PAGE  
12

Introduction and Thesis

The heart of the Christian faith is most aptly centered on God Himself.  The God of eternity, by His sovereign choice made man, placed him in time and then met with him.  In fact, it has been said that this is the very purpose for which we exist, to know God, and subsequently or resultantly be happy in Him and glorify Him forever.  This relationship that God in all ways initiated took on very intimate characteristics when God the Son took on flesh and became a human.  This very act of God becoming man must first be spoken of as a mystery.  God revealed Himself in flesh and also in the Scriptures, but what this truly means is great indeed.

Throughout the centuries since the ascended Christ sat at the right hand of the Father in heaven, many discussions have occurred to attempt to explain the event of the Incarnation. In the early centuries, great heresies arose to which true Christians responded in creedal form.  These heresies usually revolved around the union of God and man.  Was Jesus just a man with divine blessing?  Was He a spirit-being who appeared to take on flesh?  Was He a man that God rested on at the baptism and then left at the crucifixion?  These and many other questions led to great statements, both biblical and not that eventually formulated the orthodox understandings of the nature of Christ, especially during the Incarnation, that we hold to today.


The “we” must be understood as the conservative, evangelical category of Christian doctrine.  For, in modern days the debates over the nature(s) of Christ still rage.  Whereas in the earlier centuries the humanity of Christ was of great debate, the modern world has almost complete agreement on the belief that Jesus was actually human.
  Today, the debate resides more around whether or not Jesus was actually God.  It is in this vein that this paper finds need to add to the discussion.

In the earliest responses to the questions of the humanity of Christ, strong creeds and confessions were written to show that Jesus was indeed human.  This bears great significance in that it took a human to die for the sins of humans, once for all.  Had Jesus not been human, we would not be atoned for.  This sense of absolution in establishing Jesus’ humanity has since become dogma, and rightfully so.  However, in the name of dogma, certain nuanced discussions are often disallowed and popular statements shroud better exegesis of certain passages that apply to the doctrines encompassed under the rubric of the nature(s) of Christ.  

One such passage is Luke 2:52.  This passage is clearly most often seen as a statement affirming the normal human development of Jesus from adolescence to adulthood. It is the thesis of this paper that Luke 2:52 and the passages that undergird it need to be revisited with open exegetical eyes so as to move past what could possibly be a view that, while biblical and affirming to biblical doctrine, is found wanting and even possibly detracting to the biblical doctrines on the nature(s) of Christ. It is proposed here that Luke 2:52 is to be understood as a narrative account of Jesus’ human growth, but not normal human growth.  This will be fleshed out in the pages below.  The method will follow a pattern of developing the context of the passage, the exegesis of the passage(s) and finally how the passage appears in the narrative flow that it is in. 
The Context of Luke 2:52

Luke’s Gospel
Luke’s Gospel is the first of two books written by Luke to an unknown recipient by the name of Theophilus. 
  Luke was not one of the twelve, but became a disciple of Paul.  His Gospel was most likely written in the mid-sixties of the first century.
  This is important, as the possibility of any writing against Gnostic beliefs is unlikely.  Luke states that is goal is to present the thoroughly researched topic of the life and ministry of Jesus, the Christ, so that the reader might know, “the exact truth about things you have been taught.”

Influencing Passages
As the context of Luke 2:52 is established, it is important at this stage to mention and briefly describe some of the influencing passages that relate to the text.  Stemming from Old Testament statements that appear to have cultural significance, 1 Samuel 2:26
 and Proverbs 3:4
 show the account of one (Samuel) and the command to another (Solomon’s son) to live in such a way that would find favor with God and man. It is significant that Samuel and Solomon are uniquely men that this phrase is tied to.
Another Old Testament passage that undergirds an understanding of Luke 2:52 is Isaiah 11:2.  This passage is a Messianic prophecy that describes the then coming Christ as one who would have the “Spirit of wisdom…” rest on Him.
  This is important as the verbs that related to Christ’s wisdom in 2:52 and earlier in 2:40 are crucial.

In the New Testament, the main undergirding passage to Luke 2:52 is Luke 1:80.  This passage speaks of John the Baptizer’s growth from childhood to adulthood by using this common phrase found in the afore mentioned passages of 1 Samuel and Proverbs, similar to what is said of Jesus in Luke 2:40 and 2:52.  As both Jesus’ earthly cousin and the one called of God to be the forerunner to the ministry of Jesus, his tie is close and their childhoods intertwine at a very theologically significant time.

Primary Passages
The passage(s) proper that this paper will address are Luke 2:40 and primarily Luke 2:52.  Luke 2:52 takes primacy due to its culminating position before the eighteen or so silent years before Jesus’ ministry.  It seems that Luke truly gives a summary of those years in this brief statement.
 Whereas Luke 2:40 gives a likened summary statement to encompass Jesus’ growth from infancy to age 12, it is significant that 2:52 is more general and occurs where it does.

These brief sections of context will allow this research presented here to better cohere to the few pages afforded and the basic goal of the thesis.  The sections that follow will further develop the primary passages of Luke 2:40 and 2:52 while seeking to extract the theological implications therein to then be placed in the current Christological continuum with the goal of expanding said discussion to allow a more nuanced view of Christ’s humanity.

Exegesis

Luke 2:40

﻿The Child continued to grow and become strong, ﻿increasing in wisdom; and the grace of God was upon Him. 
 


The language of verse 40 is greatly influenced by the verb aspects and the objects that they are connected to. Of first significance is the term, “Child” here, as opposed to any of the names or titles that Jesus bore.  It is giving clear and technical accuracy to the age of Jesus at this time.  Jesus has just been presented at the temple and we will not hear of Him again until He is twelve and returning to Jerusalem with His parents for Passover.  The first two imperfect verbs, “continued to grow” , which is also an active verb and, “become strong”, which is a passive verb bear an interesting connection.  Whereas some see these verbs connected to the following participle
, this is not preferred.  The possibility for a significant linguistic nuance for the participle rules it’s connection out, as well as the fact that this approach of attempting to connect them is more theologically driven than linguistically driven, thus not organic enough to be accepted.  The active aspect of “to grow” indicates at least a certain involvement of the subject in achieving this.  The passive aspect of “become strengthened” indicates that the action is performed on or to the subject.  In some aspects, Jesus was involved as a responsible human child in moving and eating, resting and being generally given to normal human life. This was then coupled with the process of human biological development and His body grew into a healthy, strong young man.

On the other hand, the participle, “filled with wisdom” bears a completely separate linguistic structure with apropos implications.  Daniel Wallace places this verbal in the category of “Dative of Content.”
  According to Wallace, this is one of only three occurrences of this construction.
  The dative of content deals with the “filling” verbs, of which this participle belongs.  The verb, plaeroumenon, from plaeraow, fits in the semantic domain of the quantity verbs.
 It falls very near to the verb in Luke 2:52, both indicating a “filling” of a certain quantity, here in 2:40, a fullness. This verb with its construction would best be translated as such, that “the Child…was…filled with Wisdom
.”  The present tense aspect of the participle would either indicate, as some erroneously afford, that Jesus is ever increasing with wisdom, as a present aspect of time is ongoing in the now, or the participle could indicate that Jesus is ever full of wisdom, even during His Incarnation.  The latter view is preferred. This growing, human boy is full of wisdom, because the Boy happens to be God, the Son and as expected is spoken of as having the grace of God upon Him.
Luke 2:52
Here at the end of the chapter, as well as this section, Luke restates the phrase about Jesus’ growth and reputation in a more general fashion before the years of silence.  Most of this verse mirrors 2:40 except for two significant differences, namely that He is referred to as “Jesus” here, and the verb for “increasing” changes.  Jesus is named because His baptism and Ministry will follow in Luke’s account.  Here at age 12, He is considered a human man in the Jewish world, no longer to be considered a child, yet always a Son.
The verb in verse 52 for “kept increasing” is in the same semantic domain as the verb in verse 40, only it carries with it more of a general idea of increasing fullness. The verb proekopten, from prokopto also has the nuance of a furrowing forward action.  Alone, this would seem to give credence to the idea that Jesus grew in wisdom as any other human boy did.  The other verbs here and in Luke 2:40 seem to indicate that His physical growth appeared to be quite normal, but the participle in Luke 2:40 will not allow us to equate His so-called intellectual growth with His other human developments.
Since this verb and all of the other verbals in Luke 2:40, except for the participle,  are found in the imperfect tense, it would seem that the usage here is generic, to offer the concept of a positive uneventful young adulthood.  This is to restate again, that based on the linguistic evidence, nuanced as they are, Luke 2:52 is to be understood as a narrative account of Jesus’ human growth, but not normal human growth.
Narrative Flow

It is of import at this point to address the context of this pericope from the vantage of the narrative flow of the passages leading up to it.  Narrative as a genre can be a bit tricky in determining accurate doctrine from it if not handled in total stories, or at least total sections.  That is the aim here as each major point from Luke 1:1-2:52 is highlighted and briefly commented on.



The Prophecy of John the Baptizer (Luke 1:5-25)

Elizabeth, the cousin of Mary, the mother of Jesus is barren.  She and her husband, Zacharias petition to God for a child.  God not only grants their request but informs them that John will be a prophet in the spirit of Elijah, a forerunner to the coming Messiah.  John’s purpose would be to herald the coming of Jesus as he calls Israel to repentance. 


The Prophecy of Jesus (Luke 1:26-38)

In this passage, Mary, the betrothed of Joseph is too visited by an angel, as was her cousin’s husband and told that although she is a virgin, she will conceive of the Holy Spirit and bear a Son.  He will be called, “God with us.”  He is the long awaited Messiah, God the Son becoming a man.

The Recognition of Elizabeth and John (Luke 1:39-45)


As Mary receives the news that she is with Child by the Holy Spirit, she goes to visit here cousin Elizabeth.  Upon arriving in the vicinity of Elizabeth, her unborn child, John “leaps” in her womb, which she interprets by the power of the Holy Spirit as his likened rejoicing to hers at the presence of their “Lord” and His mother.  While two women meet, and their two children are yet in utero, Jesus’ cousin and aunt recognize Who he is, the Lord of Israel, the Messiah.


The Celebration of Mary (Luke 1:46-56)


As Mary receives this confirming miracle to compliment the miracle she carries in her womb, she rejoices in song at what has happened.  In her song, she states that she too knows the nature of her coming Son, the Savior and worldwide Redeemer of mankind.  These truths she at last ties to the Abrahamic covenant
, such that no doubt could exist as to the level of her understanding of the significance and nature of Jesus.


John is Born (Luke 1:57-66)


As promised by the angelic messenger, John is born.  He is named John after the instructions given to his parents.  His birth is accompanied by the loosing of the tongue of his father which will subsequently result in a prophecy of the nature of his son’s future ministry.

Zacharias’ Prophecy (Luke 1:67-79)


After Zacharias regains his ability to speak after nine months of being mute, he proclaims to those around what was told to him. John is to be the “prophet of the Most High” and will “go on before the Lord to prepare His ways.”  Zacharias then links this ministry with the salvation of the people by the “forgiveness of their sins.”  Zacharias had a clear understanding of the One whom John would be the forerunner of.


John Grows (Luke 1:80)


Luke now gives a general phrase likened unto that of Samuel
 as a boy and the instructions of Solomon to his son
.  John would have an uneventful, but positive childhood and adolescent growth that would be characterized by God’s pleasure.

Jesus, the Christ is Born (Luke 2:1-20)


The long-awaited Messiah who was conceived of the Holy Spirit supernaturally in a virgin woman is finally born.  His birth is replete with theological and soteriological significance.  It is witnessed across the world by men “from the East”, heralded by an angelic host to shepherds in the fields and was spoken of as being the “Good News.”  Jesus’ parents, the shepherds, the so-called “Wise Men” and all the angels knew Who this baby was and what He had come to do, namely be the Savior who would be the fulfillment of the Abrahamic, Davidic and New covenants to at least an inaugural degree.

Jesus is Presented at the Temple (Luke 2:21-38)


At the proper time, Jesus is taken to the temple to be circumcised according to the covenant of the Law and there is seen by Simeon, a priest and Anna a priestess of the temple.  Upon seeing Jesus separately, each of them praised God at the arrival of their Messiah.  The rejoiced greatly at the amazement of Jesus’ parents.  These two in the temple of God knew that the Messiah and Jesus the babe were One in the same.


Return to Galilee – Jesus grows to adolescence, full of wisdom (Luke 2:39-40)


Jesus is taken back with His parents to their home in Galilee and there He grows from infancy to adolescence.  It will be as He turns the age of twelve that He will return back to Jerusalem for the celebration of the Passover Feast as a Jewish young man.


 Jesus in Jerusalem in the Temple at His Father Business (Luke 2:41-51)
Having celebrated the Passover Feast, Jesus’ parents and, supposedly He, return for home.  Jesus has actually stayed behind and when they finally catch up to Him, they find Him in the temple amazing the priests and teachers with His questions and answers.  Some take this to be a normal learning session of a Jewish boy, but this does not seem to be the case.  When asked of His parents why He did not come along, He responds that they should not be surprised that He is in His Father’s House.  Here the 12 year old Jesus knows what He is doing and is amazing the teachers of Israel as He does it.  By God’s design, Jesus returns home with His parents and that places us at Luke 2:52.


This snapshot into the narrative flow of the pericopes that lead up to Luke 2:52 seem to have a unifying factor to them, namely that everyone around Jesus in His early childhood seems to have been told and understands that He is the Lord, the Messiah, God, the Son in the flesh as a human for the salvation of Israel and the world from their sins. This is very important in the discussion on whether or not Jesus knew Who He was as a child and what His Father would have Him do.

Conclusion

As stated earlier, it is quite the popular view to see Luke 2:52 as a passage that delineates a normal human physiological and psychological development in the child and boy, Jesus.  Gutherie goes so far as to Juxtapose His normal growth with His miraculous birth, rather than seeing them as complimentary.
 Ladd likens the progressive eschatological understanding of the disciples to the boy Jesus, by using Luke 2:52 as an illustration of progressive understanding.
 When attempting to find middle ground, some authors such as Loraine Boettner state that even though His human development was normal, it was unique in that it was not bound by the trappings of sin.
 Of this, Geldenhuys said that “His physical and spiritual development was the most beautiful of all time, because it was perfect.”
 He too, though, then remarks that normal constraints were on Him.  These are the common words of those that propose Luke 2:52 to be an account of the normal human development of Jesus as a boy, usually with little or no explanatory development at all.

These beliefs and understandings do not satisfy the great mystery of Christ and the Incarnation.  For Him to be the God-man is of great mystery indeed.  Earlier theologian, William Ames said that the natures of Christ are distinct, yet too difficult to describe with one logical flow- it takes many and must be seasoned with the “as it were” phrase.
 As the One who is the culmination of the wisdom of God by having the messianic Spirit of Wisdom as spoken by Isaiah
, the One who obviously had understanding beyond His possible learning
, the One who maintained a singleness of mind an purpose, even as a child that carried on into His adulthood and ministry
, it cannot be enough linguistically nor theologically to say that Jesus, God Incarnate grew in wisdom as any other child would grow, yet only distinct by sinlessness.  Again this does not satisfy.

It would be better if the discussion on the humanity of Jesus were broadened to include nuanced areas such as that of Luke 2:40 and 2:52 so that the orthodox doctrines of Jesus as fully God and fully man during the Incarnation could be expanded as fuller understanding is sought in the great mystery of God having become one of us, walking among us and ultimately dying for us.  This is not to imply that those precious truths, established in root form through the ages are open for revision, such as the virgin birth, the impeccability of Christ, the full deity of Christ, the full humanity of Christ and the physical death, burial and resurrection of Christ according to the Scriptures.  Even with these precious realities, it is best to be continually honest with the text in this great mystery, being faithful to remember that the Scriptures are guides to our systems of theology, not the other way around.
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