
 Sermon for Christmas 1 (Sunday 27th December 2015) - Mike Fox 

1 Samuel 2:18-20, 26  The Child Samuel at Shiloh 
Colossians 3:12-17  The New Life in Christ 
Luke 2:41-52   The Boy Jesus in the Temple 

Are you slave or free?  I ask because you may feel that you are who 
you are because of your parents, your early upbringing and the 
situation into which you were born and nurtured.  Did you become who 
you are because of your aspirations or the aspirations of your parents? 
… when I conduct weddings here in church, I often quote from the 
little book called “The Prophet”, written by the Lebanese mystic Kahlil 
Gibran because I am clear that, although you may be the apple of your 
parents’ eyes, their respect and admiration needs to be based on your 
abilities and achievements, not theirs.  So, here is a little of what 
Gibran’s prophet has to say about children.  Perhaps I should first 
explain that the Prophet has come to the end of his life and, before his 
boat comes to carry him away, the people gather at the quayside to ask 
him to pass on his deepest wisdom – it’s actually what happens for the 
disciples too in the Upper Room on the night before Jesus was taken 
and put to death on the cross.  So, from the Prophet: 

“And a woman who held a babe against her bosom said: ‘Speak to 
us of children!’ 

And he said: ‘Your children are not your children.  They are the 
sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself.  They come through 
you but not from you, and though they are with you yet they belong 
not to you.  You may give them your love but not your thoughts, for 
they have their own thoughts.  You may house their bodies but not 
their souls, for their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which 
you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.  You may strive to be 
like them, but seek not to make them like you.  For life goes not 

backward nor tarries with yesterday.’ ” 

There’s a small glimpse of true wisdom; at least I think so.  So, are 
you a slave to your upbringing or have you become free to listen 
and respond to truth as it comes direct to you? 

I’ve started in this way to get you thinking about the message that we have received in all three of 
our readings for today.  They all speak of new life, of son-ship (and of course that includes being a 
daughter just as much as being a son) and of being inheritors of the kingdom of heaven.  We may 
have a lot to be thankful to our parents for and we may be true heirs of their estate in both material 
and spiritual ways, but life is about much more than that.  We can become free only when we 
become truly ourselves and live up to the potential that God has endowed us with. 

Think first of Samuel, one of the great Jewish prophets who had the vision to anoint the youngest of 
Jesse’s sons to be king for the Israelites.  We are told that David had been left out in the fields 
taking care of the sheep when his older brothers came before Samuel one by one to be told: “No, 
you are not the one”; eventually, Samuel has to ask if there is another son not yet accounted for, and 



is told that David has been considered to be too immature yet, but he is called and Samuel declares 
him to be the one.  At that point, his parents thought of him as good only to be a shepherd, but not a 
king – God, through Samuel, thought otherwise.  He was no longer a slave to their ambitions for 
him and was free to lead his people. 

We don’t hear much of Samuel’s story in today’s reading, but the 
circumstances of his birth is remarkably similar to that of Jesus.  
Samuel’s mother Hannah was finding it difficult to conceive a 
child.  In those days, it was thought to be a real failure not to have 
children, so Hannah spent much time praying in the Temple that 
this might change.  When it did, she was overjoyed to the extent 
that she was prepared to give Samuel away to the priest Eli and to 
grow up with him, serving in the Temple; a rare honour.  Hannah 
wanted the best for Samuel but was prepared for someone else to 
foster that in him; echoes there of Gibran’s “your children are not 
your children”.  So Samuel became a man of God and Hannah 
kept up with his development whenever she came to the Temple 
for her annual visit.   Hannah’s song of praise for him matches the 
song that Mary was to sing centuries later when she became 
pregnant with Jesus, the song that we call the Magnificat and sing 
most Sunday evenings. 

Let’s move on to Jesus.  Mary was unlike Hannah in that she was only just old enough to become a 
mother and we can surmise that she hadn’t even thought about it – she was brought up in the 
Temple rather like Samuel and was content in that situation until she was visited by the angel 
Gabriel.  Then, she suddenly found herself, like both the young Samuel and the young David, thrust 
into a new role; she was to conceive and bear the son of God – she was quite unprepared for this 
and I’m sure felt even more strongly than Hannah that “her child was not her child” – she was just 
his mother; what was she supposed to contribute to his well-being and upbringing?  So, at the age 
of 12, we find Jesus in the Temple in his own right, quizzing the elders about their beliefs.  How 

often is it that a young child speaks quite innocently, and 
we suddenly realise has spoken an outrageous insight that 
is clearly true, something we may have been searching for 
ages without success – and we say: “out of the mouths of 
babes and sucklings” [Ps.8:2].   So here, sick with worry 
for her child, we find Mary finding Jesus at last in the 
Temple, simply asking her: “Did you not know that I must 
be in my Father’s house?”  He’s no longer a child, is he?  
He’s a free thinker and interpreter of the Jewish Law at the 
tender age of 12. 

So, was Jesus slave or free?  He was brought up and fully 
immersed in the Jewish tradition but was certainly not slave 

to it.  This is clear when he responds to the Pharisees attempts to trap him later in life.  He knows 
the scriptures better than they do, and he interprets them far more freely and with a great deal more 
wisdom, the wisdom that can only come from a greater authority, from God himself. 

Our other reading, from Paul’s letter to the Colossians, invites us to take the same place as Samuel, 
David or Jesus – take your pick – can you clothe yourself with “compassion, kindness, humility, 
meekness and patience”, just like Samuel?  can you clothe yourself with “love, which binds 

Hofmann’s “The boy Jesus in the Temple”



everything together in perfect harmony”, just like David?  Can you let “the peace of Christ rule in 
your hearts”?  The key to all of that, we are told by Paul, is to let the word of Christ dwell in us 
richly; let his word transform us to become like him.  It’s a curious thing, but true freedom is being 
bound by the way that we follow when we truly follow Christ, not our own selfish desires but the 
will of him who would dwell in our hearts. 

Perhaps I can finish by quoting a prayer of the fifth century St. Augustine of Hippo, one of the 
greatest theologians of Western Christianity: 

Lord, you are the light of the minds who know you, 
the life of the souls who love you, 

and the strength of the souls who serve you. 

Help us to know you that we may truly love you, 
So to love you that we may fully serve You, 

Whose service is perfect freedom. 

Are we slave or free? 

.. in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN 


