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Immediately after Halloween, the Christmas season began. The houses were adorned 
with wreaths and lights, the stores are decorated in red and green, and you couldn’t turn 
on the radio or TV without hearing songs of the season and the adventures of Santa 
Claus. The excitement built to a climax on Christmas day…and then it stopped abruptly. 
Christmas was over and the new year begins today. People are returning to their normal 
lives and routines. So now what? If you turn on the TV, here’s what it says: 
 

Seattle Sutton’s Healthy Eating: Your life. Your health. Take Control. 
Weight Watchers: Time to move beyond the scale. 
Slimgenicis: You have the power to choose the life you want. 

 
It’s hard to argue with any of these statements. They’re inspirational and timely and 
doing what we can to keep our bodies healthy is very important. But what if with the start 
of a new year, we focus not only improving our physical bodies but our spiritual bodies 
as well? What if these were compelling invitations to focus our time and energy on our 
spiritual wellness? What would that look like?  

As I read past the Christmas story in the 2nd chapter of Luke to see what the Bible has 
to say about “so, now what”, I couldn’t help but notice that the next two stories are about 
Jesus as a child. In fact, they are the only two stories in the Bible about his childhood 
and interestingly enough, they both are set in the temple. Then there’s that compelling 
verse 51. ”Mary treasured these things in her heart.” This is the second time we’ve heard 
this about Mary. Do you remember the first time we heard this? It was just 30 verses 
earlier, right after the birth of her son and right after the shepherds had departed. ”Mary 
treasured these things in her heart.” So here, in this second chapter of Luke we have 
two stories of Jesus at the temple and two times we’re told that Mary treasured these 
things in her heart. When things are repeated, it is done so to add emphasis. So let’s 
see how these things might be helpful in answering that question, “so now what?” 
 
In the first century, it was the Jewish custom that on the eighth day after a child’s birth, 
the parents were to bring their firstborn child to the temple to consecrate their son to the 
service of God. They were observing the consecration rite prescribed by Mosaic Law 
that was established during the exodus of the Israelites from their bondage in Egypt. 
That last night before the exodus, you may remember, the Israelites marked their 
doorposts with lamb’s blood so that the Spirit of Death would pass by their homes and 
spare their sons as death came to all firstborn Egyptian sons. Dedicating Jesus to God’s 
service was Mary and Joseph’s way of honoring God and affirming the covenant that 
was set hundreds of years before. 
 
Tradition also stated that when bringing a child to the temple for dedication, Jewish 
parents were to bring a sacrificial lamb as a sign of “buying back” or redeeming their 
child. If parents could not afford to bring a lamb, it was acceptable to bring a turtledove 
or pigeon. Women were also to bring a turtledove or pigeon as a sacrifice for their 
purification after childbirth. Mary and Joseph brought 2 turtle doves as their sacrifices. 
From this, we gather that they were quite poor yet obedient in every manner of the 
Jewish law. They were righteous in God’s eyes. By presenting Jesus in the temple, they 



were expressing the importance of their faith, belief and obedience to God. This is the 
first story we have of Jesus as child. 
 
Then, in the very next verse, verse 41, “poof”, Jesus is 12 years old and his parents are 
traveling back to Jerusalem, as they did every year, for the Feast of the Passover. 
According to Jewish Law, every adult male within 20 miles was to travel to Jerusalem for 
the Passover. Women were permitted to attend but were not required. Since Mary and 
Joseph lived 60 miles away in Nazareth, they were not required to go, but they made the 
trip every year, 120 miles round trip, with their son. Every year. For 12 years. They were 
raising Jesus to be a faithful, knowledgeable and devoted Jew. I can imagine that after 
12 trips, this was a well-established family tradition and that Jesus must have been quite 
comfortable in the city of Jerusalem. And at 12 years old, he was almost considered an 
adult and most likely had not spent a lot of time with his parents at the festivities.   
 
This trip would have lasted about two weeks and was most definitely a hardship for the 
family.  It meant two weeks without income from the family carpentry business as well 
two weeks of incurred traveling expenses. The annual trip was a significant commitment 
of time, money and energy. But it was an important expression of their faith, belief and 
obedience to God. With the festivities complete, Mary and Joseph headed back to 
Nazareth unaware that Jesus had stayed behind. It was customary to travel in caravans 
for protection against robbers. Usually the women and the children traveled at the front 
and the men brought up the rear. So, on their return trip, it is understandable how both 
Mary and Joseph assumed that Jesus was with the other parent. In fact, they were a 
whole day out, probably about 15 miles away, before either one realized that Jesus was 
not with them.  
 
Have you ever had a child temporarily go missing? There’s a mixture of emotions that 
rush through your brain, isn’t there? It’s a mix of absolute terror and a “Wait till I get my 
hands on that child!” I remember once losing our daughter, Elizabeth at a soccer field in 
Waco, Texas. She was five years old and we were attending one of her brother’s many, 
many, many soccer games. We were at a field close to our house, one that we had been 
to many times. Elizabeth felt right at home at this soccer field. Fortunately there were 
other families who also had non-soccer playing children on the sidelines, and impromptu 
playgroups always formed among the siblings. They could entertain themselves for 
hours on the sidelines with coloring games, dolls, trimming the grass with scissors or 
with a good game of chase. And their favorite activity was when one parent or another 
would agree to take the group across the field to the snack bar and playground area. But 
we never let them go by themselves. It was just too far. On this day, when the game 
ended, Elizabeth was nowhere to be seen. We frantically searched the immediate area 
thinking for sure she would show up once the chairs, equipment and blankets had been 
collected. But after what seemed like forever to us, she had not surfaced so Jerry and I 
separated to go look for her. I ran to the car and Jerry went to the snack bar. She was 
not at the car. I couldn’t run fast enough back to the snack bar. It felt like I was running in 
quicksand. As I approached the snack bar, I saw Jerry still looking for her. My heart 
sank. Suddenly, Elizabeth came running around the other corner of the building with a 
sweaty, red face, and giggling uncontrollably while being chased by a friend. She was 
totally unaware that the game of chase had traveled to the snack bar and that we were 
even looking for her. We were so relieved to see her and we wanted to read her the riot 
act.  
 



I am sure Mary and Joseph must have been experiencing the same swing of emotions. 
In fact, it was two more days until they finally found Jesus. Mary said, “Young man, why 
have you done this to us? Your father and I have been half out of our minds looking for 
you.” But Jesus replied, “Why were you looking for me? Didn’t you know that I had to be 
here dealing with things of my Father?” Jesus wasn’t being snarky or smug, he was 
figuring out who he was and asking questions of the elders at the temple. This was the 
first time that Jesus calls God his Father.   
 
So what’s the significance that both of these stories are set in a house of worship?  I 
believe that Luke is telling us that Christian living involves developing spiritual practices 
and regular participation in a faith community. You may be asking why? You may be 
saying to yourself, “I’m a Christian. I’m a good person. Is it really important that I actually 
go to church? I can do good things on my own without ever stepping foot in a church.” I 
believe that being a part of a faith community means going to worship and participating 
in the rituals and routines, joining a small group, developing a prayer life, serving others 
and forming relationships. By filling our ears with scripture and songs of hope and faith, 
we can actually make our bodies more spiritually fit and ready to respond to life's 
challenges and crises when they arise. If we want our spiritual well being to improve, we 
need to practice. Here’s a great story about the benefits of practicing. Pablo Casals was 
perhaps the most accomplished cellist of all time. When asked why, in his 80’s he 
continued to practice the cello so intently, he responded, “I think I’m making progress. I 
think I see some improvement.” And then there’s Gary Player, the golfing legend who, 
when a spectator suggested he must have just been lucky by holing three bunker shots 
in a row, he said, “Yup, the more I practice the luckier I get.”  
 
We hear a lot of people talk about luck and every now and then people can get lucky. 
But have you ever played a game with someone who always seems to get that little bit of 
extra luck? Or maybe you work with someone who always seems to get the desired 
promotion and the lucky breaks? Are they just lucky people? In most cases the answer 
is no. Like Pablo Casals and Gary Player, they are individuals who have practiced and 
prepared for that particular situation over and over again so that when it happens, there 
is a better chance the outcome will be a positive one. But the opposite is also true. For 
example, I used to play the trombone. In fact, I began playing the trombone when I was 
just 9 years old at Memorial Elementary School in Milford, Massachusetts. My school 
band director said, “Only practice on the days you eat.” So, I did and I became quite 
good. As an undergraduate Music Education major at San Diego State University, 
trombone was my primary instrument. I spent many, many hours practicing. I even got 
paid to play the trombone. But, as a young mother, life got busy and pulled me different 
ways and now I haven’t touched my trombone in over 25 years. Do you think there is 
anyone today who would pay to hear me play my trombone? I think not. I’m out of 
practice. 
 
The same theory can be applied to our spiritual life. We need spiritual practices in order 
to build up our spiritual muscle. When we decide to skip worship or small group, just this 
once, or hurry through our morning without time in prayer, we gradually become 
spiritually wimpy. Spiritually Wimpy. That’s a technical term that I made up but I think it 
paints an accurate picture of what happens to our spiritual life when we unplug from our 
faith community. Disciplining ourselves to show up in worship and small group, pray 
regularly and serve others is a way of allowing our souls and minds to, like Mary did,  
“treasure up” all the things that we hear and say so that we can react to the challenges 
of life not only with our thinking heads but with our healthy spiritual bodies. If we soak up 



the word of God and develop a sense of community with those around us, when times 
get tough or crises hit, either for ourselves or others, our spiritual bodies will know how 
to respond. This also prepares us to see the holy in the ordinary of everyday life.   
 
Here’s some examples of what I mean by that.  When leading you in prayer, sometimes I 
will suggest that you open your hands, palms facing upward so to be open and receptive 
to receiving God’s grace and love. If you do this often, eventually your hands can remind 
you that God is always available to listen and respond to your prayers. Seeing the holy 
in the ordinary. Or when we receive Holy Communion, as we will do in just a few 
minutes, the bread and the juice, two very common, everyday elements, will become for 
us every day reminders that we are forgiven and loved because of what Jesus did for us 
on the cross. Seeing the holy in the ordinary. 
 
Now sure, there’s no actual requirement that you attend every worship service and small 
group, just like there’s no requirement for Serena Williams, perhaps the most decorated 
female athlete of our time, to practice her serve every day. But she does.  And just like 
there’s no requirement for Joshua Bell, the most accomplished violinist of our time, to 
practices his scales every day, but he does. They practice to keep in shape and to keep 
improving their intrinsic responses. And if we want to keep our spiritual muscle strong, to 
develop an inner sense of right and wrong, to be able to see the holy in the ordinary, we 
need to practice by actively engaging in a faith community. And showing up in worship 
today, or joining us online, on Day One of 2017 is an awesome start!   
 
But maybe you’re thinking you’re too far behind to start now. You’ve made too many 
mistakes in your life and you have dug yourself a pretty deep hole. Well there’s good 
news. In Philippians 3, the Apostle Paul says this about pursuing God's goals, “Friends, 
don’t get me wrong: By no means do I count myself an expert in all of this, but I’ve got 
my eye on the goal, where God is beckoning us onward—to Jesus. I’m off and running, 
and I’m not turning back”. The process of growing spiritually focuses on what is to come, 
not what lies behind. Let go of your past and focus your energy on the year ahead. After 
all, we worship a God of second chances and there is nothing that you can do to make 
God love you less. God is crazy in love with you and will always chase after you with 
open arms. 
 
“Treasure these things in your heart.” Mary treasured up and pondered all of these 
things in her heart. As a young mother, did she know what lay ahead for her son? Did 
she know that when she kissed her baby that she was kissing the face of God? It’s hard 
to tell for sure, but she had to know that her son was extraordinarily special and yet still 
probably wondered what that meant. But she treasured up the miraculous and 
meaningful events in her life. As a mother myself, I often wonder if 30 years later, when 
she was witnessing her son’s teaching, persecution, crucifixion and resurrection, was 
she able to recall the words of the shepherds, wise men, prophets and even her own 
son? And if so, were they able to bring her any comfort, hope and strength? I have to 
believe that because she treasured them up, they did. And that is exactly what we 
should strive for as well. By regular engagement in a faith community, we will better be 
able to respond with our spiritual heart everyday and express of our faith, belief and 
obedience to God. 
 
Will you pray with me? Loving God of Second Chances. We know that sometimes we 
take short cuts and hurry through our day without stopping to invite you in or thank you 
for the many blessings that you’ve given us. Help us to slow down and look for you in the 



ordinary-ness of everyday and to always find ways to treasure your word in our hearts. 
Amen. 

Grow, Pray, Study for Week of January 1, 2017 
 
Weekly Prayer: Loving God, in your unbounded love you have shown us your face and 
made your way known among the nations. May we recognize in your decision to become 
flesh with us an invitation to live gratefully with others as one family, gathered and held 
together by your holy name. Amen.   
 
Monday, January 2 
 
Scripture: Psalm 67 
Let God grant us grace and bless us; let God make his face shine on us, Selah, so that 
your way becomes known on earth, so that your salvation becomes known among all the 
nations. Let the people thank you, God! Let all the people thank you! Let the people 
celebrate and shout with joy because you judge the nations fairly and guide all nations 
on the earth. Selah, Let the people thank you, God! Let all the people thank you! The 
earth has yielded its harvest. God blesses us—our God blesses us! Let God continue to 
bless us; let the far ends of the earth honor him. 
 
Observation: Joy comes from spreading the good news about God around the world. 
The psalmist is speaking to the fulfillment of Jesus’ Great Commission, “to go and make 
disciples of all nations baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and 
teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And lo, I will be with you 
always.”  
 
Application: Do you live as an exuberant Christian, bursting at the seams to tell your 
friends and neighbors about the love of God? Are you glad and do you sing for joy every 
day? 
 
Prayer: God, may I live with courage and faith so that I can spread the news of Jesus to 
the world. My desire is to praise you, to be glad and sing for joy and to live a life that 
radiates your grace and love. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, January 3 
 
Scripture: Isaiah 9:2-7 
The people walking in darkness have seen a great light. On those living in a pitch-dark 
land, light has dawned. You have made the nation great; you have increased its joy. 
They rejoiced before you as with joy at the harvest, as those who divide plunder 
rejoice. As on the day of Midian, you've shattered the yoke that burdened them, the staff 
on their shoulders, and the rod of their oppressor. Because every boot of the thundering 
warriors, and every garment rolled in blood will be burned, fuel for the fire. A child is born 
to us, a son is given to us, and authority will be on his shoulders. He will be named 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. There will be vast 
authority and endless peace for David's throne and for his kingdom, establishing and 
sustaining it with justice and righteousness now and forever. The zeal of the LORD of 
heavenly forces will do this. 
 



Observation: The prophet Isaiah writes that in times of great darkness, God would send 
a light who would shine on everyone living in the shadow of death. He is both “Wonderful 
Counselor” and “Mighty God”. The message of hope was fulfilled in the birth of Christ 
and the establishment of his eternal kingdom. He came to deliver all people from sin. 
 
Application: Even though God makes us this promise of a savior to deliver us from 
darkness, we often put our hope and trust in our own abilities rather than in God. Too 
often we take pride in our own accomplishments forgetting that it is God who has given 
us every resource and ability.   
 
Prayer: Patient God, I often fall short of thanking you for the gifts you have given to me. 
For this, I ask for your forgiveness. Take away my pride. Help me to start each day with 
a word of thanks on my lips to you, Wonderful Counselor, so that I may keep my heart 
centered on your goodness. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, January 4 
 
Scripture: Luke 2:36-38 
There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, who belonged to the tribe of 
Asher. She was very old. After she married, she lived with her husband for seven 
years. She was now an 84-year-old widow. She never left the temple area but 
worshipped God with fasting and prayer night and day. She approached at that very 
moment and began to praise God and to speak about Jesus to everyone who was 
looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. 
 
Observation: The prophetess, Anna, was about 84 years old and had been a widow for 
a very long time. Since becoming a widow, she was constantly at the temple. She 
devoted her life to praying and fasting both night and day and was deeply respected. 
She listened to the reading of the scrolls and sacred scriptures and believed fully in the 
prophecies they contained. Not only did Anna believe in what the scriptures prophesied, 
but she watched unceasingly for the coming of the Messiah. On this day, after hearing 
Simeon’s proclamation, she took the baby Jesus, held him in her arms, and confirmed 
the salvation message of Simeon. She declared that this was the promised Messiah, the 
Hope of Israel, and the Redeemer of the world. Anna became the spokeswoman for the 
salvation and redemption that was to come through Jesus.  
 
Application: Anna was deeply respected because of her advanced age and so her 
prophecy of Jesus as the Messiah carried extra weight. Our culture values youthfulness 
over wisdom and often, potential contributions of elders are ignored. As Christians, we 
should reverse those values whenever we can. Can you find a way to encourage older 
people to share their wisdom and experiences and then listen closely when they speak.   
 
Prayer: Dear God, may I be ever mindful of those around me who possess wisdom and 
experiences that I do not. Keep my eyes open so that I can create relationships with 
those older than I am and honor them with my time and attention. May their life 
experiences enrich and bless my life. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 



Thursday, January 5 
 
Scripture:  Luke 2:41-47 
Each year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Passover Festival. When he was 12 
years old, they went up to Jerusalem according to their custom. After the festival was 
over, they were returning home, but the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. His 
parents didn't know it. Supposing that he was among their band of travelers, they 
journeyed on for a full day while looking for him among their family and friends. When 
they didn't find Jesus, they returned to Jerusalem to look for him. After three days they 
found him in the temple. He was sitting among the teachers, listening to them and 
putting questions to them. Everyone who heard him was amazed by his understanding 
and his answers. 
 
 
Observation: According to the Law, every Jewish male within 20 miles of Jerusalem 
was to travel to Jerusalem for the Passover. Women were permitted to attend but were 
not required. Mary and Joseph had made the trip together, 120 miles round trip, since 
Jesus was born. At the age of 12, Jesus was almost an adult. The temples were 
considered places of learning and at the Passover, the greatest rabbis of the world 
would have been there to teach and discuss the great truths. These teachers were 
amazed at the questions and understanding that Jesus had of the scriptures. His depth 
of knowledge and wisdom astounded them. 
 
Application: It can be both sweet and painful to see our children as adults, our students 
as our teachers, and our subordinates as our managers. But when the time comes, we 
must step back and let go so that they can spread their wings, take flight and soar to the 
heights that God has intended for them. Are there young people in your life who you can 
encourage and affirm so that they can soar to their full potential? 
 
Prayer: Dear Lord, it is my desire to honor those around me, even when they are 
younger or seemingly less experienced than I. May I always be gracious when 
responding to those who lead me, teach me and mentor me because I know that the 
relationships I nurture are far more important than my status in life. Amen. 
 
Friday, January 6 
 
Scripture: Luke 2:48-52 
When his parents saw him, they were shocked. His mother said, "Child, why have you 
treated us like this? Listen! Your father and I have been worried. We've been looking for 
you!" Jesus replied, "Why were you looking for me? Didn't you know that it was 
necessary for me to be in my Father's house?" But they didn't understand what he said 
to them. Jesus went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. His mother 
cherished every word in her heart. Jesus matured in wisdom and years, and in favor with 
God and with people. 
 
Observation: This was the first mention of Jesus’ awareness that he was God’s son. 
But even though he knew his real Father, he did not reject his earthly parents. After the 
Passover, he went back to Nazareth and lived under their authority for another 18 years.   
 
Application: The fifth commandments says to, “honor your father and mother so that 
you may live long in the land the Lord your God has given you.” If the Son of God 



obeyed and honored his earthly parents, how much more should we honor our parents? 
To honor means to speak well of them and politely to them, and to act in a way that 
shows courtesy and respect. 
 
Prayer: Loving Parent, it is my deepest desire to always honor my mother and father. 
May I have the patience and self control to always speak well of them so to live in peace 
and build a strong family. Amen. 
 
Saturday, January 7 
 
Scripture: Psalm 98 
Sing to the LORD a new song because he has done wonderful things! His own strong 
hand and his own holy arm have won the victory! The LORD has made his salvation 
widely known; he has revealed his righteousness in the eyes of all the nations. God has 
remembered his loyal love and faithfulness to the house of Israel; every corner of the 
earth has seen our God's salvation. Shout triumphantly to the LORD, all the earth! Be 
happy! Rejoice out loud! Sing your praises! Sing your praises to the LORD with the 
lyre— with the lyre and the sound of music. With trumpets and a horn blast, shout 
triumphantly before the LORD, the king! Let the sea and everything in it roar; the world 
and all its inhabitants too. Let all the rivers clap their hands; let the mountains rejoice out 
loud altogether before the LORD because he is coming to establish justice on the earth! 
He will establish justice in the world rightly; he will establish justice among all people 
fairly. 
 
Observation: This is a song of joy and victory, a song of praise anticipating the coming 
of God. Jesus fulfilled this anticipation when he came to save all people from our sins. 
God is both perfectly loving and perfectly just. This song encompasses the universal rule 
of our faithful Lord whose reign bears not just on people but also on plants, animals, and 
earth. Praise him for promises to save and to return again.  
 
Application: Do you look for ways to exuberantly praise God for God’s divine character, 
steadfast love and faithfulness? Do you ever burst into jubilant song? If all the earth is 
called to praise God, what added responsibility does that carry for humans? Are there 
ways today that you can sing God’s praises? Turn the radio up and sing with abandon!   
    
Prayer: May I see the unexpectedness and surprises of life today as your handiwork, 
God, and call them beautiful. Amen.  
 


