Epiphany 2

January 15, 2006

Luke 2:41-52

Pastor Michael Carr

Jesus had to be in his Father’s house

1. To show us his divinity

2. To show us his humanity

“Why were you searching for me?” he asked.  “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”  But they did not understand what he was saying to them.  

“Have to…” We throw around those two words a lot in our daily conversations.  But whenever we use words too much, it tends to devalue their meaning.  Literally, “I have to” means that I absolutely must do something—that it is totally and completely necessary.  And there are very few times that our “have to” really means that something is absolutely necessary.  

For example:  “I have to wash my car today.” What happens if I don’t wash my car today?  Nothing.  It just simply gets moved onto the “to do” list for a later date.  “I have to pay my taxes by April 15th!”  Ah, now that’s a little more like it!  What happens if I don’t pay my taxes by that day?  A whole bunch of paperwork and penalties and stress and money!  
But there is no way that any of our “have to”s come close to ever matching the “have to”s uttered by Jesus.  Today, may the Holy Spirit open our hearts to truly grasp the “have to” that Jesus speaks today.

Many of us are very familiar with this Bible account.  I think when we hear it as Sunday School children, we particularly feel the fear of being abandoned by our parents.  I think when we’re parents reading it to our children, we feel the fear of not being able to find one of our children.  This is also the only story that we get to hear about Jesus’ childhood.  We hear a lot about the baby Jesus and we hear a lot about Jesus after his baptism at the age of 30.  But we only have this one story of Jesus as a pre-teen.  Because of these reasons, I think this is a story that stays with us:  Jesus’ parents accidentally leave the Feast in Jerusalem without Jesus.  They realize their mistake that night, turn around and look for him for three days.  Then they find him in the temple.  Luke says they were astonished—or literally that they felt like someone had punched them in the gut.  “Son, why have you treated us like this?”  Mary asks. “ Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.”

Anyone who was briefly lost in a shopping mall or grocery store as a child remembers the mixture of love and anguished fear upon the reunion with their parent.  In my experience, never was a hug so quickly followed by a spanking!  But what a different reaction we see from the boy Jesus.  Listen to earliest recorded words of Jesus:  Why were you searching for me?” he asked.  “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”  
Jesus is not sassing his mother.  He simply asked a good question.  If Mary and Joseph lost track of Jesus, their search should have been a short one.  Why were you searching for me?” he asked.  “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”  Mary had heard from the angel that the child that was going to be born to her was the Son of God.  Mary knew exactly who Jesus was.  We would think that Mary would have thought for just a moment, “My child is lost.  My child is the Son of God.  We lost him in Jerusalem.  Let’s see, where should I look for the Son of God in Jerusalem?”  Mary should have known.  

But Mary didn’t.  Why not?  Was it because she was in such a state of panic that the obvious escaped her?  Or was it because her son was human and she had a hard time seeing who he really was?  She had cleaned his diapers—his swaddling cloths, she had taught him how to eat with a spoon.  She had bathed him and clothed him and cared for him and watched over him.  Would we recognize that a 12 year old boy was God even if someone told us?  
And yet this 12 year old was God.  That’s why he had to be in the temple that day.  It was his home.  It had been his special dwelling place in Jerusalem ever since Solomon built the first temple.  The LORD had promised Solomon—the human ancestor of Jesus, “I have chosen and consecrated his temple so that my Name may be there forever.  My eyes and my heart will always be there.  
The Israelites knew that the temple was the special place where God dwelled.  The temple in Jerusalem was not only in a high hill in the city, it was also a high altitude in the whole country of Jerusalem.  And so people spoke (indeed our text speaks) of “going up to Jerusalem.”  But Jews not only went up to Jerusalem because it geographically higher.  No, they went up to Jerusalem because they knew the temple was in Jerusalem and there in the holy of holies the LORD, their God remained among his people.
And there in the temple where God remained among his people is where Jesus remained because he was Immanuel—God with us.  Solomon had asked the LORD when the first temple was dedicated, “Will God really dwell on earth with men?  The heavens, even the highest heavens, cannot contain you.  How much less this temple I have built!”  But here was God’s answer to Solomon.  God was really dwelling on earth with men.  God now had human eyes and ears and a human heart.
Mary may have not remembered her son’s divinity on that day, but the teachers in the temple certainly noticed something about this 12-year-old.  Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers.  This was an amazement reserved for something miraculous—something that was so astounding that not only were you amazed, you were actually a little afraid.  Maybe they couldn’t put their finger on it either, but deep down they had the distinct reaction that they were in the presence of God.  
What is our reaction when we are in the presence of  Jesus this morning?  Have we become too familiar with him that we take him for granted?  When we hear his Word spoken, do we just treat them as the words of a man?  Are we bored with what Jesus says?  Or are we amazed?  Is there a mixture of wonder and fear as we approach his table?  Do we see his words for what they really are—the words of God himself?  

We are all exposed as sinners.  And that’s why we especially get comfort from this account this morning.  Yes, it was natural for Jesus to remain on the temple mount those few days because he was God.  But it was completely and utterly necessary for Jesus to be in the temple those days because he was man.  

It was necessary that Jesus always keep all of his heavenly Father’s commandments.  It was required of God’s people that they make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the Passover.  It was required of God’s people that children be instructed in all of God’s commandments so that they might become “sons of the commandments”—bar mitzvahs—at age 13.  And so here is Jesus at age 12, at Passover, sitting among the teachers and eagerly hearing God’s Word and learning it perfectly. He was obeying the 1st commandment that governs all other commandments—to love his heavenly Father with all of his heart and soul and mind. It was also necessary that Jesus obey the 4th commandment and so we see Jesus leaving his Father’s house in Jerusalem and going home to Nazareth with Mary and Joseph and continuing to obey them.  

You would think that if anyone could skip a lesson from the teachers, it would be the Word of God incarnate.  You would think that if anyone could have told his parents that he had other plans and that they would have to just cool it for a minute, it would be the very Son of God himself.  But Jesus listens willingly and obeys humbly.  He does that so that all of us who had no right in ever missing an opportunity to hear God’s Word would not pay the penalty for such arrogance.  He does that so that all of us who had no right to mouth off to God’s representatives to us here on earth—our parents and teachers and government—would be covered by his obedience.

You see, Jesus HAD TO be there in his Father’s house.  If it had gone any other way, we would have been condemned.  Now THAT is true necessity.  He had to be our perfect sacrifice.  And in just over 20 years, Jesus told his disciples that he had to go to Jerusalem one last time for Passover.  He had to go there because he had to die.  That’s where the Passover lamb had to be killed.  That’s where the sacrifice of a substitute would forever remove all of our sins.  The salvation of the human race would rest on his human shoulders.  
Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?  Luke tells us Mary and Joseph didn’t get what Jesus was saying to them.  It’s only fitting that Jesus’ first words would not be understood.  It was going to be a theme of his ministry.  Those closest to him, his family and his disciples time and time again would fail to understand what he was talking about.  They didn’t have the whole picture revealed to them yet and so they didn’t get it.  

Have you ever watched a great artist paint a picture?  Did you ever watch that guy on PBS—Bob Ross?  They start with all these weird colors and you can’t figure out what they’re trying to paint.  Is that a rock…oh no, it’s a river.  Is that a tree?  Nope, it’s the corner of a cabin.  You have to keep watching until the final masterpiece is revealed.  Only then, in hindsight do we understand what has happened before.  
Thank God daily that he has granted you the understanding and insight to see the big picture as it has been completed.  You know the whole story.  You know who that boy is in the temple and why it is he is there.  Throughout these seasons of Epiphany and Lent watch with great amazement as the masterpiece of your salvation is painted layer after layer.  Like Mary, ponder these things.  Think them over again and again and store them as treasures in your hearts.  Think of the fact that Jesus is true God and be amazed by him.  Ponder and relish the fact that Jesus is truly human. God knows exactly what it’s like to be in our shoes.  He was 12 once.  He grew, he slept, he felt pain and joy.  He is true God. He is true man.  He is your Savior.  

And now may that knowledge that Jesus has saved us from ourselves take away all of the “have to”s and replace them with “want to”s, so that we no longer have to obey our parents and those in authority, but now we want to…so that we no longer have to listen to God’s Word, but that we want to.  May we remember that this boy Jesus was perfect for us.  And may that knowledge lift all of the guilt of the law from our hearts and replace it with all of the joy of the gospel.  AMEN.

