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Christian Education, 2009
Preached:  January 25, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Luke 2:41-52
Jesus Our Substitute—Even at Twelve
On a Sunday when we’re considering Christian education and when the Gospel is the account of the twelve-year-old Jesus in the temple, the temptation is to use Jesus as an example. The preacher is tempted to tell his hearers, “Wow! Look at Jesus! Only twelve years old and already wanting to be in the temple and wanting to hang around the teachers! Look at Jesus! He was in the Word! That’s what you need to do, kids. That’s what you need to be like. And, you parents, that’s what you need to do. You need to have your kids here at St. Mark’s every day. Get them in the Word, and then they’ll turn out like Jesus.” Now, there’s some good intentions in that kind of thinking. But if that’s all we would find in Luke 2:41-52, we would miss completely the reason why Luke recorded this event. 
It’s a very common mistake that Christians make. They think that Jesus came as the perfect example to follow. “If we would all just act a little more like Jesus,” they say, “the world would be a better place!” Jesus didn’t come as an example. He came as a substitute. The reason Luke recorded this incident from the life of Jesus was to show that Jesus always kept God’s law perfectly. And He kept God’s law perfectly so that through faith in Him, you and I can look perfect in God’s sight—not because we’ve lived reasonably up to Jesus’ standard, but because Jesus stepped into the place where we have failed so miserably. He kept every one of God’s expectations. And now He gives us His perfect score, His perfect report card, as a gift. He did all the work. And He gives us the credit. Luke is showing that even at this time in Jesus’ life—even when He was a twelve-year-old boy—He kept God’s law perfectly.
This account is in an interesting chapter of the Bible. It’s in Luke 2. That’s right, one of the most famous chapters of the Bible—the one that records the story of Jesus’ birth. We heard it again on Christmas Eve. The rest of Luke 2 is interesting, because Luke chooses to record just three more incidents from the childhood of Jesus in chapter 2—His circumcision, the day His parents presented Him to God in the temple when He was 40 days old, and this account when they brought Him as a twelve-year-old boy to the Passover. What’s interesting in Luke’s choice is that each of these were things that were commanded in the law of Moses. When a Jewish boy was born, he was to be circumcised on the eighth day. If he was a firstborn, when he was forty-days-old, he was to be taken to the temple for the first time, and the parents were to present a sacrifice to the Lord And when he became a man, he was to go each year to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. When a Jewish boy turned twelve, that was when he was considered to have become a man. The Jews still today have a ceremony called bar mitzvah, somewhat like our confirmation, in which a boy as he enters his teen years is acknowledged by the spiritual community to now be a man. Each step along the way what Luke is emphasizing is that Jesus fulfilled every command of God contained in the law of Moses. 
But he wants to show us even more about who Jesus is. So he uses this occasion to give us an interesting insight into who Jesus is and what He did for us. When the Passover was over, Jesus’ family left to return to Nazareth. His parents, Mary and Joseph, assumed that Jesus was among the large group of neighbors and relatives who were traveling together. They traveled a whole day before they realized that Jesus was missing. They hurried back to Jerusalem in a panic to search for Him. It took them three days to find Him. They probably were thinking that the last place a twelve-year-old boy would be found was in the temple. They should have known. Luke almost pictures it a little comically. When they find Jesus there in the temple courts, where the learned men would usually hang out discussing the law, Mary shakes her finger at Him:  “Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you!” 
And then (the very first words from Jesus lips that are recorded in the Bible) He says so calmly and so gently to His mother, “Why were you searching for me? Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?” But Mary and Joseph didn’t get it. Even though the angel had told them when He was born that He was God’s Son, they were thinking, “What do you mean, ‘your father’s house?’ Why don’t you show a little respect for your father (Joseph)?” But He doesn’t argue with them. He doesn’t try to reason with them. Notice the only thing Luke says. “Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them.” Obedient—how surprising! He could have said, “I’m God. I’m over you. You don’t tell me what to do. I tell you what to do.” But, no, that wasn’t His purpose in being there. He was there to obey the law—“honor your father and mother”—even though He was God Himself. Jesus came as our substitute, to fulfill the law of God for us.
Luke ends the account with some words that our Board of Child Discipleship for the last few years has chosen to focus us on when we consider this topic of Christian education. “And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.” In His human nature Jesus was just like every one of us. As a boy He developed just like every one of us. Our Board of Child Discipleship has divided up the development of a child into four different aspects. There is physical development in us when we grow up; there is mental development; then there is spiritual development; and there is social development. He “grew in wisdom and in stature.” He grew intellectually, and He grew physically. And the next two are interesting:  He grew “in favor with God and men.” His relationship with God grew. The more He fulfilled God’s law, the more God emphasized His pleasure with Jesus. A couple of Sundays ago at Jesus’ baptism we heard the Father in a voice from heaven say to Him, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” And as He grew in favor with God, He also grew in favor with men. Men saw that He was fulfilling the law of God, and they knew there was something uniquely wonderful about Him.
What an interesting group of four phrases. And how interesting that they can apply not only to our Substitute, but, because of what He did, they also all four apply to us. We grow physically, and our physical development is an important part of our education. Oh, our bodies grow even without us doing anything to induce it. But there are certain things we can do or fail to do that will impair physical growth, things having to do with diet and exercise, important topics that we need to learn about as we’re growing up. And we grow mentally. The brain is a marvelous creation of God, and it must be exposed to just the right ideas and facts and challenges in order for it to grow in a successful way. Wisdom is very important. But I think everyone of us here today know that it’s the last pair that are most important. And notice the order that Luke puts them in:  He grew “in favor with God and men.” If you don’t have the favor of God, no other pursuit in life is going to make a difference. If you don’t have the peace and the strength and the confidence that comes from faith in Jesus; if you don’t have the knowledge that life does not come down to trial and error but that life depends on Jesus’ perfect keeping of God’s will in your place, then the aspect that follows isn’t going to come out right either—the social aspect of life, the relationships with other people. Every parent knows instinctively that if their child does not mature in the social area—if their child does not grow up to interact well with coworkers, with friends, with family members, with spouse—then life is indeed going to be lived in misery. No, I believe Luke has a very distinct reason for listing these two aspects of growth in the order that he does. Because there cannot be any healthy living in the social aspects of life, if there is not a healthy relationship with God.
 Kids, have you fallen down in any of these areas? Have you let junk food and lack of exercise make you into a couch potato? Has your failure to do your homework put you at the bottom of your class? Has the fact that you ignore God way too much made it hard for you to get along with other kids? Parents, has your failure to get your kids to be physically active and to feed them properly led to health problems for them? Has your failure to challenge them academically and to help them develop good study habits led to problems with them getting a decent job? Has your failure to put God first led to misplaced priorities and all kinds of behavioral and social problems? Well, if any of the above are true for you, how blessed you are to be a part of a faith and a church where it doesn’t all depend on you doing everything right.
The Christian faith is not about being perfect. It’s about someone who has already been perfect for you. It’s about forgiveness. It’s about a person who has won forgiveness for every mistake that you or I have ever made. He was perfect at every stage of life—in infancy, in childhood, in His teen years, in young adulthood, in mature manhood. He’s not just a good example for you to follow. He’s your Substitute. On this very special Sunday, may you learn to appreciate more than ever why Christian education is such a precious thing! May you understand why it is so good to be in His temple regularly and in His Word so eagerly—not because your efforts make you a good person, but because Jesus has already been the perfect person for you. May you learn that doing the right thing and growing the right way is not a matter of your effort or something that you can take credit for, but it is a way of saying “Thank you” to your perfect Substitute. May God give you all the blessings of a Christian education!  Amen.
