
Have you ever lost something? What’s the most important thing you’ve ever lost? 
Probably every parent has gone through the panic of losing a child. The Bible teaches 
that you reap what you sow. I probably was doing some reaping of my own wandering 
as a child and giving my Mom a few panic attacks, but Ben and Aaron did that to us a 
few times. 
  One occasion I vividly remember was at the Mall of America. We were with our friends, 
Tom and Leesa Drury, visiting Camp Snoopy. We’d just gotten in line for a ride and all 
of a sudden it was, “Where’s Ben? Has anyone seen Ben?” I went into full blown panic. 
Ben was probably about seven and had wandered away. Looking back, I wish I could 
say I handled it well but I didn’t. I was frightened. After finding him, fear quickly gave 
way to anger. I was pretty hard on him for what was normal childishness. 
  This morning we want to look at a similar scene found in Luke 2:40-52 (p. 858). Luke 
begins his nativity narrative in the Temple as Gabriel appears to Zechariah and now 
ends the childhood narrative of Jesus there. Often, he relates Jesus and His ministry to 
Judaism’s center of religious worship. 
  Of the four Gospel writers, only Luke gives us any information about Jesus’ formative 
years. Someone suggested that Jesus’ childhood is like a walled garden, the inside of 
which no one has seen. Luke though has plucked one flower from inside that garden 
and that’s what we have in our text. This whole scene shows how normal and how 
human Jesus was in His growth and development, and how normal Mary and Joseph 
were. 
  Let me give you a prequel to what God is telling us here. The key is found in verse 49 
in Jesus’ reply to Mary’s question, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father's 
house?” These are the very first recorded words of Jesus. They tell us everything about 
who He is and what His mission is. The main message is: Jesus knows Who He 
is. Even as a pre-teen, He knows He’s the God-man. Luke’s focus is on Jesus’ deity 
and mission. 
  For a moment, put yourself in Joseph and Mary’s sandals. Think about what it’d be like 
to be parents of a perfect child, to be the parents of God? You may be thinking, “I’d like 
to have that problem!” But it must have been a very difficult role at times. Keep in mind 
that Joseph and Mary didn’t have the Gospel accounts to read when they were raising 
Jesus. 
  It was like putting a puzzle together without the picture on the box to look at. They’d 
get a piece here, another piece there, and slowly it began to take shape. But it wasn’t 
always clear what the final picture would be. 
  This is also the second time Luke tells us Mary treasured all these things in her heart 
(2:19, 51). Mary must have often wondered, “Who is this unique Son of mine?” And the 
story of the boy Jesus being left behind at the temple, of Losing Jesus, gave her 
another piece of that puzzle. 
  The Old Testament prescribed that every Jewish man should appear before the Lord 
for three feasts each year: Unleavened Bread (Passover), Weeks (Pentecost), and 
Booths (Deut. 16:16). By Jesus’ day, it was customary for those some distance from 
Jerusalem to attend only one feast. Joseph and Mary’s practice was to make this 80 
mile journey from Nazareth each year for the Passover. This incident happened when 
Jesus was 12. We don’t know whether this was the first time Jesus went with them. It 
must though have been the most exciting time of the year. They live in Nazareth, 



Hicksville. To leave that and go to the capital for this celebration that drew thousands of 
worshipers was a big deal. Some 200,000 pilgrims came to Jerusalem. They were there 
seven days. During that week they sacrificed the lamb and remembered how God had 
rescued them from slavery in Egypt. 
  But you didn’t just pop in your car. It took 3 or 4 days to make this journey. Because 
the roads were dangerous, you travelled in a caravan, covering some 20 miles a day. 
Usually, women and small children travelled at the front with men and older boys 
bringing up the rear. It’s easy to see how they lost Jesus. He was a tween and could fit 
with either group. Mary probably thought Jesus was with Joseph, the men and older 
boys. Joseph thought He was with Mary, the women and younger children. They 
travelled a whole day assuming Jesus was with the other parent. It probably wasn’t until 
they stopped for the night that they noticed Jesus was missing. That they’d not checked 
to make sure probably reflects the fact that they trusted Jesus and knew He was 
responsible enough to be where He was supposed to be. 
  How would you like to be in that situation? You’re responsible for God and you lost 
Him? 
  Hurriedly and in a panic, they travel back a day, search a day and finally on the third 
day, find Jesus in the Temple among Jewish scholars and theologians, asking and 
answering questions. Given the amount of time that’s passed, you can appreciate 
Mary’s emotional words, “Son, why have you treated us so? Behold, your father and I 
have been searching for you in great distress.” Yet, notice Jesus’ response,“Why were 
you looking for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?” 
  A repeated command in the New Testament is that we as believers are to be Christ-
followers. We’re to imitate Jesus. Even here, in this early snapshot, Jesus is our 
example. We’re to imitate Jesus in spiritual growth, routine faithfulness and in 
commitment to God’s purpose. When we don’t, we Lose Jesus. Yet, before we study 
how we’re to follow Jesus, it’s critical that we’re clear on who Jesus is. 
  
1. The Jesus who is our example is the unique Son of God. Do you remember 
watching the first moon landing (picture)? As Neil Armstrong, became the first person 
to set foot onto another planetary body, July 20, 1969, his first words that were radioed 
back to Earth were, “That's one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” Jesus’ 
first words are very important. They tell us everything about who He is,“Did you not 
know that I must be in my Father's house?” (vs. 49). 
  The Bible teaches Jesus had a full incarnation – Jesus had a human mind as well as a 
human body. Some Christians think they believe in the incarnation but what they really 
believe is that Jesus had a human body but had the mind of God. That’s not what the 
Bible teaches. It’s an ancient heresy, Apollinarianism.  In Jesus, the two natures – 
human and divine are united into the person of Christ. His humanity is a full humanity, 
with a body and including reason, will and emotions. His deity is a full deity. He’s the 
second person of the Godhead. His first words point to His deity and divine Sonship. 
  a. Jesus was fully, truly human. In verse 40, we have a summary of Jesus’ life from 
infancy to age 12: Physically, He grew stronger. Intellectually and spiritually, He grew in 
wisdom and the grace of God was on Him. Yet, how could Jesus, who’s the eternal 
God, grow in wisdom and in favor with God and men? If He’s perfect, why did He need 
to grow?  



  Because at each stage He was perfect for that stage, but the perfection of a child is 
inferior to the perfection of a mature adult. While in His deity Jesus knew all things, in 
His humanity He had to grow in godly wisdom and in understanding of His divine calling 
and mission. Jesus was truly human. 
  In early church history, several heresies denied the true humanity of Jesus. Some said 
He was just a spirit or that He only seemed human. The Apostle John was battling some 
such heresy when he wrote that his own hands had handled Jesus and that “every spirit 
that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” (1 John 1:1; 4:2). 
We must be careful in so emphasizing Jesus’ deity, we slight His humanity. If Jesus 
wasn’t fully human, we don’t have a Savior. Only a man can save humans from their 
sin. Nor, would we have a Savior who can identify with our weaknesses. 
  b. Jesus was fully, truly God. This is the implication of Jesus’ question to His 
parents. In response to Mary’s rebuke, Jesus draws a gentle yet distinct, line between 
Joseph as His earthly father and God as His real Father. His relationship with God the 
Father has priority over the relationship with His adopted human father. Jesus’ words 
confirm what the angel told Mary, (Luke 1:32, 35), that her child would be called “Son of 
the Most High,” and that “the holy offspring shall be called the Son of God.” 
  This title will be affirmed at Jesus’ baptism, when God the Father’s voice from heaven 
proclaims, “You are My beloved Son, in You I am well-pleased” (Luke 3:22). Later 
Jesus’ enemies understood His claim to have God as His Father to be a claim to 
equality with God. In responding to them, Jesus clearly confirmed that they were correct 
(John 5:18-47). 
  Nearly every cult denies the deity of Christ. If Jesus isn’t the eternal God, we don’t 
have a Savior. His death on the cross is meaningless. It’s vital that we affirm both the 
true humanity of Jesus (apart from sin) along with His true and undiminished deity. 
Jesus is fully God and fully man in one unique Person. When He took on human flesh, 
He voluntarily laid aside the use of some of His divine attributes and took on the form of 
a servant for the sake of our salvation (Phil. 2:5-12). Wonderfully, as a man, Jesus 
shows us how human life is to be lived in constant dependence on the Father and 
obedience to His will. So the Jesus whom we must imitate is none other than the unique 
Son of God, the second Person of the Trinity in human flesh. 
  
2. Jesus is our example in routine faithfulness. What habits do you have? Do you 
brush your teeth and shower every day? In the morning, I have to have a cup of coffee. 
At night, I usually doze off reading a book. So what habits do you have? Are they 
important? What spiritual habits do you have? “Now his parents went to Jerusalem 
every year at the Feast of the Passover. And when he was twelve years old, they went 
up according to custom.” (vss. 41-42). Luke 4:16 tells us of Jesus, “And He (Jesus) 
came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was His custom, He went to 
the synagogue on the Sabbath day…” 
  Corporate worship was a habitual part of Mary and Joseph’s life. In His adult life it was 
habitual for Jesus. They obeyed their Bibles and lived by the Book. While the Mosaic 
Law required Joseph to be there, it didn’t require women. Only the most spiritually 
devoted women made the long trek. It’s not a big surprise then to find that Mary was 
one of them. 



  Anything can become an empty tradition. It should have been harder to do that under 
the Old Covenant but it happened. Yet, it was so personal. The father would lay his 
hand on the Passover lamb, then he’d slaughter it. The priests would catch the blood to 
throw against the altar. The father would then dress the lamb and take it home where 
it’d be roasted and eaten after sundown in remembrance of how Yahweh had passed 
over the nation of Israel and judged the Egyptians, as He freed His people from slavery. 
Interestingly, the Law only required that you stay two days. That they stayed the week 
indicated their spiritual commitment and fervency. 
  Our attitude and approach to worship is indicative of our hearts. It’s easy to go through 
the motions. Rush in, rush out. Sing a few songs. Drop something in the plate and 
convince ourselves that we’ve worshipped God. Have we? God doesn’t need us to 
worship. He’s repulsed when we only go through the motions. Matthew 15:8 has a terse 
warning, “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me.” 
  It’s impossible to have the healthy spiritual life God wants you to have if real worship 
isn’t part of your custom. Like those ancient Jews, we’re not to come as spectators, but 
as participators. So please don’t come to worship tired or preoccupied. If there’s any 
time we need to be fully engaged, it’s when we’re doing business together with God. It’s 
good to discuss with your spouse and family afterwards the music and message. I hope 
in this series that some of you are using the questions we’re providing for you each 
week for further reflection. 
  Recently, I read this story that wonderfully illustrates this. Some centuries ago in 
Europe, a nobleman wanted to leave a legacy for his community, so he decided to build 
them a church. No one saw the complete plans for the church until it was finished. 
When the people gathered, they marveled at its beauty and completeness. Someone 
asked, "But where are the lamps? How will it be lighted?" The nobleman pointed to 
some brackets in the walls. Then, he gave each family a lamp which they were to bring 
with them each time they came to worship and then he said, “Each time you’re here the 
area where you’re seated will be lit. Each time you’re not here, your area will be dark. 
This is to remind you that whenever you fail to come to church, some part of God's 
house will be dark.” That man understood something. There’s real power when we 
blend our lights together in corporate worship. 
  As new covenant believers, we’re not called by God's Word to go to the Temple or 
observe feast days. Yet, there’s still something we can learn from the commitment of 
Mary and Joseph. We have the joy and privilege of gathering every Lord’s Day to 
worship the living God. There’s something powerful about couples and families sitting 
together in a worship service. 
  While young people may be bored to tears with what’s going on during that service, 
they still get the message: “My Mom and Dad are very active and busy. They've got 
things to do, people to see. Yet, every Sunday they stop everything and worship God. 
Hmmm, God must be pretty important. He must be more important than anything else.” 
If that’s the only message your bored children in a worship service ever get, that’s a vital 
thing to learn. 
  We can learn something from the faithfulness of Jesus’ parents. They made sure that 
they and their son followed the commandments of God's Word. We can learn something 
from them in the way we rear our own children. In the priorities we establish in the 
worship of God, we teach a huge lesson: God is more important than anything 



else. When we stop our work, stop our play and just worship Him. When we gather with 
His people, we declare with our lips and lives that He's more important to us than 
anything in this world. 

  

3. Jesus is our example in His commitment to God's purpose above all 
else, verses 46-50. For a moment, forget that you know this story and that you know 
that this is Jesus and that He’s perfect. Got it. So if you were Mary and Joseph, how 
would you have felt? Remember, they’ve frantically searched for their 12 year old son 
for three days in a strange city? Watching this from your bug on the wall seat, doesn’t 
Jesus sound a bit like a smart aleck? That maybe He needed grounding for about a 
year? But Jesus was sinless. He’s God, so there’s a lot more going on here…but Mary 
and Joseph didn’t know that. Just a side note, this isn’t the last time that Jesus says or 
does the unexpected. Following Jesus always involves the unexpected. 
  Verse 44 says that they, “supposing Him to be in the group.” This is very important. 
They presumed that Jesus would just go along with the program but they never gave 
Him any instructions. Jesus didn’t disobey them. He never sinned. There was 
something else upon His heart and mind that His Father, God the Father, had revealed 
to Him. 
  He’s not off getting into trouble or messing around. How many parents, if their Jr 
Higher was missing, would look for him at church, asking the pastor theological 
questions? It’s noteworthy that Joseph doesn’t say a thing. I wonder if his spiritual 
wheels were kicking in when they finally found Jesus. 
  And let’s not be too hard on Mary. She’s frightened. She’s desperate…and then they 
find Him. That sense of panic gives way to anger. We’ve all been there. Reacting when 
we need to be responding. Caught in our emotions in the moment; missing the bigger 
picture. 
  This is the whole scene’s dramatic nucleus. These first recorded words that Jesus said 
pinpoint a critical issue: Who really is Jesus’ Father? On the answer to that question 
hinges everything about His mission and ministry, and our salvation. This isn’t a 
teenage rebellion story. It’s a story about priorities, true relationships and mission. 
Jesus’ answer, that He’s in His Father’s house, is everything. He’s in the place of God’s 
presence, the focus of God’s purpose under the Old Covenant. Some of the greatest 
theological minds had gathered in Jerusalem for the Passover. Jesus uses this 
opportunity to dialogue with some of the greatest minds in Judaism. He has a burning 
passion to understand God’s Word. In fact, this is the only time that Jesus is portrayed 
as the student. Ever after, we find Him as the teacher. 
  Jesus’ answer reveals His true identity as the Son of God. It has revolutionary 
implications for our own relationship with God as our Father. You see, Jesus referring to 
God as “My Father” were shocking words. This intimate expression is totally new. No 
one had ever said anything like that before. While the Fatherhood of God is present in 
the Old Testament, it’s in a national sense, not a personal one. In the entire Old 
Testament of 39 books, God is referred to as “Father” just 14 times. Under the Old 
Covenant, it’s “our Father” not “my Father.” But not for Jesus. The Temple is His 
Daddy’s House. He knew God was His Father. So where else would He be besides in 
His Father’s house? When He’s in Temple, He’s right where He’s supposed to be. 



  Mary and Joseph made the wrong assumption on where He should be. Because Jesus 
knew who He was and because Mary and Joseph had been told by the angel, Gabriel 
Who He was, Jesus is amazed that they didn’t know where to find Him. They were only 
His earthly parents but His real Father was God in heaven. It was a matter of divine 
compulsion. Given His unique identity as the Father’s Son, Jesus had to be in the 
Temple. 
  Sometimes the easiest place to lose Jesus is at church. Vance Havner said, “The 
parents of Jesus lost Him at church, and they were not the last ones to lose Him 
there.” This warning to Mary and Joseph is our warning. Jesus won’t leave us, we leave 
Him. We take for granted that we’re in fellowship with Him when our hearts have drifted 
down the road, just like His parents. They weren’t enjoying His presence and weren’t 
even aware of their loss. 
  How many of us have lost Jesus and sadly, we don’t even know it? We’re going 
through the motions but we’re not really in the presence of Jesus. We’re not in 
communion with Him. Often, we’re so busy with our lives and agendas, enjoying the trip 
like Mary and Joseph, that we never stop to see if He’s still with us. 
  Jesus’ example also points out a tension. In this sense, Jesus is an example to all 
those who follow Him. Sometimes we must displease others, even the ones we love, to 
follow Him. It may be our parents or a spouse. Being faithful to Jesus’ business is to 
come before all other business. 
  
4. Jesus is our example in His submissiveness to God-ordained authority. “And he 
went down with them and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them. And his 
mother treasured up all these things in her heart” (vs. 51). Jesus is sinless. He obeys 
the Decalogue, “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the 
land that the Lord your God is giving you” (Exodus 20:12). His relationship with His 
heavenly Father didn’t abrogate His responsibility to obey His earthly parents. It’s 
another indication, too, that Jesus lived a very normal life. The submission appears to 
have lasted seventeen years. In the intervening time, Joseph died. 
  What an example Jesus is for us! We struggle with submission. As children, we often 
don’t want to obey our parents. As wives, we don’t always want to respect our 
husbands. As workers, we don’t always want to follow orders. As church members, we 
don’t always want to listen to church leaders. As pastors, we don’t always want to be 
accountable to other church leaders. As citizens, we don’t always want to follow our 
leaders. We are tempted to do the very opposite, to insist on our own way. But God 
uses the authorities that He brings in our lives. We serve Him by submitting to those 
authorities He’s placed in positions of authority over us. Rather than struggling with this, 
Jesus embraced it. 
  God uses those authorities to protect us and to sanctify us. When we learn to embrace 
submission the way that Jesus did, then we too will enjoy God’s blessing and favor. 
Remember, God gave you those parents, that boss, even this government…just as God 
placed Jesus in the home of Mary and Joseph. 

  

5. Jesus is our example in balanced growth. Luke bookends this section. He began 
with, “And the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom. And the favor of God 



was upon him” (vs. 40) and ends with,“And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature 
and in favor with God and man” (vs. 52). What’s the point? What’s he trying to tell us? 
  a. Luke is drawing our attention to how normal Jesus was. This summary 
statement reveals all that’s known about the eighteen years Jesus spent in Nazareth 
from the age of twelve to the beginning of His public ministry at the age of thirty. 
  “Increased” translates a word that means “to progress.” In the unfathomable mystery of 
the incarnation, when Jesus became a human being, He’s subjected to the normal 
process of human growth and development. He grew in wisdom as His intellectual 
grasp of divine truth increased, physically in stature, and spiritually in favor with God, 
strengthened by His victories over the assaults of temptation (Hebrews 4:15). The 
reference to His finding favor with man describes His increasing social maturity and the 
respect that He commanded. 
  b. Luke is drawing our attention to how balanced Jesus was. Adam and Eve were 
created in perfection but jettisoned it, choosing to sin and disobey God. Jesus, too, is 
created in perfection. He’s our model of what it means to be fully human. It means to be 
in balance. Our tendency is to go to extremes. When we do, we miss out. We lose our 
peace and are both frustrated, and are frustrating. These four areas are a picture of 
balanced humanity. 
  Jesus increased in wisdom. That tells us that He used His mind. He studied. He 
sweated intellectually. He learned math and philosophy. God wants us to think and to 
keep growing mentally. We’re stewards of the mind He’s entrusted to us. Christians 
ought to be the greatest thinkers. That means reading, discussing, studying, learning, 
being stretched and challenged. 
  Jesus increased in stature. At His age, He would naturally grow. But He took care of 
His body. We know He was a carpenter. That was physically strenuous. Because His 
body was never contaminated by sin, it was beautiful. We’ve all met people that we’ll 
say that they’ve had a hard life. What we often mean by that is that sin has taken it’s toll 
on their physical body. They look older and aged because of hard living. 
  Jesus increased in favor with God. Jesus had to develop a relationship with God 
just as we do. He had to choose to be in God’s Word, to pray, to meditate, to serve. 
How sad so many of us don’t increase. Scripture continually rebukes Christians for 
staying stuck in immaturity. 
  Jesus increased in favor with man. When growing spiritually is stunted, growing 
socially is stunted, too. “When a man's ways please the Lord, he makes even his 
enemies to be at peace with him” (Proverbs 16:7). The reason some find they’re always 
into it – getting in squabbles with a spouse, family, at work or even on social media, is 
an outcome of spiritual immaturity. Their spiritual immaturity submarines them 
relationally and socially. 
  Most of us tend to get out of balance. That’s why we must continually readjust. It’s one 
of the blessings of marriage and family. Our spouse and family help us grow and 
balance out. It’s the blessing of the local church. If we love God, we love each other and 
are committed to each other’s mutual spiritual growth. The church shouldn’t be some 
“happy, fakey, let’s all get along” place. Family is messy. It’s to be a place of stretching 
and challenge…and even friction so that we grow and stay more balanced. That 
demands more transparency and a good dose of spiritual humility. Jesus is the model 
for a perfectly normal, balanced humanity. Is He your model? 



  

Conclusion: As we tie this up, we need to be careful as we seek to apply the teaching 
of this passage. For one thing, we must distinguish between that which is unique to 
Jesus, as God Incarnate, and those things in which Jesus in His humanity, as the God-
man, are an example to all believers. 
  For example, only of Jesus could it be said that He was God and man. That’s why He 
was able to act contrary to the permission and preferences of His parents, as He did by 
remaining in Jerusalem. But our children dare not make Jesus the model for their 
actions in the sense that whenever they think their parents are wrong, they’re free to 
follow their own inclinations. The on-going submission of our Lord to His parents after 
this incident rules against such conclusions. 
  Yet, there’s a principle involved here, a principle that governed our Lords’ actions and 
should govern ours as well. The principle is this: If God is our Father, then our 
ultimate obedience must be to Him, and not to any earthly authority, when the two 
conflict. When we choose to follow Jesus, we must do so by following Him as the 
absolute, sovereign authority of our lives. When earthly authority directly commands us 
otherwise, then, in the words of the Apostles, “we must obey God rather than 
men” (Acts 5:29). 
  Jesus made this clear when He required that His disciples follow Him, above all other 
earthly attachments and authorities. This principle has application to parents, as well as 
to children. It means those of us who have children must, like Mary and Joseph, 
recognize that God may be leading them in a way that’s painful, even costly to us, but 
which is nevertheless His sovereign will. As such, we shouldn’t stand in the way of our 
children following God. 
  There’s a second principle in this story: Nothing should hinder us from access to 
those things which contribute to our spiritual growth. For Jesus, being at the 
Temple, having the opportunity to ask questions of the teachers, was essential to His 
spiritual growth. This was so important that He found it necessary to act contrary to the 
wishes of His parents. If our Lord’s growth was so vital to Him, shouldn’t our own 
spiritual growth be important to us? What’s God provided for our growth, which we 
shouldn’t allow other things to crowd out? Reading the Bible, prayer, worship, spiritual 
community in the local church, etc. Nothing should keep us from these vital means of 
growth. 
  One final principle that’s the key to this whole passage: The most important issue, 
which determines all else in life, is the answer to the question, “Who is Jesus 
Christ?” Establish the fact that Jesus Christ was fully God, as well as fully man, and 
everything in our text makes sense. It’s easy to see why Jesus must be in His Father’s 
house and at the same time easy to identify with the struggle this caused Mary and 
Joseph. 
  The acceptance or rejection of the Lord Jesus in His adult earthly life and ministry can 
be boiled down to the answer to one question: Who is Jesus Christ? The rejection of 
Christ by the scribes and Pharisees, who engineered His death, is explained by the fact 
that they rejected His claim to be the Son of God. Yet, accept the fact that Jesus is the 
Son of God and all else is but a logical outflow, all else that He said and did is 
reasonable, rational, undeniable. Reject this one fact and you must reject Him entirely. 



  Here’s the vital question: Who is Jesus Christ? Who do you think He is? How you 
answer that will settle the matter of your eternal destiny. It also establishes who’s the 
authority in your life. It will utterly rearrange your priorities and values. The answer 
is, “Jesus Christ is the Son of God, God Incarnate, who became a man and who dwelt 
among men to reveal God to them, to reveal their sin, and to pay the penalty for their sin 
by His death on the cross of Calvary.” The answer to the identity of Christ determines 
your identity, whether you’re of your father, the devil (John 8:31-47), or whether your 
Father is the God of the universe (Romans 8:12-17). Who is Jesus Christ? Who is He to 
you? 
 


