The ‘Lost Years’ of Jesus: A Hypothesis

There is no credible record of the life of Jesus between his Passover visit to the Temple at the age of 12 and the beginning of his earthly ministry .1,2 

Theories and tales about these ‘lost years’ range from the plausible to the daft and back again, from the child Jesus changing his playmates into goats3 to the much more appealing legend of Glastonbury.4
But I am not writing this brief paper in order to review all of these, colourful though some of them are; I am writing it to propose a theory of my own. It may have substance, it may have none, but it is not one I have seen suggested elsewhere. It seems to be a hypothesis that could both fit the recorded facts, and that could also go some way towards explaining the huge lacuna in the written record. I have no direct evidence, but plenty of indirect.

I am not a theologian, and, though I have some familiarity with the Greek texts, I am not even a scholar in the conventional sense. I am a physician. I like to examine, probe, and reach a diagnosis. 

And, other than by direct observation, I reach tentative conclusions by relying on the simple – and as I would like to think – the no-nonsense process of setting what is likely against what is not. Physicians have a saying: ‘Common things are common’ – often said to a colleague with a way-out theory or diagnosis. It is, of course, a version of Occam’s Razor, i.e. cut out the inessentials and look for the simplest explanation.5 I apply it here.

An Unexpected Return

First, then, my theory is very simply stated – that the boy Jesus, having been taken from the Temple by his parents, went back to the Temple again. 

Heaven upon Earth

In this analysis our story – perhaps the true Jesus-story, shorn of myth – begins with the Passover visit by Jesus’s family to Jerusalem.1 Here, in the magnificent Second Temple,6 it was as if the heavens had opened for the 12-year-old boy. He was fascinated, he was enthralled, and, perhaps for the first time, he saw who he really was – the son of a Heavenly  Father – and glimpsed his destiny - to bring upon earth the Kingdom of Heaven. To the village boy the great building with its marble pillars, golden candlesticks, and richly-robed priests, must have seemed in itself a smaller Heaven upon Earth. The Temple, his Father’s house, was where he had to be. 

And now he was full of questions – he wanted to sit with the learned doctors, wanted to quiz them, to find out as much as he could, perhaps even in due course to become one of them. He forgot all about his earthly home, about his parents, and when in the end he was found and taken home, the narrative suggests that he went with reluctance.

It is worth emphasising that Jesus, when found, had been missing for a full three days – a serious matter for a twelve-year-old boy in a city; he hadn’t simply dropped into the Temple for a chat. Nor did he show any signs of leaving, or of wanting to leave. 

After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.  Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers.  When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, “Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.”
 “Why were you searching for me?” he asked. “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?” (or ‘to be about my Father’s business’).7

From his choice of words, it seemed that Jesus felt that he was already in the process of moving house, or even that he had moved, and that, in the past three days, some process of assimilation into the life of the Temple had already begun. The young Jesus is unlikely to have spent the days and nights on the streets, and might well have shared meals and sleeping accommodation with other young temple students.

And now, after all he had seen, heard and discovered in the awesome Temple surroundings, and having spoken with the learned doctors on almost equal terms, it is scarcely conceivable that the boy Jesus, with his acute, enquiring mind, would now have considered his Father’s house to be Joseph’s dwelling in Nazareth, or his Father’s business to be village carpentry.  He had seen his destiny, and the single-minded youth was not going to spend his potential years of study and preparation in sawing planks.

Nor indeed is there any evidence in the four Gospels that Jesus ever worked as a carpenter. The well-known paintings that show Jesus in the carpenter’s shop are based purely on imagination. As so often the boy Jesus, represented in these as working dutifully for his father, is falsely made into what would now be called a ‘role model’ for the young. (Indeed, a case can be made that Joseph was not a carpenter either; the evidence is reviewed by Wilson8).

In My Father’s House

So, in this analysis, what happened next?

The boy Jesus, taken back to Nazareth, but still hungry to continue his Temple experience, might quite simply have defied his parents and run away. This seems not at all improbable, as relations between Jesus and his family appear to have been far from ideal. A N Wilson, in Jesus, observes that nearly all recorded exchanges between Jesus and his family were hostile.8 

‘Woman, what have I to do with thee?’ he demanded of his mother, before changing the water into wine at Cana .9

And in the temple, far from expressing any regret for the distress he had caused by his disappearance, he instead tried to put his mother in the wrong, as above. And what a slap in the face to kindly, longsuffering Joseph, who had already endured so much. 

‘You are not my father,’ Jesus said, in effect. 

Compare all this with:

‘And through all his wondrous childhood,

He would honour and obey..

Christian children all must be

Mild, obedient, good as he.’

I love Mrs Alexander’s hymn, and love to hear it sung every Christmas at Cambridge. But, to be brutal, much of it is purely a concoction for the purpose of preachment, like the image of Jesus in the carpenter’s shop. ‘Mild, obedient, good’? The evidence in the Gospels suggests that the young Jesus was none of these. He was, in fact, a bit of a rebel. Or, at any rate, he appears to have been very different from the milksop depicted in so many children’s hymns and pictures.

Jesus did not, in short, value earthly relationships, On the contrary, he later made a positive virtue of separation from friends and family. It was a sine qua non of his mission, for himself and his followers.

 If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.10 

There came then his brethren and his mother, and, standing without, sent unto him, calling him.  And the multitude sat about him, and they said unto him, Behold, thy mother and thy brethren without seek for thee.  And he answered them, saying, Who is my mother, or my brethren?  And he looked round about on them which sat about him, and said, Behold my mother and my brethren!  For whosoever shall do the will of God, the same is my brother, and my sister, and mother.11 

And another also said, Lord, I will follow thee, but let me first go bid them farewell which are at home at my house. And Jesus said unto him. No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.12

Jesus, as a preacher, liked a strong image (as do most preachers), and I would propose that words like ‘hate’ should not be taken quite at face value, and that there is some hyperbole for effect. But was Jesus here thinking of his younger self, and a departure of his own from friends and family?

A Second Samuel?

There is another possibility. The learned doctors of the Temple would certainly not have forgotten the exceptionally bright young boy with his eager questions, challenges, ready flow of ideas, and keen interest in Temple affairs. Any Temple academic or priest would have very much wanted to ‘take up’ such a boy as a pupil or trainee, in the same way as Samuel was adopted by Eli.13 It was through the training of promising boys that they secured their succession. So the temple teachers might have made enquiries, and might have sought Jesus out. But this is perhaps less likely, as the arrival in Nazareth of emissaries from the Temple is unlikely to have passed unrecorded in any of the gospels.

Whatever the case, there could be little doubt that, if  Jesus returned to the Temple, he would have been remembered, and almost certainly would have been warmly welcomed.

The third possibility of course, is that Jesus returned to the Temple with parental consent. This can’t be excluded – though from the later sayings of Jesus it could be conjectured that he would have preferred a more decisive breech with home and family and his old life, even if it meant leaving home against his parents’ wishes.10,11

Just a Story?

But before the 12-year-old in the Temple is left behind, it is necessary to examine one possible objection: that perhaps it is just a legend.

There may be embellishments, it is true, but the account  can’t be easily dismissed. Indeed, of all the Gospel stories, it seems to be among those that have the most marks of authenticity.

First, there must have inevitably have been a moment when the boy realised that his destiny was to be a preacher and teacher, and when and where better than at the age of 12 – when a boy is no longer a child - in the awesome setting of the Second Temple at Passover, amid its magnificent courts and colonnades, its priests and learned scholars.6, 14 Here, by study and by prayer to his Heavenly Father, the single-minded Jesus would prepare himself for his great mission on earth.

Second, the three-day disappearance, and the rebuff of Jesus to his parents, are unlikely to have been concocted by any writer of an uncritical hagiography. And the boy’s words and actions at the time are fully consistent with those of Jesus the preacher in later life.

A Kind of Purdah

We know that, at the very least, Jesus was literate, because he read in the synagogue at Nazareth.

And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the synagogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read. And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias. And when he had opened the book, he found the place where it was written,

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised,

To preach the acceptable year of the Lord. And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him.15

In addition, if Jesus had indeed studied in cosmopolitan Jerusalem, he would also almost certainly have learned Greek. Not just the language, but he would have developed a considerable acquaintance with Greek culture and intellectual tradition.

Following the conquest of Palestine by Alexander the Great in 332 BC, Greek influence had become all-pervasive, in that, by the time of Jesus, it had penetrated to the very heart of Judaism. Around 124 BC, the author of Maccabees 2, deploring Palestine’s ‘extreme of Hellenisation’, wrote that a gymnasium had been established in Jerusalem ‘right under the citadel’ (or Tower of David), and that the ‘most outstanding of the young men’ wore the hats of Greek athletes. The writer said that even the priests, neglecting their sacrifices, hastened to compete in the discus and wrestling arena, ‘putting the highest value upon Greek forms of prestige’.16
Writing around 75 AD, the Romano-Jewish historian Flavius Josephus mentions a xystos (gymnasium with covered portico for exercises in winter or bad weather) near the Temple - perhaps the same building.17  

Greek theatres were established at a number of sites, and a magnificent example, built in the 3rd Century BC, still exists at Beth-Shean, in Galilee.

The young men favoured Greek styles of philosophy and argument, and there was even a plan to enrol the men of Jerusalem as citizens of Antioch.16 The Hebrew scriptures were translated into Greek (the Septuagint) and - rage against Hellenisation as some traditional Jewish writers might – Greek had by Jesus’s time become the language of scholarship, government and commerce. It is probably in Greek that Jesus spoke to the Roman centurion in the Gospel of Matthew,18 and later to Pontius Pilate.19

We cannot know precisely what exposure the young Jesus might have had to the Greek philosophers, but it is known, from relatively recent evidence,  that their writings formed part of the teaching texts for Jewish students of the time.20  Indeed, the very structure of Jesus’s first meeting with the doctors recalls a Greek seminar, with its question-and-answer format

More specifically, it is believed that some of the teaching of Jesus was influenced by Aristotle, e.g. in his saying that a man is contaminated why what comes out of him rather than what goes in. And there is a strong resemblance between the beatitudes of Jesus and Aristotle’s list of virtues, at least in their structure and orderliness, even though the virtues themselves are very different.21
There is, too, something of Diogenes and the Cynics in Jesus’s rejection of creature comforts, worldly position and wealth.22

 Now when Jesus saw great multitudes about him, he gave commandment to depart unto the other side. And a certain scribe came, and said unto him, Master, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest. And Jesus saith unto him, The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.23

The homelessness of Jesus, like the barrel of Diogenes, was by choice and emblematic.24 And parallels are not evidence, and should not be taken too far. Still, the Greek influence does appear to be there. 

Greek influences aside – why is there no record of any years that Jesus may have spent studying in the Temple? But who would make such a record? Probably a young temple student would not have lived altogether in  monastic seclusion but, as with any boy in a boarding-school situation, outside contacts would not have been encouraged, and the boy would have been expected to give most of his time to his studies.
The Philosopher

Whether Jesus studied in the Temple or not, clearly – in this analysis - a substantial period of study there must have been. And numerous discussions, seminars and dialogues, as between an Oxford undergraduate and his tutors, would have helped the youth to develop the formidable debating and arguing skills that were so evident later. Because, in due course, there can be little question that when the adult Jesus addressed his hearers, it was with the voice of an educated man, a scholar – with finely balanced arguments, and perfectly constructed object lessons, as in the parable of the sower. And figures such as the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son have passed into legend worldwide. 

And though the teaching of Jesus was many-sided, and can’t be categorised, one prominent version of Jesus as a preacher was of a logician splitting aphorisms in the Greek style, not of a ranter or a demagogue.

Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you.25

And he said unto them, The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath:
Therefore the Son of man is Lord also of the sabbath.26
This, and much more, is pure Greek logic; there is nothing in the Law or the Prophets like it.27 

Finally, anyone who tried a trick question quickly discovered that that he was not dealing with a village bumpkin.

And they send unto him certain of the Pharisees and of the Herodians, to catch him in his words.

And when they were come, they say unto him, Master, we know that thou art true, and carest for no man: for thou regardest not the person of men, but teachest the way of God in truth: Is it lawful to give tribute to Caesar, or not?

Shall we give, or shall we not give? But he, knowing their hypocrisy, said unto them, Why tempt ye me? bring me a penny, that I may see it.

And they brought it. And he said unto them, ‘Whose is this image and superscription? And they said unto him, Caesar’s.  

And Jesus answering said unto them, Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s. And they marvelled at him.28

And in the Notes and References can be found the rather ridiculous question about the woman and her seven dead husbands, and Jesus’s reply.29
One Having Authority
If he spent all or most of his ‘lost’ years in the Temple, it is likely that Jesus attained the status of a rabbi – though it is worth noting that at the time ‘rabbi’ was simply a term of respect for a teacher. There was no ceremony equivalent to the ordination of a Christian priest, as the formal laying-on of hands (s’mikhah) had not then been established. 

Still, by the time of beginning his ministry, Jesus might have been close to becoming himself one of the learned Temple doctors, such as those who  hypnotised him as a boy. He was considered to have status in the Jewish community; he is often addressed as ‘Rabbi,’30 and it is frequently recorded that, when he went into a town, he taught in the synagogue.31 And, when he did, the Gospels consistently report that his listeners were ‘astonished’ or ‘amazed’ at his teaching.32,,33 

And they went into Capernaum: and straightaway on the sabbath day he entered into the synagogue, and taught.. And they were astonished at his doctrine: for he taught them as one that had authority, and not as the scribes.34

What was wrong with the scribes? Nothing at all, but as the teachers they were purely the keepers and interpreters of the Law. They weren’t paid to have opinions of their own, they had to cite precedents and superior authority, much like academics today. But Jesus spoke on his own authority (‘Verily, I say unto you..’). This was what was so extraordinary to his listeners.35

And, at the end perhaps, it was Jesus’s status that destroyed him. The country at the time was full of maverick preachers, healers and magicians (hasidim), but they were generally unmolested.36 In the case of Jesus, though, it was perhaps from the Jewish hierarchy’s sense of betrayal by one of their own that there sprang such hatred, such venom, and that delivered Jesus up to a cruel and wicked murder.

Light in the Darkness

To sum up - Does the foregoing matter? No, not greatly. I had simply hoped to fill in a small gap in the Jesus story.

What truly matters is the central Jesus message – namely, that the greatest thing in the world is the love of one person for another. And from this message – the message of the angels – has grown the greatest humanitarian movement the world has ever seen. ‘The light shone in the darkness, and the darkness was not able to overcome it.’37

Andrew May
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