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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Our lesson begins, 

 Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover.  

When he was twelve years old, they went up to the Feast, according to the 

custom. 

This morning we find Jesus going up to Jerusalem with his mother Mary and 

Joseph for the annual Passover celebrations.  Attendance at the annual 

festival was mandatory for Jewish men; women were not required to go, but 

very many did.  Jesus, at some twelve years of age, was most likely 

attending his first Passover feast.  At age 13, attendance for Jesus would 

become mandatory too.  It was at that age that Jewish boys became men.  

They were “bar mitzvahed.”   They became, literally, “sons of the law,” or 

“sons of the commandment,” and, as full members of the congregation of 

Israel, became subject to all the requirements of the law that adults were.  

But while it wasn’t mandatory for Jesus to attend Passover at age 12, it was 

the common practice—the custom.  The Mishnah, a book of Jewish 

teachings, customs and practices, suggested parents should take their boys to 

the Passover celebrations a year or two before becoming adults and this 

Joseph and Mary did. 



 Now I want you to see in your mind’s eye what it was like in 

Jerusalem at the time of this annual festival.  Jerusalem would have upwards 

of 200,000 pilgrims visiting the city.  The place would be packed.  Vendors 

would be hawking their wares on the streets.  Beggars would be strategically 

placed at the city gates.  A few weeks ago when we were introduced to 

Zechariah we learned that the priests of Israel were divided into 24 divisions, 

with each division serving at the temple for two one-week periods each year.  

Well, during Passover week all 24 divisions of priests, some 8,000 men, 

were hard at work, serving in the temple.  They had to be.  The historian 

Josephus once took a census of the lambs slaughtered on the Passover.  He 

counted more than 250,000.   

 The sights, the sounds, the smells would have been overwhelming.  

The worshippers would enter the temple area carrying their bleating lambs.  

Levite choirs would be singing psalms.  The priests would take the 

sacrificial animals and slit their throats, catching the blood in golden bowls.  

The blood would then be splashed against the base of the altar.  R. C. Sproul 

tells an interesting story about this.  He was giving a lecture one day and, as 

he gave the details of the sacrificial system God had instituted, a person got 

up and protested.  “This is barbaric.  This is obscene.”  Sproul replied, 



“You’re absolutely right.  It is.  It needs to be, because it is a picture of what 

sin does—it brings guilt and shame and death.”  Think of the impression this 

must have made on the young mind of Jesus.  He still had much to learn, of 

course.  He had another 18 years of preparation before his ministry began.  

But there, in the blood and death of the lambs he caught a first glimpse of 

what he, the Lamb of God, would have to undergo to free his people. 

After they were killed, the animals were skinned and the carcasses wrapped 

up in the fleeces and carried home.  There they were roasted on pomegranate 

spits and eaten after sundown.  The Passover meal was consumed joyfully, 

with various courses interspersed with prayers and hymns and usually the 

youngest would ask the question, “Why is this night different from all other 

nights?”  The head of the house would then retell the story of the deliverance 

of God’s people from Egypt.  After the meal it was back to the temple for 

midnight prayers and, if they were able, the visitors would stay a whole 

week, worshipping, visiting, celebrating. 

When the time came to go back home, a problem arose.  Look at the lesson: 

After the feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy 

Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it.  Thinking he 

was in their company, they traveled on for a day.  Then they began looking 



for him among their relatives and friends.  When they did not find him, they 

went back to Jerusalem to look for him.  After three days they found him in 

the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking 

them questions. 

Mary and Joseph lost track of him.  How?  In those days the women walked 

with the women and the men walked with the men.  The children tended to 

be with the women, but a boy of 12 years of age could be with either group.  

Mary though he was with Joseph.  Joseph thought he was with Mary.  It 

wasn’t until they had stopped for the day that they came to realize he was 

with neither.   

 They looked for him frantically throughout the camp.  And then they 

made the anxious, daylong trip back to Jerusalem.  They found him “after 

three days.”  That probably means one day out, one day back, and one day 

searching in the city, rather than three days searching in the city.  In any 

event, there he was, in his Father’s house, sitting at the feet of teachers, 

learning from them and asking penetrating questions.   

 Let me make two points here.  In the Authorized Version is says, 

“supposing him to have been in the company, they went a day’s journey.”  



Beloved, do not “suppose” when it comes to Christ.  Make sure.  Make sure, 

first of all, that it is the real Christ that you have—the Christ of the Bible.  

There are many who make up false Christs.  I can remember being in an oral 

exam with another student.  The professor asked us the question, “Who is 

Jesus?”  My fellow student replied, “To me, Jesus is a revolutionary.”  The 

professor looked at him and answered, “So what?”  You see, the question 

“Who is Jesus?” has been answered definitively, once and for all, in the 

pages of Scripture.  It is not a matter of who I think Jesus is.  It is not a 

matter of who you think Jesus is.  It is a matter of who he himself has 

revealed himself to be.  Is the Jesus you love and serve the Jesus of the Bible 

or is he a Jesus of your imagination?  Be sure on that point, for your life 

depends upon it.     

 Second, make sure that the Jesus of the Bible is in your heart.  Do not 

suppose him to be in your heart because you have been baptized and are in 

the habit of attending the Lord’s Supper.  Do not suppose him to be in your 

heart because you are a church member, a board member, and elder, deacon 

or pastor.  Judas was one of the twelve, yet he did not have Jesus in his heart 

and many pastors have the name of Jesus on their lips without his reality in 

their lives.  Here is a test you can take to confirm whether or not Jesus is in 

your heart.  Ask yourselves these questions.  “Do I love the Lord Jesus and 



express that love through obedience to his commandments?  Do I hate my 

sins with an abiding hatred and, when I fall, do I get up and run to Jesus for 

washing and forgiveness?  Am I seeking daily to walk godly in Christ, in 

holiness and in fellowship with him and with my neighbour?  Do I hunger 

and thirst to be more like Jesus?   

First, make sure you have the real Jesus in your heart.  Second, if you lose 

the Lord Jesus, seek him judiciously.  That is, seek him where he can be 

found.  Look in the right place.  If you have lost him because you have 

“given up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing” look for him 

in church, not on the golf course or at the hockey arena.  If you have lost him 

through the neglect of your prayers, go to the prayer closet to find him.  If 

you have lost him through some sin, get yourself to the house of repentance.  

If you have lost him by negligence in reading your Bible, look for him in the 

pages of sacred Scripture.  Seek him while he can be found and where he 

can be found.  Seek him in the company of godly men and women who 

know him and fellowship with him daily.   

Let’s continue our lesson. 

 After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among 

the teachers, listening to them and asking questions.  Everyone who heard 



him was amazed at his understanding and his answers.  When his parents 

saw him, they were astonished.  His mother said to him, “Son, why have you 

treated us like this?  Your father and I have been anxiously searching for 

you. 

 “Why were you searching for me?” he asked.  “Didn’t you know I had 

to be in my father’s house?”  

Now there are some people who assert that in this Jesus was disobedient to 

his parents and in this disobedience he sinned.  He knew his family was 

leaving Jerusalem for home.  He knew when the company was going to 

depart.  He knew his unannounced absence would cause his parents pain.  

And yet he went to the temple anyway.  Mary, it seemed, was thinking along 

these lines, at least at first.  She rebuked her son publicly, in the midst of a 

distinguished company of priests and scholars.  She thought she and Joseph 

had been treated shabbily.  When she says that she and Joseph had been 

“anxiously searching” for him, the literal translation is, “suffering pain, we 

were searching for you.”   

 Others, who don’t want to go so far as to say Jesus sinned, assert that 

he unknowingly caused his parents distress.  This Passover week was, to the 

growing boy, a time of “massive spiritual revelation,” and so he simply 



didn’t stop to think that his staying on at the temple would cause anyone 

distress.  It never occurred to him that his actions would cause a problem, 

and so, because it was all unknowing, it can’t be called sin.   

 Neither of these views holds up.  The first view cannot hold because 

we know that Jesus he was sinless.  Had he sinned, he could not be the 

Saviour.  It is as simple as that.  The second view doesn’t hold either.  

Ignorance is no excuse.  Doing something sinful unknowingly does not 

mean that it ceases to be sinful.  Listen to David in Psalm 19.  He is speaking 

of the law of the Lord and declaring that obedience to the law brings great 

reward.  Longing for a godly life, he then says this: 

Who can discern his errors? 

Forgive my hidden faults. 

Keep your servants also from willful sins; 

may they not rule over me. 

Then will I be blameless, 

innocent of great transgression. 

Hidden or not, sins are sins and must be forgiven. 

  

 So, what, then is going on here?  The key, it seems to me, is found in 

Jesus’ statement, “Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?”  Jesus 



had to be at the temple.  He had to be about his Father’s business.  In 

obedience to God he had to prepare himself for the mission for which he had 

come.  Everything else had to take a back seat to that.  In another 21 years 

Jesus would be bound and taken to the cross; the binding, however began 

here.  It is here, in Jerusalem, as Jesus celebrates his first Passover, as he is 

about to become a man, that the shadow of the cross begins to fall upon him.  

He must be in his Father’s house to learn what he must learn so that he can 

do what he must do—seek and save those who are lost and bring them back 

from the far country to his Father’s house.       

 Beloved, there are any number of instances recorded in Scripture that 

speak of the constraints that were upon our Lord.  That is, there were many 

things he had to do.  They had been decreed from of old.  They were part of 

God’s eternal plan of salvation Jesus had come to complete.  He must 

“preach the good news of the kingdom of God” (Luke 4:43) for that is why 

he was sent, and the gospel is the power of God unto salvation for everyone 

who believes, whether Jew or Gentile.  He “must needs go through 

Samaria,” we read in John 4.  If he were not so constrained, how could that 

wretched Samaritan woman at the well have been saved, and if not saved, 

how could she have borne witness as she did?  “Zacchaeus, come down 

immediately.  I must stay at your house today,” our Lord says in Luke 19.  If 



not so constrained, how could salvation have come to the house of 

Zacchaeus?  How could Zacchaeus have restored all those whom he had 

cheated?  “I must work the works of him that sent me while it is day,” Jesus 

says in John 9.  If Jesus were not to do the works of righteousness 

commanded by his Father, He would not have fulfilled the law in a positive 

sense, and we would have been eternally lost.  “The son of Man must suffer 

many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the 

law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.”  If Jesus 

were not to pay the penalty for our sin and suffer and die as our substitute, 

fulfilling the law in a negative sense, how could we be saved?  “How foolish 

you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!  

Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?”  

Beloved, all that Jesus did he did in wholehearted obedience to the divine 

decree, for his Father’s glory and for the blessing of his people.  He 

accomplished everything for which he was sent.  He has not lost any of those 

whom the Father had given to him.   

 There are things that you are constrained to do too.  That is to say, 

there are things you must do.  Let me mention a few.  “I must have friends, 

for human beings are social creatures.”  Wrong.  Listen to what it costs to be 

a disciple: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, 



his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he 

cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26).  At times, if friend and family turn 

from Christ, you may be called to turn from them.  Obedience to the Lord 

must come first.   

“Well, I must eat.”  Wrong.  It may be that God is calling you to go hungry 

as he called the Apostle Paul at times to go hungry.  Do you remember what 

he said at the end of his Letter to the Philippians?  “I have learned the secret 

of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, 

whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do everything through him who 

gives me strength.”  You must obey, for it is better to starve than to sin.   

“But I have to live.”  Wrong.  You don’t have to live.  In fact, it may well be 

that God calls you to give up your life—to lose it for his sake and the sake of 

the gospel—rather than to keep it.  You must obey, for it is better to obey and 

lose your life in this world than to gain your life in this world at the expense 

of eternity.  You must be able to say, “to live is Christ, to die is gain.”  It 

boils down to this: There is only one thing that you must do as a Christian.  

You must obey.   

Our lesson ends with these words: 



But they did not understand what he was saying to them.  Then he went 

down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them.  But his mother 

treasured all these things in he heart.  And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, 

and in favour with God and men. 

Now this is what I want you to notice.  Mary and Joseph didn’t understand 

what Jesus meant.  They didn’t see that in that one short sentence about 

being in his Father’s house, Jesus had encapsulated the whole of the gospel.  

In short, Jesus was come to do the will of the Father, to seek and save lost 

sinners.  They didn’t see all of the implications.  But although she hadn’t 

grasped it all, Mary took these things and treasured them up in her heart.  If 

there are things of God that you don’t understand, don’t discard them.  Don’t 

ignore them.  Don’t fret yourselves about them.  Do what Mary did.  

Treasure them up in your heart.  Ponder them.  And wait for the illumination 

of the Holy Spirit to open these truths to your understanding.  He will, 

though he will do so in his own good time.  Until that happens, wait.  Wait 

obediently.  Cheerfully.  Confidently.  Faithfully.  What is now mysterious 

and dim will be made clear at last.  Until then, you don’t need to know.  In 

Christ’s name.  AMEN.   

  




