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Transfiguration, 2006
Text:  Matthew 17:1-9
Theme:  Jesus Christ—True God
1) See Him

2) Touch Him
3) Hear Him
Preached:  February 26, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

“If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it, does it make a sound?” Do you remember the first time your teacher asked you that in school? You probably thought to yourself, “Well, what a silly question. Of course it makes a sound.” But then your teacher went on to explain that sound is really just waves that travel through the air, and it’s only when those waves bounce against your ear drum that a message is sent to your brain that indicates to it that a sound has happened. And then you really got thinking. Maybe there is really no sound in the forest if there’s no ear drum around to pick up the noise. Now, you’re saying, “Pastor, what does a tree falling in the forest have to do with Jesus’ transfiguration?” 
If Jesus had shown His glory on the mount of transfiguration and there had been no one there to see it, would His glory really have been there? Do you see where I’m going with our sermon today? Is Jesus really God? Or is this account from Matthew a “cleverly invented story,” as Peter in today’s Epistle insists it is not? We live in a world that is very spiritual. It strikes me that in 21st century America—despite the increase of wickedness—that people are becoming more and more spiritual. This is a highly spiritual age. Despite how it clashes with our modern scientific viewpoint, the idea of a spiritual world is becoming more and more fascinating to us. That’s a good thing. But unfortunately for the Christian church, this emphasis is turning Christian faith into a highly subjective, feelings-based point of view that is steering us away from the objective basis that the historic Christian faith has always rested on. Today the important thing is the sincerity of faith. How the individual views and interprets God is what is important to today’s “spiritual” person.
This morning I’d like to explore this question with you on the basis of Matthew’s account of Jesus’ transfiguration. And we are going to see beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jesus truly is God. It is not just someone’s interpretation. It’s not just a fond sentiment. It’s not just a crutch that gets people through the difficulties in their lives. Jesus Christ is true God.
One of the things that sets the Christian faith apart from all other faiths is the fact that is based completely on historical facts. Christianity—and the Christian Scriptures—are not just a series of wise sayings written down by a wise man. The Christian Bible is not a book written by one man who claimed to have a revelation from an angel as Mohammed or Joseph Smith, the father of Mormonism, claimed. It’s not just a collection of wise sayings as many holy books are. The Bible records a series of events that happened over a period of 1,500 years and came to be written down by at least 33 writers. It is not just a collection of wise sayings, but records historical events like the creation of the world, a flood that covered the whole world in water, and the parting of the Red Sea. It records the birth, life, death and resurrection of historical characters like Jesus. It includes well-known historical leaders like Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon; Cyrus, King of Persia; and Pontius Pilate, governor of Judea. 
Let’s take a look at the account we have in today’s Gospel. Look closely at the words that make it clear that this was an actual event. “After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light.” Notice Matthew doesn’t say, “His face seemed to shine like the sun.” He doesn’t say, “His clothes appeared to be as white as the light.” It was not just what these disciples thought they saw. Peter says in today’s Epistle, “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.’ We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain.”
What happened on that mountain was very real. Peter grasped the very physicalness of what was happening. When Moses and Elijah appeared there with Jesus, Peter wanted to make three physical shelters to shelter these three men. Peter said 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.” Remember how Elijah had ascended into heaven physically in a chariot of fire? The whereabouts of Moses’ body were—well—the most we can say is that they were a mystery. The end of the book of Deuteronomy, which records Moses’ death, says that the Lord buried him, and “to this day no one knows where his grave is” (Deut. 34:6).
To Peter, these three were in need of physical shelter up here on the mountain. The very fact that Peter, James and John recognized Moses and Elijah is an indication that they must have had physical features. They were not just spirits. As a matter of fact, theologians have pointed to this account as an indication that in the resurrection we will recognize our loved ones. If Peter, James and John recognized Moses and Elijah without anyone telling them who these men were, even though they walked the earth hundreds of years before them, then surely we will recognize our loved ones in the world to come. 

And while Peter was speaking, it says, “A bright cloud enveloped them.” (Notice it doesn’t say, “They saw what seemed to be a bright cloud.”) “A bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!’” This was none other than the pillar of cloud that led the Children of Israel through the wilderness back in the days of Moses. It was the cloud of the Lord’s presence. This was unmistakable to these three disciples whom Jesus took up on the mountain. That’s why Peter goes on in his letter (v. 19), “And we have the word of the prophets made more certain.” “The prophets wrote about these appearances of the Lord, and now we have seen them too,” he is saying to us.
The voice of the Lord that had thundered down from Mt. Sinai on the day He gave the Ten Commandments was now speaking again. But He was not giving any laws. It was the gospel He was speaking. Pointing them to this man Jesus, He said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” This Jesus had lived the perfect life that God demands of all of us. He finally had achieved what God wanted from Adam and Eve and from every one of their descendants ever since. Jesus was the first and only one who lived as a child of God should live. These are the same words as God had spoken from heaven on the day of Jesus’ baptism three years earlier. God could say it about Jesus then, and now, after all that He had been through—His severe temptation in the wilderness, all the opposition that He had faced from His enemies, all the stress that He had faced knowing the fate that lay ahead of Him—He had passed the test. He had not cracked under pressure. He had never once become sinfully angry, never once given in to temptation, never even toyed with the idea of giving in to sin. He had lived the perfect life.
He had proven Himself to be the perfect Lamb of sacrifice that soon now would be asked to die in place of us sinners. Oh, this was a very real thing that was happening here. It was not just a movie that was projected in front of their eyes to teach a religious lesson. God was actually going to take His righteous anger out on a very real man who was His very real Son.

And when the point had been made—when the overwhelming holiness and glory had worked fear in their hearts so that the disciples hid their faces—then God concealed it all behind the curtain again. When they realized who this Jesus was—that He was God Himself in human form—when they lifted up their faces, all they saw was the ordinary Jesus. He touched them. He spoke soothingly to them: “Get up. Don’t be afraid.” When they looked up, all they saw was that very human face. Kind, humble, gracious Jesus. That was the way that God was communicating to them. That was the way that God was providing salvation for them. “They saw no one except Jesus.” 

That’s how God touches us today too. Through Jesus. He comes to us in such humble, physical ways. We don’t all get to see the glory—just as not all twelve of His disciples got to see it. Only three got to see the glory. It’s almost as if He’s being secretive about it. As He leads these three down the mountain, Jesus says to them, “Don’t tell anyone what you have seen, until the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.” Jesus knew that if the crowds saw the glory, they would come to Him for all the wrong reasons. They would come for their personal benefit, so that they could personally bask in the glow of His glory. They would miss His real purpose—the suffering and dying—and perhaps be even more offended with it than if they didn’t see the glory.
Seeing His glory in the miracles had never been very successful in bringing people to believe in Him. Some who had seen the greatest miracles had hardened into the worst skeptics. The Pharisees and teachers of the law, who had seen a paralyzed man step up out of his bed and carry that bed out of the room, became intensely opposed to Him. No, the glory is not for all to see. He revealed it to as many as He felt needed to see it. And the way He comes to us is in simple, physical ways. 
He comes to us in the Lord’s Supper. When we are bowed down in fear because of our sins, scarcely hoping that He could forgive us, He comes to us and says, “Get up. Don’t be afraid.” And as we lift our bowed heads, He shows us His body and blood in the bread and wine. His physical presence touches our hands and our lips as we take it.
He speaks to us through a very simple Word. It is printed in a very common, ordinary looking book. It is spoken by some very down-to-earth human messengers, who use no Hollywood special effects to help convince us of its realness. We hear the Father’s simple words:  “This is my Son. . . . Listen to Him.” It’s as simple as listening. The solution lies in the Father’s simple words:  “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” These are the words that instill faith in our hearts, that calm our restless consciences. We know that we have not been the kind of sons and daughters that the Father loves. We have not been the kind of children that have made the Father well pleased. But He has sent His own Son to fulfill that for us. He has allowed us a substitute to do it for us. And it is what He has done—what Jesus has done—that creates and strengthens faith in our hearts.

It is not our efforts to try to believe in Him that have rescued us from sin, death and hell. We cannot squeeze out this faith as we squeeze out tears when we try to convince someone that we are sorry for what we’ve done. Faith is not something that comes from us at all. It is God’s doing. It is that falling tree in the forest that causes us to hear something. It is God and what He has done. It is Jesus and what He has done for us that saves us, that makes us spiritual people, that makes us alive spiritually. May you never rest one ounce of confidence on your doing, on your striving, on your believing—on the sincerity with which you believe or on the sincerity of some other person that you feel led you to Christ. But may you learn to rest all of your spiritual confidence on Him. Then you will have a heart that is at peace. Then you will have a spiritual foundation to build on. Jesus Christ is the object and the subject of your faith. Jesus Christ—True God:  Look to Him, touch Him, hear Him.  Amen.
