
“The Earliest Recorded Words of Jesus” 

Luke 2:39-52 

 This morning we are going to look at another very familiar passage as we 

continue our study through the book of Luke: the account of Jesus in the temple 

when he was 12 years old. This is a particularly interesting passage because it 

contains the earliest recorded words of Jesus, found in verse 49 of our text: “How 

is it that ye sought me? wist ye not that I must be about my Father’s business?”  

 I. The Context of Jesus’ Words 

 Verse 39 tells us that Mary and Joseph returned to Nazareth with Jesus. We 

know from Matthew’s gospel that Mary and Joseph remained for a time in 

Bethlehem. Then the wise men from the east came to worship the new-born king of 

the Jews. Herod the Great was alarmed by this and plotted to kill Jesus. Joseph was 

warned by the angel of the Lord in a dream to flee to Egypt. This was to fulfill the 

prophecy found in Hosea 11:1b, “I . . . called my son out of Egypt.” After Herod 

the Great died, Mary and Joseph returned to Israel, but not to the city of their 

father’s, not to Bethlehem. Rather, they returned to the city of Nazareth in Galilee, 

and that is where Jesus would spend his childhood. 



 Verse 40 describes Jesus’ development. First, we are simply told that he 

“grew.” He was a normal, human child. He had a physical body that was real in 

every sense. He didn’t merely appear in the form of a human, but he actually took 

on flesh. Jesus grew physically just like each one of us has had to grow. 

 Hebrews 2:16-17 tell us, “For verily he took not on him the nature of angels; 

but he took on him the seed of Abraham. Wherefore in all things it behoved him to 

be made like unto his brethren, that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest 

in things pertaining to God, to make reconciliation for the sins of the people.” 

 Next, we are told He “waxed strong in spirit.” Just as Jesus truly had a body 

like us, so He had a spirit, a rational soul. He wasn’t just a body, he was a human-

being, a whole person.    And he “waxed strong in spirit.” Maybe you 

have heard a child described like this: “He has a strong spirit.” What do we mean 

when we say something like that? That a child is willful or stubborn. Often such a 

child has bad behavior. That is not what is being said of Jesus. 

 Rather, what we see here is a contrast between Jesus and us. We have an 

innate weakness in our spirit because of our sin nature. Jesus had no such weakness 

in His spirit because He had no sin nature. He was not weak-willed, but was strong 

in spirit and was not naturally inclined to evil like we are in our sin nature. As 

Jesus grew, this was more and more apparent. He “waxed strong in spirit.” 

 Next we read that He was “filled with wisdom.”  In His humanity, Jesus 

grew in wisdom as he aged. Here we see another example of Christ’s humility, of 



His emptying Himself. We are unavoidable born in ignorance and must grow in 

wisdom. Jesus voluntarily took upon Himself all the weaknesses inherent to 

mankind, including this need to grow in wisdom as he aged. 

 Finally, verse 40 tell us that “grace of God was upon Him.” Even in His 

childhood, it was abundantly clear that the special favor of God rested upon Jesus. 

The grace or favor of God was manifested to Him and in Him, that is, Jesus and 

those around Jesus were aware that the favor of God rested upon Him in a special 

way. 

 This passage goes on to tell us Jesus accompanied Mary and Joseph to 

Jerusalem (v. 41-42). As devout Jews Mary and Joseph went to Jerusalem every 

year for the Passover. Verse 42 tells us that the trip to Jerusalem for the Passover 

described in this chapter happened when Jesus was 12 years old. Joseph, as an 

adult male Israelite, was required by the ceremonial law to present himself before 

the Lord on the Passover. But Jesus, being just 12 years old, was not yet required 

by the law to be there.  Jewish boys were circumcised at 8 days old, marking them 

as “sons of the covenant.” But it wasn’t until they were 13 years old that they were 

considered “sons of the commandment,” and required to fulfill all the obligations 

of the law. So why did Jesus travel to Jerusalem with Mary and Joseph? 

 We might assume that this is the first time Jesus has gone with them, but this 

passage doesn’t tell us that. It is quite possible that Jesus had been going with them 

for several years. Jesus, being strong is spirit, filled with wisdom, and with the 



grace of God upon Him, was well equipped to benefit from the public worship in 

Jerusalem, and so he was brought to Jerusalem. As soon as a child can hear with 

understanding, that child should be present for pubic worship (Nehemiah 8:2). 

Christian parents should desire to have their children under faithful teaching and 

preaching, this is part of our responsibility to raise our children in the nurture and 

admonition of the Lord (Ephesians 6:4). 

 Mary and Joseph left Jerusalem after the feast days, but Jesus stayed behind 

(v. 43-45). At the conclusion of the feast days, Mary and Joseph begin the journey 

back home to Nazareth. Unbeknownst to them, Jesus remained in Jerusalem. Verse 

44 tells us that they supposed Jesus was with someone else in their traveling party. 

They got a day’s journey away from Jerusalem before they realized that Jesus was 

not with them. They first searched for him among their family and friends, but He 

was not there so they turned back to Jerusalem to search for Him. 

 Verse 46 tells us that after three days they found Jesus in the temple. They 

spent one day in travel away from Jerusalem, one day on their journey back to 

Jerusalem, and finally a day searching for Him in Jerusalem. And they found Him 

in the temple. 

 They didn’t find him aimlessly wandering around the temple or gaping at the 

incredible architecture, or the crowds of people. They found Jesus sitting in the 

midst of the doctors. These men were teachers of the law. 



 And look at what Jesus was doing there. He listened to them and asked them 

questions. The courts of the temple were often used for teaching, so it wound not 

have been unusual to see a 12 year old boy learning from the teachers in the 

temple. 

 But verse 47 tells us something that was unusual. All who heard Jesus were 

astonished at His understanding and answers. These doctors and the others who 

were there did not know who Jesus was, but they recognized the truth of verse 40, 

that Jesus was “strong in spirit, filled with wisdom: and the grace of God was upon 

him.” 

 The sight of all this had an affect on Mary and Joseph. The first part of verse 

48 says they were “amazed.” We are not told where they expected or hoped to find 

Jesus, but this surprised them. They may have been amazed at the position of honor 

he occupied at such a young age. They may have been amazed at the questions and 

answers he was giving. 

 And when they found Jesus, Mary asked him a question. Mary asks, “Son, 

why hast thou thus dealt with us? behold, thy father and I have sought thee 

sorrowing.” 

 In this question we see the tender affections of a mother. Mary has been 

worried about Jesus. For three days she hasn’t known where He was or what had 

become of Him. For three days she has been wondering, “Is He lost? Is He injured? 

Is He sick? Has someone taken Him? Has someone hurt Him?”  



 She has had this worry, this stress, this concern gnawing away at her for the 

last three days. And so when they finally find Jesus she asks, “Why hast thou thus 

dealt with us?”  Why have you done this to us? Why have you treated us this way? 

Why didn’t you think of your poor mother and the worry, the sorrowing, you 

would put me through? 

 In His response, we are going to see Jesus very gently correct His mother. 

Jesus wasn’t like any other child. He was the Son of God. When He stayed behind 

at the temple, Jesus was acting in obedience to His heavenly Father. 

 Mary was worried, she may have even been hurt, but she was not sinned 

against. Mary became focused on her rights as a mother, and neglected her 

responsibility before God.  

 I think we can say with assurance that Mary did this unwittingly. Mary was 

simply concerned as a mother. But this unfettered concern put her focus upon 

herself and took it off of God. 

 This is not a problem unique to Mary. This is a universal problem. We all 

struggle with this. We need to make sure that we keep our affections, our 

expectations, the desires of our hearts squarely within the boundaries God gives us 

in His Word. If we are overly focused on our rights, if we are only concerned about 

chasing our own desires, we will defraud God of His honor. We will make life all 

about us, as if we are god. 



 We need to learn to hold all that God has given us with an open hand and 

pray, “Lord, help me to be faithful with these possessions, these relationships, these 

responsibilities. Keep me from an ungodly focus on self. Let the desire of my heart 

be to honor and glorify You in all things.” 

 Now we get to verse 49, the earliest recorded words of Jesus. I am just going 

to read this verse, and then we are going to finish looking at the rest of this 

passage, and then we will come back and look at these words again.  

 Verse 49, “And he [Jesus] said unto them, How is it that ye sought me? wist 

ye not that I must be about my Father's business?” 

 Now, look at what happened after Jesus spoke (v. 50-52). Verse 50 tells us 

that Mary and Joseph didn’t understand or comprehend what Jesus had just said to 

them. This seems remarkable, that Mary and Joseph didn’t understand what Jesus 

had just said. They knew Who Jesus was. They knew that Jesus was the Son of 

God. They knew that Jesus was the Messiah. They had the witness of angels, 

shepherds, Simeon, Anna, and the Wise Men. Any yet, though they knew of Jesus’ 

divine origin, they still did not comprehend all that His ministry as Messiah would 

entail. 

 The beginning of verse 51 tells us that Jesus returned to Nazareth with Mary 

and Joseph. Just a glimpse of the glory of Jesus Christ was revealed at this scene in 

the temple, and now He will return to obscurity in Nazareth for another 18 years. 



And yet Jesus willingly accepted this obscurity. He submitted to his earthly 

authority and returned with them to Nazareth. 

 Verse 51 also tells us that Jesus was subject to them, to Mary and Joseph. He 

submitted to the whole law, including the 5th commandment: “Honor thy father 

and thy mother.” Even though Mary and Joseph were sinful and He was sinless, yet 

he submitted. Even though Joseph was only his supposed father, yet Jesus 

submitted to him. Though he was the Son of God, and fully aware of His identity, 

yet He submitted to His imperfect parents. 

 If Jesus, being perfect, willingly submitted to the imperfect authority in His 

life, what excuse do we have, being sinful, for refusing to submit to authority? You 

might think, “My authority is not worthy.” Such a though was never in the mind of 

Christ. 

 You might think, “I know more than my authority and I am better able to 

rule myself.” If anyone could have ever truly said this, it was Jesus. And yet He 

willingly submitted. This is a wonderful example of the submission that the epistle 

of I Peter talks so much about. 

 Verse 51 ends by telling us that Mary “kept all these sayings in her heart.” 

She may not have fully understood, but she did not forget. This is part of what it 

means to be faithful with the revelation God has given you. You may not presently 

have a full understanding of what you are studying in Scripture, or what you hear 

taught or preached, but do not be a forgetful hearer. Lay these things up in your 



heart. Meditate upon them. Study them. Ask God for wisdom and understanding. 

Be faithful to remember what has been revealed to you. 

 Verse 52 gives us the final details we have about Jesus’ life before His public 

ministry. This is very similar to what was said about Jesus in verse 40. Jesus 

continued to grow and develop in His humanity. Though he was fully God, He was 

also fully man and had to grow and develop just like any other person. John 

MacArthur commented here, “Jesus did not cease being God or divest Himself of 

divine attributes in order to become man. Rather, He took on a human nature, and 

submitted the use of His divine attributes to the will of the Father.”  1

 Now that we have looked at this entire passage and we have the full context, 

we are going to go back and look closely at the words of Jesus in verse 49. 

II. The Earliest Recorded Words of Jesus 

 Mary had just asked Jesus, "Son, why hast thou thus dealt with us? behold, 

thy father and I have sought thee sorrowing.” 

 And Jesus answered, “How is it that ye sought me? wist ye not that I must be 

about my Father's business?” 

 First, we see from these words that Jesus was fully aware of His identity and 

mission, even at a young age. He said, “I must be about my Father’s business” or 
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“I must be in my Father’s house. Jesus is talking about his responsibility before 

God. It is as if He said to Mary, “Have you forgotten that my first responsibility is 

to my heavenly Father?” 

 Mary had said, “They father and I have sought thee.” Mary was talking 

about Joseph. Legally and socially, Joseph acted as a father for Jesus. But Joseph 

was not his father, and Jesus reminds Mary of this. 

 Jesus was aware that His had come from God to accomplish a particular 

work and that this work was to be preferred before all other human duties. He was 

fully committed to do the will of the Father. He speaks of it in absolute terms, even 

at 12 years old. He doesn’t say, “I should be about my Father’s business.” He says, 

“I must be about my Father’s business.” 

 In John 4:34 Jesus said, “My meat is to do the will of him that sent me, and 

to finish his work.” We are told in Luke 9:51 that nearly 21 years after Jesus spoke 

these words to Mary Jesus “steadfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem.” Why? 

Because “the time was come that He should be received up.” He went to Jerusalem 

to be betrayed, falsely accused, illegally tried and convicted, shamefully beaten 

and abused, and then publicly crucified. He went to die, and to rise again.  He went 

to accomplish the will of the Father. 

 This was not a work that Jesus was assigned when He was about to die. It 

wasn’t a task given to Him at the beginning of His public ministry. This is the work 



the Father sent Him to accomplish. And even at a very young age Jesus 

demonstrated that he was conscience of His identity and His mission. 

 Finally, we see we see from these earliest recorded words of our Lord that 

Jesus can be found. Jesus began His response to Mary by asking, “How is it that 

you sought me? Why were you looking for me? You say you ‘sought me 

sorrowing.’ Why?” 

 I don’t think Jesus was surprised Mary and Joseph came looking for Him. 

When we read this account, it doesn’t surprise us that Mary and Joseph, when they 

discovered Jesus was not with them, went to search for Him. I don’t Jesus was 

surprised by this either. 

 It is possible that Jesus was questioning Mary about her faith. As if He said, 

“Why were you so distressed? Don’t you trust in the sovereign power and 

providence of God to take care for His Son?” 

 Jesus asked questions like this later on in His ministry. When the disciples 

woke Jesus because of the of the storm they were in on the sea of Galilee, Jesus 

said to them in Matthew 8:26, “Why are ye fearful, O ye of little faith?” 

 When the disciples were concerned because they had forgotten to bring 

bread with them Jesus agains said in Matthew 16:8, "O ye of little faith, why 

reason ye among yourselves, because ye have brought no bread?” 



 In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus said, “Wherefore, if God so clothe the 

grass of the field, which to day is, and to morrow is cast into the oven, shall he not 

much more clothe you, O ye of little faith?” (Matthew 6:30). 

 So many times we take on cares and concerns that reflect a lack of faith in 

God. A lack of faith in God’s power. A lack of faith in God’s provision. A lack of 

faith in God’s righteousness, His justice, His love, His holiness. May we, like 

Thomas, hear the words of the Lord and “be not faithless, but believing.” (John 

20:27) Rest in the finished work of Jesus Christ. Put all your trust and hope in 

Him, in every situation and grow in your faith. 

 Another possibility is that Jesus was asking Mary why she had looked for 

Him anywhere else but the temple. “How is it that ye sought me?” Why have you 

sought me among earthly friends? Why have you sought me in the road? Why have 

you sought me streets and markets of Jerusalem?  

 “Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business? Did you not 

know that I would be in my Father’s house? Why would you look for me anywhere 

else but the temple?” 

 Mary and Joseph knew Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God. They had so 

much revelation given to them from God about Jesus. They should have known 

where to find Him. 

 There is an application for us here. First, I want to speak to those who may 

be listening who are not Christians, who have never trusted in Jesus Christ for 



salvation. Jesus  can be found. He has revealed Himself in His Word. Like Mary 

and Joseph, you have tremendous revelation given to you from God about Jesus in 

the written Word of God. You have not only been given enough revelation to find 

Jesus, but you are under obligation to seek Him. You are under obligation before 

God to recognize Jesus as Lord and to repent. When Paul preached the gospel in 

Athens he said, “God . . . commands all men everywhere to repent.” 

 Do not assume upon the mercy of God.  II Peter 3:9 says that God is 

longsuffering to give space for repentance, but He is not eternally longsuffering.  

 That same passage in II Peter warns us that the “heavens and the earth . . . 

are kept in store, reserved unto fire against the day of judgment and perdition of 

ungodly men” (II Peter 3:7). Seek the Lord while He may be found.  Flee from the 

wrath to come. Repent of your sins and turn to Jesus Christ. 

 There is also an application here for Christians. When you find yourself 

separated form the Lord, seek Him where you know He can be found. When you 

have fallen to temptation and sinned and your fellowship with God is broken, seek 

Him in repentance. When you feel cold in your walk with the Lord, seek His 

presence in Scripture reading and prayer. If you “have left thy first love. 

Remember therefore from whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first 

works.” 

 Don’t seek Christ in guilt. Don’t seek Christ in your own works, your self-

righteousness. Seek Him where He can be found: in repentance, in Scripture 



reading, in prayer. May Christ never say to us, “Why have you sought me 

anywhere else? You should have sought me where I can be found.” Seek Him 

where you know He can be found.


