The Missional Jesus Christ

A LENTEN JOURNEY

COMPANION READING FOR WEEK SEVEN

“IT’S TIME…AN URGENT CALL TO CHRISTIAN MISSION”

Chapter Seven:  “It’s Time!…for Hope”—Pages 53-61

SUNDAY SCHOOL LESSON SEVEN—WEEK SEVEN

EASTER SUNDAY, APRIL 16, 2006

“HOLY HEARTBURN:  THE ROAD OF HOPE”

“There are no hopeless situations; there are only people who have grown hopeless about them.”- Clare Boothe Luce
Scripture Reference:  Luke  24:13-49

In preparation for this Easter Sunday School lesson, I was struck by the following devotional written by Max Lucado entitled “Hope,” as found in his book, God Came Near.  This narrative sets the stage for our lesson this week.

It’s one of the most compelling narratives in all of Scripture. So fascinating is the scene, in fact, that Luke opted to record it in detail. Two disciples are walking down the dusty road to the village of Emmaus. Their talk concerns the crucified Jesus. Their words come slowly, trudging in cadence with the dirge-like pace of their feet. 

“I can hardly believe it. He’s gone.” 

“What do we do now?” 

“It’s Peter’s fault, he should have ...” 

Just then a stranger comes up from behind and says, “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing you. Who are you discussing?” 

They stop and turn. Other travelers make their way around them as the three stand in silence. Finally one of them asks, “Where have you been the last few days? Haven’t you heard about Jesus of Nazareth?” And he continues to tell what has happened. 

This scene fascinates me – two sincere disciples telling how the last nail has been driven into Israel’s coffin. God in disguise, listens patiently, His wounded hands buried deeply in His robe. He must have been touched at the faithfulness of this pair. Yet He also must have been a bit chagrined. He had just gone to hell and back to give heaven to earth, and these two were worried about the political situation of Israel. 

“But we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel.” 

BUT WE HAD HOPED... How often have you heard a phase like that? 

“We were hoping the doctor would release him.” 

“I had hoped to pass the exam.” 

“We had hoped the surgery would get all the tumor.” 

“I thought the job was in the bag.” 

Words painted gray with disappointment. What we wanted didn’t come. What came, we didn’t want. The result? Shattered hope. The foundation of our world trembles. 

We trudge up the road to Emmaus dragging our sandals in the dust, wondering what we did to deserve such a plight. “What kind of God would let me down like this?” 

And yet, so tear-filled are our eyes and so limited is our perspective that God could be that fellow walking next to us and we wouldn’t know it. 

You see, the problem with our two heavy-hearted friends was not a lack of faith, but a lack of vision. Their petitions were limited to what they could imagine — an earthly kingdom. Had God answered their prayer, had He granted their hope, the Seven-Day War would have started two thousand years earlier and Jesus would have spent the next forty years training His apostles to be cabinet members. You have to wonder if God’s most merciful act is His refusal to answer some of our prayers. 

We are not much different than burdened travelers, are we? We roll in the mud of self-pity in the very shadow of the cross. We piously ask of His will and then have the audacity to pout if everything doesn’t go our way. If we would just remember the heavenly body that awaits us, we’d stop complaining that He hasn’t healed this earthly one. 

Our problem is not so much that God doesn’t give us what we hope for as it is that we don’t know the right thing for which to hope. (You may want to read that sentence again.)

Hope is not what you expect; it is what you would never dream. It is a wild, improbable tale with a pinch-me-I’m-dreaming ending. It’s Abraham adjusting his bifocals so he can see not his grandson, but his son. It’s Moses standing in the Promised Land not with Aaron or Miriam at his side, but with Elijah and the transfigured Christ. It’s Zechariah left speechless at the sight of his wife Elizabeth, gray-headed and pregnant. And it is the two Emmaus-bound pilgrims reaching out to take a piece of bread only to see that the hands from which it is offered are pierced. 

Hope is not a granted wish or a favor performed; no, it is far greater than that. It is a zany, unpredictable dependence on a God who loves to surprise us out of our socks and be there in the flesh to see our reaction.
What a remarkable introduction to our thoughts for this week.  It is Friday and He has died, and with that death many dreams and hopes for the future have been squashed.  Perhaps it was the worst day that those who followed Him had ever experienced.  The three crosses on the hillside; the sounds of the nails as they are being driven into His body; the cries of thirst; the moans of a loving mother and friends who are experiencing the shadows of death; the laughter and the mockery of the crowd as they pass by—all sights and sounds that will forever ring in their ears and be etched in their minds.  Friday passes and then comes the Sabbath.  This would be a day of reflection for those who followed Him.  A day that would allow them to attempt to “process” all that had happened.  But, perhaps the worst day of all would be the third one, Sunday, which for the Jews was like our Monday.  For, in truth, this would be the day that everything would return to “normal” (as if anything would ever be normal again for any of those who followed Him).  It was a day like many other days.  There were some stories going around from a group of women about a visit to an empty tomb, but no one really understood what the women meant or what had happened.  So, as we begin our lesson passage we find two people who have run the gamut of emotions over the past days and they come to the point that they can only do one thing—return to their homes and try to get back to living their lives.  

We pick up the story in Luke 24:13 with these two travelers walking from Jerusalem to the village of Emmaus.  Emmaus is an interesting place for us.  You are encouraged to do an historical search on this city.  You will find it very interesting to see that there is no conclusive data about the city itself.  Emmaus is said to be about a seven (7) mile journey from Jerusalem.  Seven miles—symbolic of being the perfect or complete distance from Jerusalem.  But, why did these two people make the journey to Emmaus?  Frederick Beuchner writes the following words related to these two people and their journey to Emmaus:  “And where was Emmaus and why did they go there?  It was no place in particular really, and the only reason they went there was that is was some seven miles distant from a situation that had become unbearable.  Do you understand what I mean when I say that there is not one of us who has not gone to Emmaus with them?  Emmaus can be a trip to the movies for the sake of seeing a movie or to a cocktail party just for the sake of cocktails.  Emmaus may be buying a new car or smoking more cigarettes than you really want, or reading a good second-rate novel or even writing one.  Emmaus may be going to church on Sunday.  Emmaus is whatever we do or wherever we go to make ourselves forget that the world holds nothing sacred:  that even the wisest and bravest and loveliest decay and die; and that even the noblest ideas that men have had—ideas about love and freedom and justice—have always in time been twisted out of shaped by selfish men for selfish ends.  Emmaus is where we go, where these two went, to try to forget about Jesus and the great failure of His life.”  I wonder if each of us does not have that Emmaus in our lives.  That place that we go in life to escape the pain and circumstances of our existence.  Many of us spend many hours and many days walking the road to Emmaus, wondering if hope will ever be renewed.

Suddenly (in verse 15) an Unknown Guest joins them on their journey.  Why did these two followers not immediately recognize the presence of Jesus in their midst?  Could their expectations have been in control of their vision?  Quite simply, the most plausible reason that they did not recognize Jesus is that they did not expect to see Him alive.  Again, we must wonder why they did not recognize the voice of Jesus when He spoke to them.  Perhaps their ears were dulled as well with the hopelessness of the plight in which they found themselves.  Or even perhaps they have never really seen Jesus for who He was, rather they saw Him for who they wanted Him to be.  Could that not be descriptive of our lives when we mire ourselves in the midst of hopelessness and self-pity?  

Who were these two disciples that we find on this road?  Verse 18 identifies one of them as Cleopas, but we have no verification of who the other disciple might have been.  It is interesting to speculate as to who this person was.  There actually is excellent scriptural and traditional evidence that this other unnamed disciple was a woman.  The man, once again, is identified as Clopas or Cleopas.  In John 19:25, we learn that one of the women that was standing near the cross was Mary, the wife of Clopas (the additional piece of identification helps to distinguish this woman from Mary, the mother of Jesus and from Mary Magdalene).  In Mark 15:40, this Mary is identified as Mary, the mother of James the younger and Joses.  Thus, it is very likely that this unnamed disciple was this same Mary, wife of her traveling companion Cleopas, and the same Mary that had been a witness to the Crucifixion and to the empty tomb (Mark 16:1).  This makes the conversation all the more interesting as we perhaps find one of the witnesses to the empty tomb who is still reeling from the emptiness of hopelessness.  

The entire encounter is a rather unglamorous affair as Jesus walks and talks with these two travelers.  You are encouraged to read specifically verse 21 of this text:  …but we had HOPED that He was the One who was going to redeem Israel.  But, now that hope had all but dimmed completely in their lives.  It is following this point that Jesus (in verse 25) begins to explain to the disciples the reality of the situation.  He breaks forth God’s Word to and for them to enlighten their understanding.  It was then getting late and the disciples persuaded Him to stay and join them for a meal.  As soon as He broke bread with them (verse 30) their eyes were opened and they recognized Him and He disappeared from their sight.  It is true, as Beuchner says, “As much as they would have given to have Him stay there a minute or two more, they could not make Him stay.  They could not nail Him down. And that is how it always is.  We can never nail him down, not even if the nails we use are real ones and the thing we nail Him to is a cross.  He comes suddenly, out of nowhere, like the first clear light of the sun after a thunderstorm or maybe like the thunder itself; and maybe we recognize Him, and maybe we do not, and our lives are never the same again either because we did not recognize Him or because we did.”  And perhaps it is true.  Perhaps that place that He comes to us for this kind of visit is while in or on the road to Emmaus—the place where we spend the better part of our lives.  We simply cannot escape His presence, no matter how hard we often try to do so.  He is there to bring health, healing, and most of all HOPE.  And, when it is all said and done, we do recognize that Presence that has been burning inside our lives, that holy heartburn of the One who is the author and giver of hope in our lives.  [Isn’t it interesting how the disciples described that this “burning” began with them as Jesus broke forth the Word of God to them?]

We then come to verse 33 and the scene is one that is much like that which we find in our churches today.  It is interesting how the lives of these disciples at the beginning of verse 33 more closely characterize the church today than do the disciples as we find them at the end of the passage.  This is a most telling and thought-provoking comment!  We remember from scriptural accounts the initial responses of the disciples to the death of Christ.  Quite literally, they were devastated!  Even when the initial reports came back to them related to His resurrection, the disciples responded with unbelief.  This was not a fleeting unbelief, as we see pointed out in the gospels.  This was an unbelief that led the two aforementioned disciples to return to their homes (on the road to Emmaus).  Other disciples are hiding behind closed doors.  Peter, even seeing the strips of linen lying in the tomb, is seen going away wondering to himself what had happened.  But, as we close our passage for this week, this unbelief is transformed into belief.  The fear has turned into boldness on the part of the disciples.  Hope has been rekindled in their lives and in their actions.  Look at Luke 24:53 and see the words that describe the disciples and their actions at the ascension:  “They worshipped Him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.  And they stayed continually at the temple, praising God.”  These disciples have moved from doubters to witnesses!  What made the difference and how can that difference transform our lives as missional Christians today?

In Frank Tillipaugh’s book, The Church Unleashed, Tillipaugh refers to the church as being more concerned about nurturing itself than it is with reaching a lost world with the gospel.  He goes on to say that the church is more concerned with its self-image than it is with the salvation of the lost.  The church, according to Tillipaugh, seems to be more caught up in safety and security than in faith and obedience.  The church persists in constructing programs that protect us from the pagan world in which we live, rather than penetrating it with the good news of the gospel.  Tillipaugh concludes by saying that in the name of edification of the home and the family, we have preoccupied ourselves with ourselves.  The correlation is then made between such an attitude as this one presented, as being so very similar to the disciples at their time of unbelief.

How do you feel about Tillipaugh’s assessment of the church?  Is he on target?  Do you think that “unbelief” posits itself in such a manner?  

As we return to verse 33 we find the Emmaus road disciples quickly returning to Jerusalem to share with the Eleven what they had seen and heard in their encounter with Jesus.  The Eleven share the news that Christ had also appeared to Simon Peter (see John 21).

Verses 36-43 depict the unbelief of the disciples and emphasize the need for more evidence for the physical, literal resurrection of our Lord.  Verses 44-49 deal with the “biblical evidence” for what has taken place, and for what is yet to happen.  Verses 50-53 describe, and importantly so, the change that is seen in the disciples from the initial verses of the passage.  The have moved from unbelief to belief!

It is so interesting in reading verse 36 that the disciples are standing there talking among themselves about the appearances of Jesus that had already taken place and then Jesus appears and stands in the midst of them.  The words that Jesus speaks to the disciples are most interesting.  “Peace be with you.”  What do you infer from these words?  Could you possibly think that even though they had witnessed the resurrected Christ previously, their belief in the resurrection was insufficient?  “Peace be with you” were the words of Christ, but the disciples were “startled” and “frightened, troubled” as we see in verse 37.  Why were they startled and frightened rather than being overjoyed to witness the risen Christ?  They had professed that He was alive.  Why then was His presence with them such a shock?  Peace was the greeting from Jesus, but the disciples were troubled.

Verse 37 goes on to give the reason for the disciples’ feelings.  They thought that He was a ghost.  John 20 tells us that the disciples were in a locked room.  How could Jesus have entered the room in a normal body?  Certainly this could be the reason for the disciples’ fright.  But was it more a matter of belief versus unbelief?  Perhaps it is important for us to examine our belief and unbelief tendencies.  The disciples professed their belief in a risen Christ, but their practice did not match their profession.  Refer back for a moment to Mark 16:14.  It is in this scene that Jesus appears to the Eleven and rebukes them for their lack of faith and their stubborn refusal to believe those who had seen Him after He had risen.  So even though they had heard of, and even witnessed His resurrection, they still did not truly believe.  What are the elements of true belief?  If belief does not match behavior, is it true belief?  But, we must keep at the forefront of our minds that Jesus was determined to change the “unbelief” of the disciples to genuine faith.  

What then did He do?  Reading through verse 43 of this chapter we see that Jesus provided ample physical evidence to the disciples for His physical resurrection.  “Look at my hands and my feet…Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have…and He took it (a piece of fish) and ate it in their presence.  Look at the how the emotions and minds of the disciples are transformed throughout this passage.  In verse 37 they are startled and frightened.  In verse 38 they are seen as troubled and doubting.  But then in verse 41 there is joy and amazement.  Doubt is moving to belief!

Before leaving this section go back to the first word that Jesus spoke to the disciples.  What was that word?  It was, “peace.”  This is a very important word from a personal and a biblical perspective.  The peace of God cannot be comprehended outside of His presence.  Perhaps Jesus was giving the disciples a clear picture that in His presence there is indeed peace!  Even amidst all that was going on with the disciples—the fear, doubt, confusion, joy, and amazement—Jesus understood and related to the disciples that with their belief in His presence, there would indeed be peace.

The second exhibit that Jesus gave to the disciples was the biblical evidence of all that was transpiring (verses 44-49).  What Jesus says here is not new.  This had been proclaimed throughout the Old Testament and in His teachings to the disciples as well.  This biblical evidence actually began back on the road to Emmaus.  Go back and re-read Luke 24:25-27.  Do these words not point to His rejection, suffering, death, and resurrection?  The words are reiterated in verse 44.  Jesus points His disciples to see that everything that had transpired had been prophesied in the Scriptures and had been taught to the disciples.  But there seemed to be a problem in the disciples’ understanding.  So in verse 45 Jesus opened their minds so that the disciples could understand the Scriptures.  Outside of the power and Spirit of God, we are indeed incapable of understanding the truths that He has for us.  His ways and His means are beyond our personal ability to understand.  Perhaps we need to open our minds more fully to the Spirit’s leading so that we might comprehend Its truths!

The first word of verse 47 is also a key word for our understanding of this passage.  What is that word?  It is the word, “and.”  “And” used in this sense is a conjunction.  It connects what is said in verse 46 with what is said in verse 47.  Christ will suffer and will rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in His name to all nations beginning in Jerusalem.  This must have been exceedingly difficult for the disciples to understand.  But again, this is the very truth that Christ had proclaimed from the beginning of His ministry.  The gospel is for all of humankind.  Its proclamation is for both Jew and Gentile!  Again, that proclamation would begin in Jerusalem, the center of Judaism.  The mode of this communication would be personal witnessing.  What/who is a witness?  And, the important follow-up to being a personal witness is that we are not alone in our witnessing encounters.  The promise of the empowering of the Holy Spirit is given to all who believe!

The passage closes with the ascension of Christ (verses 50-53).  Forty days have passed and we find Jesus leading the disciples to the outskirts of Bethany where He blesses the disciples and is taken up into heaven.  The once distraught, despondent, and hopeless disciples are now filled with joy and praise as they continued to worship Him.  No longer are they behind the closed doors of their homes.  They are publicly, in the temple, praising God!

As missional Christians and a missional church, channels of hope, we must ask ourselves, “How can we, like the disciples, move from the closed doors of our churches and homes to the lost and dying world that surrounds us?  What has to change?”  One commentator closes his study of this passage with these words with which we close this Lenten study:  “I don’t think that we have a great problem understanding what the gospels teach concerning the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  I think our problem is that in spite of all that we know about Jesus, we really don’t believe it.  Our “profession” (what we say we believe) may be post-Pentecost, but our practice, our conduct is pre-Pentecost.  We live more like the disciples lived in Luke than like they lived in Acts.  The facts we know, but do we really believe them?  The power we profess, but do we really practice it?”   May God bless you as you continue to live a life of faith, love, and HOPE that comes in and through our Lord Jesus Christ as we seek to be “on mission” with Him in the days to come.
(Helps and materials used in this lesson include Frederick Beuchner’s wonderful and compelling sermon, The Road to Emmaus, as found in his book, The Magnificent Defeat.  The Max Lucado introduction can be found in Chapter 16 of God Came Near.  Both of these resources will be more than worth the time that it takes to read them!)
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