A Lord Like No Other #2

“Truth or Circumstances?”

Luke 24:13-49
How many remember the game show “Truth or Consequences”? Originally aired on NBC radio in 1940 and hosted by creator Ralph Edwards, Truth or Consequences became the first televised game show ten years later. In March 1950 (before the show’s television debut), Edwards announced that he would air the program on its 10th anniversary from the first town that renamed itself after the show; Hot Springs, New Mexico won the honor, officially changing its name on March 31, 1950 (the program originated there the following evening, April 1st).
 For a time Edwards hosted the show on both radio and television, but eventually turned the TV show over first to Jack Bailey for one year and then to Bob Barker, who hosted the show for two decades. (Bob Barker  ended each episode with the phrase, “Hoping all your consequences are happy ones.”) The premise of the show was to mix the original quiz element of game shows with wacky stunts.

I bring this up tonight not because we are going to play a game, but my message is a variation of that title: “Truth or Circumstances?” Rather than a fun game to play, this is a serious question about how we approach life. 

Our text this evening is Luke 24:13-49, what Leon Morris calls a “charming story [that] is one of the best loved of all the resurrection narratives.”
 The event has been captured in a famous painting entitled, “The Road to Emmaus.” This occurred during the afternoon and early evening of Easter Sunday. 

The Discouraged Saints

Luke introduces us to two followers of Jesus. (They are often called “disciples” but they were not part of the Twelve.) Verse 18 identifies one of them as Cleopas, and some have conjectured that the other was his wife, Mary.
 Whoever the other one was, verse 14 states that “they were talking with each other about everything that had happened.” Verse 17 reveals their attitude at the time: “downcast.” Chuck Swindoll describes this “dejected pair” as “clearly disillusioned and resolving to leave their foolish dreams in Jerusalem forever.”
 Here were a couple of discouraged saints.

Luke describes the disciples’ conversation as bantering ideas back and forth with great emotion in a shared search for answers. When Jesus asked, “What are these matters you are discussing?” Luke uses the term antiballo, which literally means “to throw back and forth.” They desperately wanted to know why their expectations of the Messiah had come to such a tragic end, and so they were exploring a number of theories.

This pair was joined by another walker whom they didn’t recognize. (I know you know who it was, but just play along, okay?) The newcomer asked, “What are you discussing together as you walk along?” Luke records, “They stood still, their faces downcast.” We get the picture that the two stopped dead in their tracks, looking at the third traveler as if he had just stepped off a spaceship. The stranger, he thought, must be the only visitor to Jerusalem who does not know these things. It was evidently a topic much on the lips of all in the capital city at that time.
 Luke records the exchange:

One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, “Are you only a visitor to Jerusalem and do not know the things that have happened there in these days?” 

 “What things?” he asked.

“About Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. “He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this morning but didn’t find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but him they did not see.” 

We get the impression that these men were discouraged and disappointed because God did not do what they wanted Him to do. Herein lies the trouble. Their real problem was not in their heads but in their hearts. They could have discussed the subject for days and never arrived at a satisfactory answer. What was their basic problem? They did not believe.
 They had heard the reports; they had all the facts. They simply refused to believe with their whole hearts. And their lack of belief affected everything. If these two disciples had believed that Jesus was alive, they would have behaved differently.
 

These two were not the only discouraged saints that day. John 20:19 records that several of the Twelve (though not all; we know that at the very least Thomas and Judas Iscariot were not present) and perhaps other followers were locked in the upper room “for fear of the Jews.” Their mindset was doubtless the same as these two on the road to Emmaus: “We had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel…” but then He was crucified. Their hope was a thing of the past: Jesus was dead; and with Him died their hopes.

We read in Mark 16:14, “Later Jesus appeared to the Eleven as they were eating; he rebuked them for their lack of faith and their stubborn refusal to believe those who had seen him after he had risen.” This suggests that the condition of their hearts had something to do with the expression of their fears.

You see, the Gospels represent the disciples as being utterly unprepared for Jesus’ death. It came as an unexpected event, and it left them in a state of emotional shock. How could this be, after Jesus time and time again predicted His death and resurrection to them? I happened because nowhere in Jewish thinking at that time do you find the expectation of a Messiah whose fate is to suffer and die. In fact, suffering and death seemed to be a flat contradiction of the Old Testament messianic hopes. The Messiah was destined to reign as God’s King.
 The truth (as they saw it) did not fit the circumstances. That’s why they were discouraged saints on the greatest day in history.

The Distinguished Stranger

These discouraged saints were encountered by a distinguished stranger. Luke lets us in on a little secret in verses 15-16: “As they talked and discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with them; but they were kept from recognizing him.” On this occasion the disciples were prevented from recognizing Jesus. To them, He was just an ordinary man, a stranger out of the shadows joining them on their journey.
 Only later, when God opened their eyes, did they come to know who He was.
 

That happened in verses 28-32,

As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus acted as if he were going farther. But they urged him strongly, “Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is almost over.” So he went in to stay with them. 

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. They asked each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” 

True to cultural hospitality, the pair invited Jesus to stay…in fact, Luke writes that they “urged him strongly.” He sat down and broke bread with them—probably in the context of a meal, not (as some suppose) as in Communion. Then the light went on.

The Greek phrase translated “their eyes were opened and they recognized Him” literally means “their eyes were completely opened and they came to fully comprehend Him.” This was more than a passive, casual recognition of His features. They came to recognize Jesus in all His significance as the Messiah, the Suffering Servant, the Son of God, and their risen Lord!
 Suddenly it all made sense! And Jesus disappeared.

So they hightailed it back to Jerusalem where they found the group of believers gathered in the upper room. They excitedly exchanged stories of seeing the risen Christ when Jesus appeared in their midst, saying, “Peace [Hebrew “shalom”] be with you.” 
The need for the greeting of peace is seen in their reaction to Jesus’ appearance, as seen in verses 37-43, 

They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. He said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.” 

When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And while they still did not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, “Do you have anything here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence. 

We read another report of this appearance in John 20:19-20, “On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you!’ After he said this, he showed them his hands and side.” Both accounts refer to the same time on Easter Day, in both Jesus shows the disciples the marks of his wounds and in both there is the greeting of peace.

The Disappointed Savior
In both instances we also see the disappointed Savior. Let’s go back to the walk toward Emmaus, as Jesus addressed the pair in verses 25-27. After hearing Clopas whine and complain for a while, the stranger gives him a verbal slap to the head: “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?” Can you imagine the expression on Clopas’ face when he heard that? 

Then we read, “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” Warren Wiersbe writes, “That was some Bible conference, and I wish I could have been there!”
 Max Lucado adds, 

Christ conducted a Bible class. He led the Emmaus-bound duo through an Old Testament survey course, from the writings of Moses the messages of Isaiah, Amos, and the others. He turned the Emmaus trail into a biblical timeline, pausing to describe…the Red Sea rumbling? Jericho tumbling? King David stumbling? Of special import to Jesus was what the “Scriptures said about himself.” His face watermarks more Old Testament stories than you might imagine. Jesus is Noah, saving humanity from disaster; Abraham, the father of a new nation; Isaac, placed on the altar by his father; Joseph, sold for a bag of silver; Moses, calling slaves to freedom; Joshua, pointing out the promised land,

Jesus “took them through the writings of Moses and all the prophets.” Can you imagine Christ quoting Old Testament scripture? Did Isaiah 53 sound this way: “I was wounded and crushed for your sins. I was beaten that you might have peace” (v. 5)? Or Isaiah 28: “I am placing a foundation stone in Jerusalem. It is firm, a tested and precious cornerstone that is safe to build on” (v. 16)? Did he pause and give the Emmaus students a wink, saying, “I’m the stone Isaiah described”? We don’t know his words, but we know their impact. The two disciples felt “our hearts burning within us while he talked” (Luke 24:32).

What was Jesus feeling at the same time? Was not His heart burning…with disappointment? Can you hear the same frustration in His voice in verses 44-45?

He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 
Before we start criticizing Cleopas, his partner, and the other disciples, let’s acknowledge a principle. When our expectations crumble and dreams fade, it’s easy to slide into a funk. Circumstances become our taskmaster. People—especially those who took part in causing our pain—stand taller than God. Our vision becomes earthbound, horizontal. Our prayers seem to bounce off the ceiling, and God seems far removed from our pain.

Howard Hendricks writes, 

Wherever I go I can expect to run into a Christian with a severe case of the blahs. His face looks like the cover photo to the book of Lamentations. I’ll say, “How are you, man?”

“Oh, pretty good,” he says, “under the circumstances.”

“And what in the world,” I ask, “are you doing under there?”

We typically view circumstances, especially those involving loss, as difficult because reality does not fulfill our expectations. Moreover, the impression that God has abandoned us to our suffering only intensifies the pain of loss and the frustration of difficulties. The two followers on the road to Emmaus undoubtedly felt God-forsaken as they mourned the death of their dreams. Ironically, the very perspective that caused their pain kept them from seeing Jesus in their presence. As long as we hold onto our own desires and remain fixated on having our way, we will be unable to see God, even if He were to stand right before our eyes.

This brings me back to the title of this message: truth or circumstances? That is the choice each of us will make in those difficult times when our dreams are dashed, our hearts are broken, and our plans are frustrated. What will we lean on, the truth of God’s Word or the circumstances in front of us? If we choose the latter, we lose our hope.

As Christians we should never live under the circumstances, no matter how difficult the circumstances are. Some say, “You should live above your circumstances, not under them!” The problem with that is, there is no way that you can live above them if they are part of your life. Maybe “living through them and triumphing over them” is what we should do. There is an alternative to living “under the circumstances.” It is living in them and cutting through them.
 How do we do that? By holding onto God’s Word, the truth that never changes, and will never let us down. Swindoll counsels, 

Let me encourage you to release your expectations. Hand them over to God, and open your hands to receive whatever He chooses to place in them. Here is a simple prayer that I recently discovered and have found to be of great help in recent days: “Lord, I am willing to receive what You give; to lack what You withhold; to relinquish what You take; to suffer what You inflict; to be what You require.”
 

We have the truth of God’s Word, complete in the Bible.

We have the circumstances of life, and often times they are disappointing at best.

Which will we believe? Which will we allow to dictate our behavior?
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