Unexpected Wisdom
Text: Luke 2:40-52


We all have expectations.  We expect specific behaviors from specific people.  We expect our leaders to act in a strong, noble way.  We expect our neighbors to act in a peaceful, reasonable manner.  We expect these particular behaviors because it makes us comfortable – it makes us believe that we really understand the way things are.  It may even make us believe that we have some modicum of control over these situations.  It makes us feel wise to understand the way that the world runs.  But what about when things don’t go as we expect?  What happens when people don’t behave in the way we think they should?  What happens when the unexpected comes along?  Where do we turn to see how things really are?


Even though we’re far removed from a culture of monarchy, we expect certain characteristics of kings.  We expect them to be regal, majestic, and awe-inspiring.  We expect them to be proud and powerful, wealthy, a pillar of stability for their people and a terror to their enemies.  This is what we would expect in the Old Testament reading just after Solomon’s coronation.  The Lord tells him, “Ask what I shall give you.”  And what might we expect a young king in a divided kingdom to ask for?  Armies, wealth, increased trade, economic stability, the death of his enemies, fame, or glory.  These things could both strengthen his position and make the people happy – for a time at least.  But instead of these things, Solomon asks for “an understanding mind to govern [the Lord’s] people” to discern between good and evil.  Solomon, the youthful heir of David, asks for wisdom.  

Even this gift of wisdom is not the type of wisdom that we would expect.  Solomon did not ask only for an earthly wisdom that cunningly devises power plays and increases one’s own glory and honor.  Rather, this wisdom is from the Lord, it’s a passive wisdom; the wisdom that continually receives from the Lord, the wisdom that hears His Word and repeats what God Himself has said.  This is the wisdom that pierces our sin-soaked darkness that centers on itself and seeks to further our own interests.  This wisdom looks outside ourselves to hear what God speaks in His Word.  Thus, in asking for the gift of divine understanding and even in this gift itself, we see the young King Solomon behave in a way totally unexpected to our sin-corrupted minds – he asks that he may continually be passive in his reception of the Lord’s gifts, and in doing so, grow in wisdom.

But Solomon isn’t the only heir of David who behaves in an unexpected way.  This morning we’ve read from Saint Luke about the young Jesus.  As we’ve heard throughout Advent and this Christmas season, his child Jesus is the eternal heir of David, the very Son of God.  And now, seeing this young Jesus in the temple, this child who is God of God, our expectations again are shattered.

We expect certain things of God.  We want God to be the way that we think He should be.  We expect power – power that manifests itself when we want it to.  We want God to prove to everyone that we’re right through awe-inducing signs.  We want God to bless us with riches, with popularity, with whatever we want at the moment in order to prove that He’s God and that we’re on His good side.  We expect the downfall of all who oppose us.  We want God to come forth from the heavens and strike down our enemies and raise us up to where we think we should be.  

God does come.  He does come forth, but not in the ways we expect.  Jesus is the God and King who acts in unexpected ways.  More than that, He’s the God and King who acts in a way opposite to our expectations.  Rather than coming forth from the heavens as the God we think He should be, our Lord comes to us as a child.  Our Lord came and took on flesh, setting aside His eternal, almighty power, coming in humility.  He came from the heavens, but He did it as an infant.  He lived every stage of life – infant, toddler, child, teenager, adult – so that He could redeem every one of us at every stage of our lives.  This type of arrival, as a child, is not how we would choose God to come into the world – but it’s this type of arrival that He has chosen for our good.  Again, when Jesus, the very Son of God, came to Jerusalem, He didn’t do it as a conquering hero now that His enemy Herod was dead.  He came as a child who walked with His earthly parents.  He entered in the unexpected way of His choosing.

Again, in this eternal heir of David and descendant of Solomon, we see perfect divine wisdom – wisdom under humility.  He shatters the notions of what we think is wisdom and He simply receives from His heavenly Father.  Jesus shows us wisdom under humility.  He didn’t enter the temple in glory demanding to be worshipped, although He had every right to do so – this was the temple where His people had worshipped Him throughout the Old Testament.  Instead, the child Jesus is found sitting in the temple listening to the teachers.  He doesn’t oppose or humiliate them.  He could – He is the Word Incarnate, after all – He knows every jot and tittle of Scripture.  If anything, He should be teaching them.  But we see Him in this reading listening and asking questions.  He does demonstrate wisdom in his answers and understanding, but it’s wisdom under humility.  It’s wisdom that places itself under those whom God has given as teachers.  In Jesus we see true wisdom, that which simply receives God’s truth.

Jesus truly does act in ways that our sinful flesh cannot fathom.  Not only does He come as a child, not only does He sit and listen to the teachers in the temple, but He even makes Himself subject to  the Law.  He is subject to the Fourth Commandment, being obedient to His parents.  He places Himself under the authority of those whom His heavenly Father had given to Him as earthly parents.  He fulfills what is necessary so that we would be redeemed.  This subjection is only a foretaste of what He would endure at the cross, when He became obedient unto the death that our disobedience demanded.  He submitted Himself to perfectly obey all that we could not.  Outside Jerusalem, outside the very city where He listened and learned as a child, where He fulfilled the Law even as a youth, He would bear the cost of our sin and give us what He has – His perfect obedience, His favor with God and men, and His divine wisdom.  We see this in the song of Paul in the Epistle reading: “In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace, which he has lavished on us in all wisdom and insight, making known to us the mystery of His will, according to His purpose, which He has set forth in Christ…” In Christ we have divine wisdom – the wisdom that continually receives truth from God, wisdom to see that in Jesus alone we have forgiveness of our trespasses.  Because we have Christ, we have wisdom to see God’s purpose of our salvation, our redemption through His blood.  We receive every spiritual blessing through the Savior that comes to us in unexpected humility.  He comes to us under the veil of swaddling clothes, under the flesh of a child, under the cross, under simple water and Word, under bread and wine.  He comes to forgive us and save us.  Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has given us this wisdom under humility, so that we may forevermore receive His lavish grace.  In the name of our Incarnate Savior, Amen.

