
1 
 

The 3
rd

 Sunday of Easter: Holy Trinity Church: April 26, 2020 

Luke 24: 13- 35: On the Road to Emmaus with Jesus 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham+ 

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

Rumors usually turn out to be fake news. Only one such rumor has ever 

turned out to be fantastic good news. Imagine the rumors that got passed 

around Jerusalem in the days following Jesus’ arrest, crucifixion and 

resurrection. Our story from Luke’s Gospel takes place on the evening of 

Christ’s resurrection. Two of Jesus’ followers are heading to the village of 

Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. They were probably glad to be 

getting out of town. 

Jerusalem was a threatening place right then. The Roman authorities and the 

Jewish religious leaders were on the lookout for Jesus’ followers. They were 

prepared to squash a possible rebellion. They had no explanation for how 

Jesus’ body disappeared from a sealed and guarded tomb, so they spread the 
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fake news that his body had been stolen by his disciples. Fortunately these two 

followers on the road to Emmaus had heard another rumor. This one turned 

out to be wondrously true. This rumor was that an angel had appeared at 

Jesus’ tomb and told the women who followed him that Jesus was still alive. 

The two disciples didn’t know which rumor to believe, the one spread by the 

religious authorities or the more fantastic rumor which originated with the 

women. Nevertheless this seemed to be a good time to get out of town. They 

were grieving, in shock, confused by Jesus’ death and the strange rumors 

about his resurrection. 

My dear sisters and brothers in Christ, some of you know what it’s like to 

suffer a loss and be overwhelmed by so many questions and emotions. How do 

you clear your head and think straight? These two disciples were working on 

that as they walked the seven miles to Emmaus. And our scripture reads, “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.” 

What a reassuring statement: “Jesus himself came up and walked along with 

them.”  

Here’s something you may not know: People in situations of extreme stress, 

such as mountain climbers, explorers, even survivors of the 9/11 World Trade 
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Center bombings, have reported experiencing what is today being called the 

“Third Man” syndrome. This is the sense that in your time of greatest danger 

and distress, an unseen presence or voice comes alongside you and guides you 

to safety or motivates you to keep going when you’re ready to give up. It 

happens so often that it is being taken seriously by some in the scientific 

community.  Of course, we have an explanation for that. Sometimes that 

“third man” is real. “Just when I need him,” wrote the poet, “Jesus is near . .  

These two disciples on the road to Emmaus, who were wrestling with 

questions and fears, experienced the ultimate “Third Man” event. What a 

reassuring statement: “Jesus himself came up and walked along with them.” 

Today, Jesus knows the disappointment and pain and fear in our hearts. He 

knows that we wrestle with understanding God’s ways. So why didn’t Jesus 

just reveal himself as the risen Messiah and take away all their pain? Here’s 

the answer and please listen closely: It is because the greatest blessing God 

can give us is not an easy life. The greatest blessing God can give us is the 

knowledge that He is with us in all our challenges and struggles. The world is 

now in that place filled with the challenges of creating a vaccine and filled 

with the struggles, fear and worry because this virus will make us very sick 

and it will kill us if we are not strong. 
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Let me say it again: The greatest blessing God can give us is not an easy life. 

The greatest blessing God can give us is the knowledge that He is with us in all 

our challenges, struggles fear and worries.   Jesus never gives a blessing 

without first giving us a lesson. Jesus often asked for others to participate in 

his miracles. And it’s not because he needed their help. It’s because they 

needed to take a step of faith in order for him to act. 

My sisters and brothers, when you pray for patience, God doesn’t just grant 

you a warm, fuzzy feeling inside. He sends challenging people and situations 

into your path. When you pray for wisdom, God sends you situations that 

require humility and discernment. We learn God’s greatest lessons through 

the challenges he sends us. I think that’s why Jesus asked, “What are you 

discussing together as you walk along?” 

A lot of people justify their disbelief in God by citing the miracles in the Bible. 

They say, “Impossible! Unrealistic! Unscientific!”  But it’s amazing to me how 

often God could have used a miracle to get His point across, but God didn’t. 

He chose to work through average people and average circumstances instead. 

God chose to restrain His overwhelming and awesome power to invite us into 

the mystery of faith. And this story on the road to Emmaus perfectly 

illustrates God’s restraint. Because it is in God’s silence, in God’s  seeming 
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absence, in those moments when God’s work or God’s presence is obscure to 

us, that is when we sincerely search for Him. That’s when we walk by faith 

not by sight. 

If God answered our every prayer in our manner and in our time, if God 

acted in ways that were perfectly reasonable and accommodating to our wants 

and wishes, we would never need to exercise faith. We would never need to 

quiet the noise within us and listen for God’s voice. We would seek God’s 

blessings and gifts, but never seek God. It is when God withholds Himself 

from us that we stop taking God for granted. When we notice the lack, the 

absence, the void, that’s when we set aside minor, shallow pleasures and ache 

for God. 

And so these two disciples on the road to Emmaus are discussing Jesus’ death 

and the rumors about empty tombs and angels and missing bodies. And a 

stranger comes alongside them and asks them what they’re talking about. 

And they think, “What a rube! This guy must live under a rock!”  Everyone’s 

been talking about the huge Passover celebration, and the man who claimed to 

be king of the Jews, his gruesome death and the disappearance of his body. 

Everyone’s talking about it! 
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And that brings me to our second point this morning: sometimes it is in our 

time of loss that we become aware of God’s larger vision for His world. These 

disciples still saw Jesus as a prophetic leader, as a royal Messiah, not as the 

Messiah and King of Kings with a kingdom of the heart. The disciples hoped 

that Jesus would be the one to throw the Romans out of the Holy Land and 

restore the Throne of David and return the throne to Jerusalem. Now their 

hopes were destroyed. They were holding on to their vision of God’s plan for 

the world, when they needed to open themselves to Christ’s vision of that plan. 

Christ would be leaving them soon so that the Holy Spirit would come upon 

them. That Spirit would lead them into all truth. That Holy Spirit would 

comfort them, guide them and give them strength until that day came when 

God’s plan would be realized in all its fullness. 

God has placed us in a world where we sometimes must struggle mightily 

against forces we don’t understand, but God doesn’t leave us alone. God is 

with us and, if we will let Him, God will use those times of struggle to grow 

into people who are fit to share eternity with Him. But here’s the final thing to 

be said: when you meet Jesus in your struggles and understand the hope he 

offers, you find the motivation to share the good news with other people. No 

one knows for sure where Emmaus was. It appears that the town itself doesn’t 

exist anymore. But Emmaus doesn’t need a physical location. Where is your 
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Emmaus? Where is the place in your life when you were grieving and 

hopeless, and the presence of Jesus became real to you, and you turned 

around and went back to share your joy with others? That’s what the 

disciples did. They went through times of terrible struggle and persecution 

after Christ left them, but, through the power of his Spirit they found a joy so 

great that they were motivated to share it with everyone they met. 

When James Ryle was six years old, his father went to prison for armed 

robbery and his mother abandoned him at a Dallas orphanage. Although it 

was supposed to be a Christian place, this orphanage was a very abusive 

environment. When James left there at the age of 17, he was angry and lost, 

and he wandered into a wild lifestyle. One night, he fell asleep while driving 

and crashed his car. James’ best friend died in the crash. James was charged 

with negligent homicide. 

To finance a lawyer, James began selling drugs. He was soon arrested for that 

too, and faced a twenty-year prison sentence. It was while he was sitting in jail 

waiting for his sentencing hearing that James recalled a Bible verse he had 

learned when he was a child. It was Romans 8: 28: “And we know that in all 

things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 

according to his purpose.” James’ prayer that day was, “. . . here’s what’s left 
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of my life, You can have it.” A few days later, James’ court-appointed lawyer 

told him that the judge had sentenced him to two years in the Texas State 

Penitentiary. Amazing! From a possible twenty-year sentence to a two-year 

sentence! This allowed James to enter prison with the firm conviction that 

God would use his time there for good purposes. After a year behind bars, 

James began praying for early release. As he read his Bible, he came across 

the story in Mark 5 of the demon-possessed man who was healed by Jesus. 

The man begs to go with Jesus, but Jesus answers, “Go home to your own 

people and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has 

had mercy on you.” At that moment, James knew he would get early release 

so he, too, could tell his story. One week later, the judge commuted his 

sentence and sent him home. James began sharing his faith with friends and 

family. He eventually became a pastor, and then the Chaplain for the 

University of Colorado football team. He and Bill McCartney, former coach of 

the UC football team, went on to found the Christian men’s ministry, Promise 

Keepers, which has inspired millions of men to be better husbands, fathers 

and leaders in their community. Like the disciples on the road to Emmaus, 

James Ryle’s encounter with Jesus changed his life. He returned home to 

share the joy of that experience with others. And millions of lives have been 

changed because of his witness.  
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My sisters and brothers, here is our challenge for another challenging week 

battling the Beast. There is an old Celtic prayer that reminds us that Jesus 

knows our hearts. Jesus knows our disappointments and our heartaches. And 

that may be why he chose to return to his disciples in such an ordinary state. 

In the upper room, he showed the disciples his wounds. On the road to 

Emmaus, he appeared as an average traveler. But each of the disciples 

experienced overwhelming joy and peace in his presence. And he still 

promises his presence to us today, wherever our journey takes us. So I’d like 

to close with this prayer as a reminder that as Jesus sends us out to do his 

work this week, Jesus is always with us, preparing and equipping us for the 

work. 

May the Christ who walks on wounded feet walk with you on the road. 

May the Christ who serves with wounded hands stretch out your hands to 

serve. 

May the Christ who loves you with a wounded heart open your hearts to love. 

May you see the face of Christ in everyone you meet, and may everyone you 

meet see the face of Christ in you. Amen.  

 


