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“With Him on the Holy Mountain” — Feb. 26, 2017
2 Pet 1:16–19

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. 17For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 18We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on the holy mountain.

19 So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. 

Matt 17:1–8
Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. 2And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. 3Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 

5While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” 6When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. 
7But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.” 8And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone.

Can you imagine being there on the mountain, and actually seeing the Transfiguration? It’s not enough that you should see Jesus and two prophets appear in dazzling, heavenly glory, but you also hear the voice of God speaking from a cloud. I’d be afraid, too! It is an astounding moment.

Peter, James, and John are selected for this special revelation, probably not because they were any more spiritually advanced than the other apostles, but because they were his closest friends and co-workers. 
I see this event as connected with some other events nearby in the Gospel of Matthew. In the previous chapter, Jesus had asked the apostles “who do you say that I am?” Peter answered “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God,” and Jesus answered that on that rock, on that principle, he would build his church (Matt 16:15–16, 18). Further, Jesus told Peter “flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven” (16:17). So Jesus is saying that Peter’s insight was a real revelation from God to Peter’s mind. Now here, at the Transfiguration, it is the Son, Jesus, who makes a revelation, and a visible one, confirming his divinity to the apostles, something he will not do for unbelievers. Only believers are ever given such special revelation.

Jesus is metamorphosized—that is the Greek word—and his face shone like the sun. Then a voice spoke from heaven, with the same words spoken at the baptism of Jesus: “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased,” except with an added clause: “Listen to him” (Matt 3:17).
What was the purpose of this revelation? Partly, it is for an instructional purpose: “Listen to him.” It also was to provide some extra content to the apostles’ faith, a surety about Jesus’ divinity that they could carry with them through the years, as they preached the gospel. It gave them an added assurance that they were not teaching myths, but testifying to what they had really seen. “We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven,” it says in Second Peter (1:18). In other words, we are not telling tall tales.

Furthermore, it was shown to them just at a time when their faith was starting to waver, when they were having to face the fact that Jesus was not going to sweep into power, and they were not going to become his secretaries of State and Defense and Interior. In fact, Jesus had started warning them that he was going to be killed (16:21). The apostles needed some boost.

So what does this story say to those who are not apostles? It is telling us that Jesus was more than his body, that he carried glory from the heavenly realm with him. Jesus was more than just another human being, although he was human, as well. So it can give US a boost, an additional assurance that our Lord is divine, even though we were not eyewitnesses to the event.

But there seems to be an additional purpose for the Transfiguration, something that has to do with uniting the divine with the human. We read in the next chapter, Matthew 18, that Jesus says “unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. . . . Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. . . . Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones; for, I tell you, in heaven their angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven” (Matt 18:3, 5. 10). This teaching on having empathy with children is a kind of lesson in humility for these Middle Eastern men, not used to showing respect for children. 
When we read Matthew 17 and 18 together, we see high theology and down-to-earth kindness and ethics placed side by side. In his compassion for children, for “little ones,” Jesus really diminishes the distance between God and human. Even the high and holy God cares tenderly for the littlest ones, and not just children, but all vulnerable people. Jesus says “it is not the will of your Father in heaven willing that one of these little ones should be lost” (18:14).

At this time in America, it is important that we not harden our hearts. . . . The gospel has not changed, and it will not change. We are still and always to be aware of the vulnerable people in our midst. This doesn’t tell us exactly what political policies to have, but it does tell us what attitude to have toward “the least of these brothers and sisters of mine,” in Jesus’ own phrase (Matt 25:40 NIV). “I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me” (Matt 25:35–36 NRSV), Jesus says in Matthew 25, and then makes clear that he is referring to other people whom we clothed, or welcomed, or visited.

So there is a fascinating sequence here. Matthew 16 and 17 speak of the divinity of Jesus, his unique spiritual superiority, his divine status. But Matthew 18 speaks of the dignity and the spiritual receptivity of children. We adults need to be spiritually receptive, like children. Furthermore, we need to be considerate toward children, and not callous or cruel. Jesus was not cruel towards his apostles, who were like little children when it came to really understanding him, or living up to the ideals he held up for them. They were comical in the way they misunderstood, sometimes. How many times did Jesus have to patiently re-explain things to them, trying to break them out of their mental habits?

Mark’s version of the Transfiguration story includes a line that Matthew left out; Mark says Peter “did not know what to say, they were so frightened” (9:6). Maybe we are like Peter in our sincere desire to follow the Lord, but our cluelessness about how to do that. We always want to stop and build some tents, some memorials, when the real need is to learn the teaching, go down the mountain, rejoin our fellows, and practice what we have learned. 

And although we ourselves will be transformed many times, and we might even speak of being “transfigured” by spiritual change we have experienced, it still does not put us above the ethics spelled out in Matthew 18. Jesus not only speaks about children there, but also gives the three-step technique for what to do if “another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax-collector” (18:15–17), and that’s Matthew-language for an outsider. Let him be thrown out of the church, in other words. So ethics are meant to protect us, as well as protect others. There is an ethical technique for disfellowshipping someone, if that ever becomes necessary.

My bigger point is that the high Christology of Matthew 16 and 17 is followed by the solid and well-rounded ethics of Matthew 18, and also by forgiveness. A few verses later is where Jesus tells Peter he should forgive his brother “seventy-seven times” (18:22), which in some translations is given as “seventy times seven” (NASB; ASV [American Standard Version]), and that is followed by a parable about forgiveness. So there is always a linkage made between theology and ethics, between glory and forgiveness, between protecting the congregation and allowing oneself to be vulnerable. Forgive seventy times seven . . . . and kick that sinner out of the congregation if the person won’t repent after being approached three times. And notice that it’s not sin in general, it’s sinning that is persistently directed against a person, actually “against you” (18:15), it says.

Peter was with Jesus on the mountain, and saw his glory revealed, but he had to go back to human society and preach and practice the gospel, and eventually had to give up his life as a martyr, when fearful people tried to eliminate Christianity. Let us not be fearful people. Let us not be people who have a religion of glory without ethics, or a religion of Transfiguration without the hard work of relationship building and forgiving. Let us not only have faith, but have a heart—not a mushy heart, but a heart that seeks truth, a heart that acts upon Jesus’ instructions, a heart that allows light into our lives. As Second Peter says, “until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Pet 1:19).


