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2013


After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by them​selves. 
There He was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and His clothes became as white as the light. 
Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus.



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.”



While he was still speaking, 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!”



When the disciples heard this, they fell facedown to the ground, terrified. 
But Jesus came and touched them. “Get up,” He said. “Don’t be afraid.” 
When they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus.



As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus instructed them, “Don’t tell anyone what you have seen, until the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.”


I was talking to an out-of-state pastor this past week, and he men​tioned an interesting experience he had had recently.  A member of his congregation came to him with a question, basically the kind of question people ask when they are exploring boundaries, such as, how far can I go?  If falling over the edge of the cliff is wrong, how close to the edge can I walk?  He suggested that they look at God’s Word together to see what God had to say about the matter, which is the perfect response, but she wasn’t in​te​rested in that.  Later, he asked her why she had stopped coming to church, and her answer was revealing: “Because you didn’t give me the answer I wanted.”  She did not want an answer from God’s Word, but an answer that said she could do whatever she wanted to do.


It doesn’t always happen that things are so clear.  The apostle Paul wrote about the times we are living in, “The time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.” 2Tm4v3,4.  People often want to hear what they think is right, not what God tells them is right.


This coming Wednesday, we begin our series of special midweek Lenten services, and our theme this year is “Self-Invented Worship.”  That is illustrated already in this incident of Jesus’ transfiguration.  We have a perfect illustration of self-invented worship in the words of someone who clearly did not know what he was talking about, and we have a perfect illustration of God-invented worship in the words of Someone who clearly does know what He is talking about.


I’d like to begin by telling you all about Jesus’ transfiguration.  I’d like to begin by telling you exactly what it means for Jesus to be trans​figured.  I’d like to tell you how it is that Jesus is God and Man at the same time, but mostly appears to be a man, except here He lets His deity shine through.  I’d like to tell you these things, because that would mean that I understood them myself, which I very much want to do.  But I don’t under​stand a lot of these words about Jesus’ transfiguration.  No one does.  We can ask Jesus Himself about it in heaven, if we are still curious then.


The word that is used for transfiguration is metamorphosis, which means to change the form.  Matthew explains a little about that when he writes, “His face shone like the sun, and His clothes became as white as the light.”  We cannot look into the sun because it is so bright, and Jesus’ face and clothes became similarly bright.  In our Gospel reading, we heard the evangelist Mark’s account of Jesus’ transfiguration, and he wrote, “His clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.” Mk9v3.  The evangelist Luke used a different comparison, “The appearance of His face changed, and His clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning.” Lk9v29.  I do not know anything more about what transfiguration means.


So let’s focus on what we can understand.  Jesus took three of His twelve disciples up the mount of transfiguration, Peter, James, and John, the inner three.  Peter speaks words that are easy to understand, “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.”  Our last hymn today is based on Peter’s words, “How Good, Lord, to be Here.” CW95v1.  Peter’s idea is not only that it is good to be here, but that we should stay here.  Peter offers to erect three shelters, really tents, one for each of the principal characters, Jesus, and the two Old Testament believers who had come to talk with Jesus.  Then they could stay there on the mount of transfiguration inde​finitely.


Peter’s idea may well seem to have some value.  Many have thought over the years that it was an excellent idea that Peter had.  I recently had the need to read about some of the early church fathers, especially about a group called the desert fathers.  Their idea was that to be really holy, they needed to go as far away from other people as possible.  So they went out and lived in the desert.  This particular group were from Alexandria in Egypt, so they went out towards the Sahara Desert.  There they found a cave or some small shelter where they stayed by themselves for long periods of time.  One moved out where he could be all by himself.  But others thought that was a good idea, and that they could learn from him, so they moved out there nearby.  Finally, in order to be alone, he had to leave them and move farther out into the desert.  So, yes, they thought Peter had some very good words to speak here.


The evangelist Luke has something simple to say about Peter’s words, “He did not know what he was saying.” Lk9v33.  The evangelist Mark adds, “He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.” Mk9v6.  In other words, when God gave Luke and Mark an evaluation of Peter’s words, it was basically this: “These are worthless words that Peter spoke. They are a bad idea from beginning to end.”  They are a perfect illustration of self-invented worship.  Peter had an idea that he came up with all by himself.  It had nothing to do with Jesus.  It was all about Peter.  Peter’s idea was not about what Jesus does for us, about His love for us, about His death for our sins.  No, Peter’s idea was all about what Peter could do.  Peter’s idea was not to be saved by Jesus’ death for us, but rather to be saved by Peter’s own works.  Jesus simply ignored Peter’s silly words, probably still one of the best responses to self-invented worship today.


What God asks us to do is simply this: To love God, and to love our neighbor as ourselves.  If Peter and the others had remained there on the mount of transfiguration all by themselves, where would have been their opportunity to love their neighbors?  When the desert fathers moved away from everybody else, where was their opportunity to love their neighbors?  Later, we will sing:




How good, Lord, to be here!




Yet we may not remain;




But since You bid us leave the mount,




Come with us to the plain. CW95v5.
For down in the plain was a man very worried about his son, a boy Jesus would heal as soon as they came down from the mount of transfiguration.


Peter clearly didn’t know what he was talking about.  There was another who clearly knew what He was talking about.  Matthew tells us, “A voice from the cloud said, ‘This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased. Listen to Him!’”  Those are good and important words, words easy enough to remember.  God the Father had spoken nearly the same words at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, right after Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist.  As Jesus stood on the bank of the Jordan River, the Father said, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.” Mt3v17.  Here He adds the words, “Listen to Him!”


Jesus’ transfiguration is the last great event of His ministry.  After this, Jesus begins the journey to Jerusalem, where He will be arrested and crucified for us.  The Father establishes Jesus’ credentials for carrying out that work.  He testifies that Jesus is God’s Son, just the kind of Savior we need.  He is obviously a man, and He is also just as obviously God.  He is God because the Father says so, and He demonstrates it once again by healing the boy down on the plain.  The Father testifies that Jesus has lived a perfect life, and therefore is just the kind of Savior we need.  He is Him​self perfect, so He can take our sins away from us and pay for them.


The really bad thing about Peter’s words is that they point away from Jesus to us.  Peter does not focus on what Jesus does for us, but rather on what we can do for Him.  Jesus was talking with Moses and Elijah, two Old Testament prophets.  But we do not have to wonder what they were talking about, because the evangelist Luke tells us, “Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, talking with Jesus. They spoke about His departure, which He was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem.” Lk9v30,31.

They came to talk to Jesus about what would shortly happen.  They talked about Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  They talked about Jesus’ arrest late Thursday night.  They talked about Jesus’ trial that night, and His crucifixion on Friday.  They talked about the promises Jesus had made in the Old Testament that He would do these things.  They talked about how necessary all of this is for us.  They encouraged and strengthened Jesus for this with God’s Word.  And then Jesus went down the mount and traveled to Jerusalem and died for our sins.


That is the most important event in the world’s history.  That is the most important event in our lives.  Is it really so strange that we devote time to this every spring?  Is it really so repetitive when each year we focus at​ten​tion on the huge Valentine that God gave us, demonstrating His dying love for us so clearly?  We call it Lent.  We hear the Passion History, or in English, the Suffering History.  We look ahead to a special service on the anniversary of the first time Jesus gave His disciples the Lord’s Supper.  We gather on the anniversary of His death.  We look forward to gathering to celebrate once again His glorious resurrection from the dead.


This is God-invented worship.  We look to our Savior who has done everything for us.  We then seek opportunities to thank Him by loving God and by loving our neighbors as ourselves. Amen.
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