
BALANCED LIVING - LUKE 2:52


FINDING PURPOSE IN LIFE #3

Pastor Sylvester was the senior pastor of a Presbyterian church in Westfield, Connecticut in the middle 19th century.  As he continued to lead his flock, Sylvester became more and more convinced that his people needed greater balance in their lives.  It was certainly a priority that they be fed spiritually from God's word.  But it was also necessary that they maintain a proper diet and exercise regularly as well.  As a member of the Temperance League, Sylvester became convinced that eating properly would be an antidote to people desiring alcoholic beverages as well.  Natural whole wheat bread became the staple that Sylvester promoted.  He even experimented developing his own special recipe for a very thin, crunchy whole wheat bread.

It is interesting to look back upon Sylvester's ideas from our vantage point almost 200 years later for many of his ideas have become commonly accepted by society today.  But in his day, the Pastor was viewed as somewhat eccentric.  He continued, however, to promote his view of a balanced life with the spiritual and the physical each having its own place because he believed that the Bible taught that kind of balance.  

Now I have never read one of Pastor Sylvester's sermons, but I have on occasions enjoyed the fruit of his nutritional experiments as probably you have as well.  For that thin, crunchy, whole wheat bread that Pastor Sylvester Graham developed is with us even to this day - in fact, every time we eat a Graham Cracker we in a way honor his memory.

Ever since the time of the Lord Jesus Christ, there have been his followers who have advocated living a balanced life following the example of the Savior.  Now there certainly have been some eccentric and extreme movements that have identified themselves under the Christian banner.  But those who have studied Christ's life in its entirety cannot help but be impressed by the balance that He maintained in life.

During these past couple of Sunday mornings, we have been looking at finding purpose and meaning in life.  We began by looking at 3 pictures of life in general from Psalm 39.  In this Psalm, David pictured the brevity of life by breath, the furious activity of life by a phantom, and the vulnerability of life by an immigrating foreigner.  We certainly have to understand the basic nature of life if we are to find its purpose and meaning.  Then we began to look at 6 different stages of life.  Last week, we looked at the prenatal stage in Psalm 139 and saw that we are fearfully and wonderfully made as God embroidered us within our mother’s womb and ordained all of our days before we lived one of them.  This morning, we want to look at one of the very few verses that give us insight into the childhood of the Lord Jesus Christ.  There is a verse at the end of Luke 2 that summarizes the human development of the Lord Jesus Christ as he developed as a child.  

This verse that we are going to study this morning is a very important one because it forms one of the few testimonies summarizing the majority of Christ's life.  We are told a great deal about the earliest years of Jesus' life.  We know details concerning his birth - the story of his birth, the angels, shepherds and wise men, etc.  We also know about his flight down into Egypt, and his return to Nazareth.  All of these events occurred within the first several years of his life.  But then we know almost nothing about Christ’s childhood until we find this scene in the later part of Luke 2 giving a story of Jesus in the Temple when he was 12 years old.  Luke 2:41-50 gives the account of Jesus going with his parents to Jerusalem for the Passover Feast when he was 12 years old.  The teachers of the law who practiced in Jerusalem were amazed at Christ's knowledge and insight into the Old Testament at this time.  But after this event, the next 18 years of Christ's development are a mystery to us.  There is complete silence concerning any events in Christ's life from year 13 to year 30 when He enters his public ministry.  We do know that the Lord Jesus Christ didn't commit any sin or transgression during that time for on the occasion of His baptism when He entered his public ministry, God the Father voiced His approval from heaven saying, This is my Son whom I love; in Him I am well pleased.  But as to further details, we know nothing.  And this void leaves many questions in our minds.  What was the purpose of those 27 or so years of almost complete silence?  What was Jesus doing during this time of His life that forms the vast majority of his time here on this earth – over 80%?  

The verse that we are going to look at this morning sums up this time - it lets us know that Jesus was busy during those years developing into a well-rounded, balanced person.

READ Luke 2:52:  And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.
That word grew is a very interesting one here.  It is a completely different Greek term from that word which was used to describe his first 12 years.  In Luke 2:40 we read, And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom and the grace of God was upon Him.  In the first part of this verse, Doctor Luke is describing Jesus' physical development.  As most children, Jesus shot up to about his normal, adult size during those first 12 years of his life.

But the word grew that is used in Luke 2:52 is a different one.  This word was a military term.  Dean Farrar writes of the etymology of this word,  The word used here is derived from those who would go before an advancing area cutting down the trees.  This military term described the actions of the soldiers who would go to prepare a place for battle or siege by cutting down all the trees around the city walls.  They leveled out the land so that the army wouldn’t be hindered in its siege of the city walls.  Nor is this the only way this word was used.  Thayer in his Greek lexicon says that this word is used of a black smith lengthening out a piece of metal as he heats it red hot and then hammers it on his anvil forming it into a useful and productive instrument.

I like the commentary of G. Campbell Morgan on this word:  If we examine the makeup of this word, it means to beat forward, to hack on.  The idea of the word, then, is that of strenuous activity rather than passive development.  The child grew for 12 years, more passive development, no volitional responsibility; but He was now a Son of the Law, and had to hack his way on.  Life now became responsible.  For the future, development must be not merely the passive growth that answers life, but the bringing of all life under control.  He advanced.
Now Morgan might be overstating his case to make a point.  I don't think that we can go so far as to say there was no volitional responsibility during those first 12 years - Christ's appearance in the temple would indicate that there certainly had been development in this area in his childhood.  But the general point is a valid one.  The term that Luke uses is almost a militaristic advance in development.

There are 4 specific areas of development that the Spirit of God wanted us to know concerning the life of Christ.  
These areas show the balance of Christ’s development.  That balance that was developed was important in his maintaining direction in his life so that he could fulfill his purpose.  Look with me at these 4 areas this morning.

1.  Jesus grew in wisdom.  Christ's development involved his intellect.  

Now here we find one of the great mysteries of the Bible.  The One who was omniscient, the one who knew all things, the one from whom nothing was hidden, laid aside the use of that divine attribute, and he learned, he developed his mind.  This activity, of course, involved the study of the Old Testament as was evidenced in his skill at handling the Scriptures in the temple at the relatively young age of 12, but I am sure that it involved growth in other subjects also.  Jesus learned the trade of being a carpenter.  He learned the scientific knowledge of his day.  He learned the major philosophic systems as evidenced by comments that he would make later in his ministry.  In short, the Lord Jesus Christ developed his mind and his intellectual capacities.

Now we must not overlook this arena for while the pool of knowledge is multiplying at an explosive rate, there is less of an emphasis on the intellect today than ever before in my lifetime.  We see this evidenced all the time around us.

*The Presidential candidates finished their series of 3 debates not too long ago.  But the vast majority of commentary on these debates had little to do with the issues that were discussed.  Rather the appearance and manner of the candidates were the focal point.  Style was much more important than substance to most people – and certainly to the media who were covering the debates.  

*I saw a poll several weeks ago that showed  28% of the adults in our nation actually believe that they have a better chance of gaining the money necessary for retirement by playing the lottery than by saving and investing in annuities and IRAs.  People who actually believe that the lottery is the best investment program for the future just aren't thinking.  They aren't calculating the odds; they aren't really looking at these huge, lavish casinos that are springing up all over from gambling profits, they aren’t listening to the politicians who are lobbying so hard to control the gambling decisions because they know the huge amounts of money that are involved, they aren't reasoning their future through rationally.   God clearly has revealed through the wisest person who ever lived in Proverbs that the one who saves little by little makes the money grow and is a wise person.  

A balanced person has an active mind.  Such a person intentionally fills his mind with great thoughts that stretch his thinking.  We must read classical literature of the past.  We must ever be inquisitive, picking the brains of those around us who are experts in areas of which we know little.  We must fill our minds with the Word of God.  If we are to be like Christ, we will be growing in wisdom.

2.  But Jesus also developed physically - He grew in stature.

There have been those who have tried in the past to completely separate the immaterial part of a person from his or her material body.  The philosopher Plato was probably the first to develop this concept in depth.  But there have been many who have followed in his footsteps.  Throughout the history of the church, there have even been many Christians who have taught that the body is evil, sinful to the place where it should be ignored or beat down.  The consequences of such a philosophy usually come back to haunt a person.  For this physical body for a Christian is the temple of the Spirit of God.  This body houses our minds and spirits as well.  If this body falls apart, our minds and spirits and useful service for the Lord cannot help but be affected.  Even as great a Christian leader as Martin Luther himself found this to be the case.  For before his conversion, he went through a prolonged period of abusing his body - not eating properly, denying himself sleep - and he would admit later in his life to having digestive problems stemming from that time of self-imposed physical abuse.

The Christian who is balanced in his or her thinking will take adequate care of his or her body.  Now this doesn't mean pampering our bodies.  But it does mean having proper nutrition and getting enough rest.  It does mean exercising regularly.  Physical development must be a part of a balanced lifestyle.

Now we realize that we will never completely rid ourselves of physical ills.  These bodies of ours are temporary dwellings.  At best, they are still weak and frail, and they are going to age and decay as we grow older.  But we can and should give them adequate care and show a measure of concern for their wellbeing.  We must always remember that Jesus grew physically in stature as well as in the other areas of his life.  That is specified in Luke’s observation.
3.  A third area of development we usually call the Spiritual area.  I hesitate to call it the Spiritual area because all of these areas affect our spiritual lives.  Sometimes we are right in the center of God's will when we read a good book or jog for a half hour.  But it specifically says that Jesus grew in favor with God - and it must be our concern to grow in our relationship with God as well.

Again, the fact that Luke would mention this almost confuses our minds.  For Jesus Christ was God. He was the second person of the Triune Godhead.  In his position as the Son of God, He would have always had perfect fellowship with the Father, actually being one with him.  The Lord Jesus Christ alone could say, I and the Father are one.  But again we see the love of the Lord Jesus Christ for us.  For his incarnation lead him to choose not to exercise those divine rights that he had so that he could actually grow in favor with God as we are able to.

We certainly cannot overemphasize this most important area of life.  There are many in history who have excelled in the intellectual arenas becoming brilliant thinkers, they have developed their bodies into finely tuned machines, and they have become very popular and charismatic in the social realm, but they have failed to develop a relationship with God.  If this area is neglected, it doesn't matter what else is achieved, a person's life will still be unsuccessful and he will not find his ultimate purpose in life.  Every single human being having been created in the image and likeness of God has a void in his or her innermost being that only a relationship with God can fill.  We have been created to have a relationship with our creator and to grow in that relationship forever.  We must never forget that our growth in the knowledge and favor of God will not be limited just to our time here upon this earth, but it will continue in heaven throughout all eternity.  It is not coming to a complete and full knowledge of God that brings ultimate satisfaction to us - for that will never happen.  God is an infinite spirit - our finite minds will never be able to fully comprehend him.  But it is in the process, the growth and development of knowing Him more completely and fully that we find great satisfaction and contentment.  If a person doesn't have a relationship with God at all, there is a part of his or her life that is left unbalanced.  And if a Christian isn't growing in his or her faith, there will be an uneasy dissatisfaction in life.  If we are to be balanced, we must be growing in the favor of God as the Lord Jesus Christ modeled in his life.

4.  The 4th area of development is the social one.  Jesus grew in favor with God and man.   The Lord Jesus Christ having created the human race realized its social nature.  He, therefore, developed his social skills. 

*He was able to relate well with people.  Many desired to follow him and associate with him.

*He was able to communicate well with people.  Throngs crowded around him to hear his teachings and words of instruction.

*He had the strength of conviction and character to confront at times when necessary.

*He felt very much at ease meeting strangers and conversing with them as he evidenced with the Samaritan woman and Nicodemus.

*Jesus was equally comfortable being alone in solitude or being at a party with many people around him.  

*The Lord Jesus Christ developed social skills in this life.  

Now I trust that you are beginning to see the pattern.  If we are to find purpose and meaning in our lives consistently, we must live balanced lifestyles like the Lord Jesus Christ did.  We like to compartmentalize and we are taught to compartmentalize by the culture in which we live.  We like to say that we are being spiritual when we are having our devotions and then we are in the secular world when we go to work or a party.  But the life of Christ shows us that God desires for us to live in balance and for whatever we do is to be done for the glory of God.  When Christ read a scroll developing his mind, it was pleasing to His father.  When he exercised walking from one town to another, it was pleasing to His father.  When he worked on a table making a find piece of furniture, it was pleasing to His father.  When he prayed through the night, it was pleasing to His father.  When he went to a party and enjoyed a good meal and fellowship, it was pleasing to His father.  The Lord Jesus Christ was a balanced person who grew in wisdom and stature and in favor with God and men.

And His example causes us to examine our own lives.  Are we living a balanced life?  
*Are we actively developing our minds?  What good books have we read lately?  What interesting hobbies do we have to challenge us and expand our thinking?

*Are we taking good care of our bodies?  Do we eat nutritional meals and exercise regularly?  

*Are we growing in our relationship with God?  Do we have daily quiet times of reading God’s word and praying?  Are we stretching our faith as we trust in God?

*Are we cultivating our social skills?  Do we relate well to people?  Are people comfortable around us?  

If we are to find purpose and meaning in life, we must live balanced lives.   An airplane has to have an engine, wheels,  wings, and functioning steering in order to reach its intended destination.  Without a running engine, there is no power to go anywhere.  Without wheels, it can’t taxi down the runway to get off the ground.  Without wings, it can’t stay in the air.  And without steering, it can’t be directed towards its intended destination.  All the parts must work together if the airplane is to reach its intended destination.

So it is in our lives.  Many people are thwarted in finding direction in their lives because their lives are so out of balance.  One part of their life has become so eccentric over the others that it becomes the obsession of the person’s life.

The Lord Jesus Christ lived a life of 33 years here on this earth so that we would have an example to follow, so that we would know how God would handle life here on this earth.  He developed intellectually, physically, spiritually and socially.  He showed us the balance that God created human beings to have in life.
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