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Transfiguration, 2008
Text:  Matthew 17:1-19
Theme:  In Jesus, God and man converge.
1. In Jesus God became man.
2. In Jesus the old covenant intersected with the new covenant.

3. In Jesus God’s glory enveloped sinful man.
4. In Jesus God was reconciled to man.

Preached:  February 3, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

I’m always fascinated when the heavenly bodies of our solar system come into alignment with one another. Sometimes two or three of our planets will come very close to one another in the night sky. Or sometimes Venus will come so close to the moon that it looks like a little antenna sticking off the tip of the crescent moon. Or what really fascinates me is when there’s an eclipse of the sun or the moon. Those really get me thinking about the spatial relationships among our earth and the sun and the moon. An eclipse of the sun is when the moon comes directly between the sun and the earth and casts a shadow on the earth. And an eclipse of the moon is when the earth comes between the sun and the moon. I just stare up at the moon in fascination when there’s an eclipse and think about how it’s this planet that we’re on that is casting a huge shadow hundreds of thousands of miles onto the moon. It’s these moments that really get me thinking about how awesome our solar system is and how marvelously it works.
In today’s Gospel lesson Jesus gave three of His disciples an eye opening look at the two things that converge in Him. Jesus had covered over His divine glory with flesh and blood for 33 years. But in this scene on the mountain that we are considering today, Jesus let His glory as God shine for these three privileged people to see. He wanted to show them first-hand that there are two natures in alignment in His person. Jesus is a convergence of God and man. The implications for us humans are mind blowing. That God and man could come together in one being means that we, who got out of kilter with God, can be brought back into harmony with Him.

Let’s take a look. Jesus took the three closest of His twelve disciples, Peter, James and John, “up a high mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before them.” Let’s play with the word a little bit. He was “transfigured.” That means His “figure” was “transed.” His form—His appearance—was changed. The Greek word there is the one we get “metamorphosis” from. He underwent a transformation. “His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light.” The glory of God is a bright, shining light, sparkling in all its holiness and purity. The last book of the Bible, Revelation, says that heaven will not need a sun, “for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp.” 
Jesus is both God and man. He was not just a great person. He was not just the wisest person who has ever lived. He was not just the most famous or popular person. He was not just the most talented, the most persuasive person to ever live. He was God come down to earth in human flesh. And He wanted these three disciples to know this. He had reached a crucial time in His mission. It was getting close to the climax. It was only a matter of months before He would be crucified. He had been teaching them for almost three years now. And they were starting to understand who He was and what His mission was. Just a few days before this, He had questioned them to see if they realized who He was. He asked them, “Who am I?” Peter answered confidently, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” But then when Jesus tried to explain to them that He had come to suffer for our sins and to die and to rise again, Peter blurted out, “Never, Lord!” This shall never happen to you!”
They needed to know so much more. So to bolster their faith and their understanding of Him, Jesus took these three up on the mountain and showed them unmistakably that He was God Himself as well as a man.

This was such a crucial event in the life and mission of Jesus. “Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus.” It wasn’t enough that Jesus showed them His full glory as God. Two of the greatest figures of Jewish history of the past, also miraculously appeared at that moment. Moses was the one through whom God had given His law to Israel, and Elijah had been the first of the great prophets of Israel. It was through these great men that God had revealed His plan that He was going to send a Savior into the world. Moses and Elijah were brought to this awesome scene that day as visible evidence to the three that the prophets of the old covenant were all speaking about—were all pointing the people ahead to—Jesus. There was a strange convergence of the key people of God’s plan on that mountain that day. Moses and Elijah represented the old covenant. Peter, James and John represented the new era that was dawning. They were the future of God’s people, of God’s plan. And in the middle of all five of them stood Jesus! He was really what God’s plan was all about. Everything from the past pointed ahead to Jesus. And all who come after Him simply point back to Him. He is the center point of all history. In Him the old covenant merges with the new covenant.
Then comes another pair of contrasts. Peter says to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here. If you wish, I will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” For some reason Peter wants to make shelters for them. Perhaps he wants this moment to last. He wants Jesus to stay in this form. He wants Moses and Elijah to stay here. So he offers to set up tents or make buildings to house them. But God has different plans. He covers them, but not with tent or boards. “While [Peter] was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them.” A cloud—what a strange covering. Perhaps not though, since they were on a high mountain. Was it perhaps a sign of how heaven and earth were coming together in this moment? 
There’s a famous scene in the Old Testament when King Solomon built and then dedicated the temple in Jerusalem. At the moment of the dedication, a cloud of the Lord’s glory filled the temple. The cloud that hung over the temple was so thick that the priests who were there to start their duties on that day were unable to even enter it. This cloud on the mountain on this day was clearly the cloud of the Lord’s glory, because “a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!’”
When Peter, James and John heard the voice, they knew whose voice it was. They knew who was in the cloud. “They fell facedown to the ground, terrified.” They knew that this was God. They knew that they were not worthy to stand in the presence of God. They knew what had happened to people in the old covenant times who had come into the presence of God—sinners who came without the proper awe and respect, people who came with no sacrifice to pay for their sins. Such people were struck dead. And they were terrified that they too would be struck dead when they realized that the holy God had come down upon them. 

But all of a sudden Jesus touched them and said, “Get up. Don’t be afraid.” When they looked up, they saw only Jesus, and He looked like He had always looked before—like any other ordinary human. God had not come to strike them dead. He had come to restore them to Himself in the person of His Son. God caused His Son to be both God and man so that man could be reconciled to God. Stubborn, rebellious sinners though we are, God would not leave to our fate. Even though it was His anger at us that destined us to death and hell, God found the compassion in Himself to come up with a rescue plan. That plan was Jesus. 
“Don’t tell anyone,” Jesus said to them, “until the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.” It wasn’t time yet for the others to know. There would be too many misunderstandings if everyone knew at this point, and that might get in the way of what Jesus still needed to accomplish. Even Matthew who recorded this account and who was one of Jesus’ twelve disciples didn’t know about this appearance of Jesus because he was one of the ones at the bottom of the mountain that day. Matthew didn’t hear about it until after Jesus rose from the dead. Matthew is like you and me. Like him, we are devoted followers of Jesus. But the Lord has not chosen to have us be one of the few eye-witnesses. But though we are not eye-witnesses, He wants each of us to witness to His glory. 

We see the convergence from a distance, but even from a distance of 2,000 years, this appearance alters our view of our purpose and place in God’s universe and in His plan. It makes us more aware of the cosmic significance of those events that happened 2,000 years ago. It makes more real for us the significance of the fact that God became one with us. We’re not going to be cast into a fiery hell because of our wickedness and rebellion. We have a God who loves us, who was willing to undergo an unthinkable transformation for us, who was willing to give up the glory of heaven to undergo the most humiliating indignities for our sake.
And He’s revealed this secret of His hidden glory to you. You know something that not everybody out there knows. You’ve seen something that very few out there have seen. You’ve seen the glory of God in Jesus Christ. The person who is closest to you in your life is the one in control of the universe, in charge of the cosmos. So you don’t live life with fear and uncertainty, like the rest of them. You’re confident. You get a peek at His glory here every Sunday in worship. You hear the Father’s voice proclaiming you holy through His Son. You get to see Him—His body and blood—in the Holy Supper. Sunday morning is a mountaintop experience. But when it’s done, you have to go back into the valley of the sinful world. May the glory that Jesus has revealed to you go with you this week and be the difference in the way you live life this week. Everything is right between you and God through Jesus. So live as people for whom everything has been made right. Amen.
