years … a few years later we see Jesus, now 

a man of thirty, launching his Galilean ministry.  He comes to his hometown in 

Nazareth and, his fame having preceded him, is invited to preach in his home 

synagogue.  Listen again to the text of scripture he takes as his mission statement; 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 

to the poor.” How does Jesus know this is his mission?  He increased in the 

wisdom of God revealed in scripture.  The martyr Stephen, King Wenceslas, John 

Neale—how do they know to bless the poor?  They have matured in faith in Christ, 

who is the very wisdom of God. 

 

Conclusion 

Where does Luke get this information about Jesus’ childhood.  It is believed that 

Luke personally interviewed Mary as he collected the material for his gospel.  

Can’t you hear Mary now recounting this story from Jesus’ childhood?  Mary 

couldn’t find her son Jesus for an agonizing three days—what a relief to see him in 

the temple.  As Mary shares this story with Luke there was another agonizing three 
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days that comes to mind when she again lost her son…what joy it must have been 

to see him again risen from the dead!  

 

And can’t you hear her telling Luke as she recalls the Nazareth years following this 

incident at the temple, “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine 

and human favour.” 


