
Being About the Father’s Business (Luke 2:39-52)

Sunday school July 3, 2016

Luke chapter 2. READ Luke 2:39-52. When we last left this young espoused couple and
their amazing baby, they were in the temple in Jerusalem dedicating the boy. Verse 39 tells us
they returned home to Nazareth and Galilee after the dedication, so apparently they stayed
in Bethlehem and the area around Jerusalem for several months, from just before Jesus was
born until just after Mary’s purification from the birth. That leads us to a passage that,
when I was a boy, was one of my favorite Bible passages. Here you have a boy who ultimately
knows more than the adults do. When I was a 12 year old boy, that really appealed to me:
revenge of the kids, put the kids in control and make things right in the world. These days
I know better.

Verses 40 through 52 give us the only picture we have in the Bible of Jesus as a boy. On
my way out to California, one of the places I stopped was a place in southern Indiana called
the Lincoln Boyhood National Memorial, a memorial to Abraham Lincoln’s boyhood years.
Lincoln was born in Kentucky, he became famous in Illinois, but for about 14 years, between
the ages of 8 and 22, he lived in southern Indiana. Abraham Lincoln is a very interesting
person to study, a very encouraging study. He was a very ordinary, even backwoods guy who
grew up on what was the American fronteir back then, yet God blessed him and used him
to bless our country in a tremendous way. We wouldn’t be celebrating the 4th of July, the
birthday of one nation under God, tomorrow if it were not for Abraham Lincoln. I’ll say more
about Lincoln later, but in this passage we have in some sense the Jesus Boyhood Memorial.
Luke is the only gospel writer to include this event. As I mentioned in the introduction to
this study a few months ago, Luke did not personally eyewitness any of the events contained
in his gospel. He relied on other sources, and that led me to wonder: where did he get this
event from? Probably none of the disciples were even born at this point. He didn’t get it
from any of the other gospel writers. Maybe it got passed down from Mary? From one of
Jesus’ half-brothers? Of course the easy answer is he got it from the Holy Spirit, which is
true, but how the Holy Spirit got it to Luke we don’t know. I’m glad we have it: it’s the
only picture we have of Jesus as a boy.

The theme of this passage is found in verse 40, and it’s repeated in verse 52. READ v. 40,
52 Both of these verses make claims about Jesus’ growth, wisdom, and favor with God. The
same claims are made of Samuel in I Sam. 2:26, by the way. The verses in between, verses
41-51, illustrate that growth, wisdom, and favor. That’s what we’re going to study today.

Transition: So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. First, we have...

1



I. Event Background READ v. 41-42 There are a couple of things I want you to notice
about the background information given here. First is the connection to the...

IA. Passover The Jewish law prescribed three times during the year when all adult males,
normally accompanied by their families, were to present themselves before God: the Passover
(also known as the feast of unleavened bread), Pentecost (also known as the feast of weeks),
and the feast of tabernacles. The reference I gave you, Deuteronomy 16:16, is one place in
the law where that appearance is commanded; Exodus 23:14-17 is another. There were also
provisions for people who could not come to all three feasts because they lived so far away,
but most Jews tried to be at the Passover: that was the biggest feast. Verse 41 tells us that
Jesus’ family went every year to the feast of the Passover. So the picture we get is that this
family, at this point led by Joseph and Mary, was a God-honoring family. Jesus grew up in
a family that honored God and followed His commandments.

This reminds me of the importance of the examples that parents set for their children and
the environment in which they bring them up. I think we have some very godly parents in
this church who are creating very good environments for their children. That’s my opinion.
When I was about 12 years old, that wasn’t really the case in my family. My family went
to church once per week, on Sunday morning, and never really did anything else spiritually
the rest of the week. My dad was the kind of guy who would go with the family to church
on Sunday morning, then sit out in the garage, drink beer, and listen to baseball all Sunday
afternoon. The Cincinnati Reds weren’t even any good back in the 1980’s, but that’s what
he would do. That’s a bad example. The reason it’s so important is because a lot of what
people do, especially as a teenager and young adult in their 20’s, are things that we learned
as a kid. I turn 40 in a few months, and by this point in life I have pretty much set my own
course, but I still struggle with some things because of what I learned as a kid.

I mentioned Abraham Lincoln in the introduction. A lot of what he did as an adult was
based on what he learned as a boy growing up on a farm and log cabin in southern Indiana.
He learned the value of work, to clear land and raise crops. He learned the value of honesty
(honest Abe). He only had 1 year of formal classroom schooling, but he honed his debate
skills via informal political debates at the local general store. That came in handy when he
became a lawyer. He got his first job: piloting a river flatboat down the Ohio and Mississippi.
When he took a load of produce to New Orleans, he got his first exposure to the slave trade
and the damage it did by splitting up black families. That was the foundation for the strong
anti-slavery position that characterized his political career. My point is: the environment
we raise our kids in will either make it very easy for them to follow the Lord or very hard
for them to follow the Lord.
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Transition: The other thing I want you to notice here is His...

IB. Age Verse 42 tells us that Jesus was 12 years old, and that lets us date this event. I
mentioned when we studied the first part of chapter 2 that, based on the date/time infor-
mation given in Luke, Jesus was almost certainly not born in year 0 as the calendar makers
would like you to believe. Our calendars are off by a few years: He was probably born in 4
or 5 B.C. There actually was no year 0 (the year after 1 B.C. was 1 A.D.), so if you do the
math, if it is 12 years later, the year for this event is 8 or 9 A.D. Some people have tried to
attach His age of 12 to the modern Jewish ceremony known as the bar mitzvah. The bar
mitzvah is a Jewish celebration for a boy who is turning 13 because at that age he becomes
accountable for his actions under the Jewish law. The Jewish bar mitzvah kind of a legalistic
version of what we call the age of accountability, when a person obtains enough maturity to
know right from wrong, and therefore become accountable for their sins, and therefore need
to trust in Jesus for their salvation. So some people view this temple visit as a prelude to
Jesus’ bar mitzvah. The problem with that view is that there is no evidence, either in the
Bible or outside it, that the bar mitzvah as it is practiced today was part of Jewish custom
at this point in history. In fact, it’s not a clear part of Jewish tradition until the 1300’s A.D.
So I don’t view this event that way. The family came to the temple for Passover every year,
and on this particular year when Jesus was 12 is the year this event happens. That’s all I
take from that.

Transition: With that background, let’s get on to the event itself, starting with...

II. Jesus Disappears READ v. 43-45 I am not a parent, never have been and probably
never will be, so I have to ask those of you who are parents: what would this situation be
like? You think your kid is around, but when you go to pack up at the end of the day you go
looking for him and can’t find him. What would your reaction be? Panic? Fear? Pray? A
few years ago my mom and I were at Fort Jefferson, the brick fort in the middle of the Gulf
of Mexico reachable only by boat and seaplane. I went to walk around the fort and left her
by the boat dock. When I got back, she was gone. I looked around for her and couldn’t find
her. Finally it got time to reboard the boat for Key West, so I got on the boat. There she
was, waiting for me on the boat. The same kind of thing happened when we were in Alaska,
and that’s the closest I’ve been to this situation. The reaction Joseph and Mary have is a
very normal, natural, human reaction: they’re worried sick about Him. This is getting a
little ahead of myself in the exposition, but if you look down to verse 48. READ v. 48
They knew He was a special child, and they really cared about His well-being. Most parents
are that way with their children. If you’re going to hurt them, you have to get through me.
They really cared for Jesus, so when His well-being is unknown or appears to be threatened,
they react and franticly go looking for Him.

Transition: That leads to...
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III. Jesus Found READ v. 46-48 It took them 3 days to find Him. They had traveled
for 1 day out of Jerusalem, so it took them a second day to get back to Jerusalem, and then
a third day looking for Him until they found Him. When they found Him, He was in the
temple, the place where God and man met in the Old Testament. The angel appeared to
Zacharias in the temple. The purification offering after Mary gave birth was made in the
temple. Now they find the boy Jesus in the temple. If you only read verse 46, how Jesus
listened and asked questions of the doctors (the doctors were the experts in Jewish law,
the ones who taught the law), Jesus sounds like a student. That’s what students do, or at
least are supposed to do: they listen to, take notes, and ask questions of their professors.
But verse 47 says Jesus wasn’t just a student: “And all that heard him were astonished at
his understanding and answers.” So even though He was only 12 years old, He knew more
scripture and was better at expounding scripture than the “experts” were, who had studied
the scriptures for their entire lives.

This event reminds me of a famous historical mathematician named Carl Friedrich Gauss,
who was probably the best mathematician of the past 400 years (since Isaac Newton). Gauss
was a child prodigy. He said that he taught himself to count before he could talk. His father
was a factory worker, and when Gauss was 3 years old he discovered an error in his father’s
payroll calculation. The people who he worked for had underpaid him, and 3 year old
Gauss discovered the mistake. Wouldn’t you like to have a 3-year-old son make that kind of
discovery? At the age of 7 he got kicked out of school. The reason was because his teachers
admitted that there was nothing more they could teach him: he already knew more than
they did. I have yet to have a math student fall into that category. A few think they do, but
I assure you they don’t. Gauss went on to make major discoveries in algebra, number theory,
and probability. That’s the situation Jesus was in: the teachers couldn’t teach Him anything
because He already knew more than they did. Verses 46-47 do not tell us specifically what
he asked and answered questions about. I think He talked about the Christ as revealed in
Old Testament scriptures, and I’ll tell you why I think that in a few minutes.

Transition: That brings us to the climax of the passage, which is...

IV. Jesus’ Motive READ v. 49-51 Verse 49 is the key verse in this passage. It contains
the first words of Jesus that are recorded in scripture. For the first time in Luke’s gospel He
is explicitly identified as the Son of God: notice Jesus says “I must be about MY Father’s
business,” that is, God the Father’s business. Throughout Luke’s birth narrative Joseph and
Mary are presented as godly parents who practice God’s commands faithfully, but Jesus’
relationship with God is even better than his parents’ is. Observing the rituals that God
had commanded is good, but being about the Father’s business is even better. In Jesus’
case, the Father’s business was Luke 19:10, the key verse in the entire gospel of Luke: “For
the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost.” That’s why I think the
questions He asked and answered in the temple were about the Christ as revealed in Old
Testament scriptures. If He was about the Father’s business, He was in the early stages of
trying to seek that which was lost, in particular the Jewish nation.
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A lot of things changed about Jesus during His earthly ministry. In chapter 2, He goes
from being an unborn baby to being an infant to being a boy. The next time we see Him,
in chapter 3, He is a full-grown man. But one thing that was constant: He was always
about the Father’s business. On my California trip, one of the trails I hiked was on the
campus of University of California-Berkeley. I had actually hiked that trail on my first visit
to California back in 2009 when I was attending a math workshop at Berkeley. When I hiked
there the first time I didn’t take enough pictures, so now I am re-hiking some old trails to
get better pictures for my hiking blog. As I hiked down that trail, I thought about how
much I have changed over the past 7 years, 2009 to today. First I have an actual digital
camera to take pictures with today; I was using a disposable camera with film that had to
be developed back then. I have a car with me today. I had a car back then, but it was in a
garage in Georgia, not with me in California. I had to ride BART and the busses the entire
time I was out there. I have mathematical research publications to my name today; I didn’t
back then. My mom was alive back then. She actually got really bad sick for the first time
while I was in California back in July 2009. That was the first time I really realized that
she wouldn’t be around forever. I have students I minister to now; I had a few students, but
I was really still in the preparation stage back then. I teach Sunday school on an almost
weekly basis now; my teaching skills were not good enough to let me do that back then. I
trust God more now, partly because of what I have been through the past 7 years. There
were several times on this trip, the one I just got back from, where something bad could
have happened but didn’t. I see God at work in that now; I don’t think I would have back
then.

Conclusion

Things change in our lives all the time, but one thing that should remain constant, from
the day we trust Christ to the day we meet Him in the air, is that we should always be
about the Father’s business. For Jesus that meant seeking and saving the lost. For us, there
is certainly an element of that, leading people to Christ, but specifically what that means
for you depends on what God has called you to do. For me it’s ministering to students
mathematically and spiritually. For you, it is whatever God has called you to do. The
challenge to all of us is to keep doing what God has called you to do for as long as God calls
you to do it. That’s being about the Father’s business.
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