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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, [Peter] was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud 
overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, “This is my 
beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.” When the 
disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified. 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 A funny thing can happen to us sinners during this Epiphany 

season: we can begin to grow a bit too familiar with this Messiah 

being revealed to the world. The Christmas awe of pondering what it 

would be like to stare into the infant face of God can unintentionally, 

subconsciously give way to late-Epiphany season guarded self-

defense when listening to Jesus expounding upon the holy Law. We 

tend to forget his qualities as Messiah, and begin to focus on his 

relevance (or what we might deem ‘rigidity’) as Rabbi/Teacher. 

“Come now, Jesus, you really see the holy Law that way? I don’t 

know if I can agree with you.” Would we ever say that about his 

claims as Messiah?: “C’mon, Jesus. You want to take my sins away 

from me, put them on yourself, and die in my place? I don’t know if I 

can agree with you.”  

But, the very fact that we’re willing to wrestle over his 

Sermon on the Mount and perhaps question some of its teaching 
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and doubt its trustworthiness (like when he promises he will care for 

you more than the lilies of the field and the birds of the air) shows 

that, yes, we sinners get too comfortable with the truth that Jesus is 

the Messiah, and we forget who it is who is speaking to us. 

 In that way, Epiphany can sort of be a microcosm of our lives. 

In Epiphany, the Savior of the world is revealed to us… and yet, as 

the season continues on and the new secular calendar year starts to 

leave the holidays in the distance, we’re not so willing as the magi to 

stake all of our hopes on the signs and means of this Savior’s grace, 

by which he continues to make himself known to us. If we’re not 

careful, that trend continues right through Lent – is graciously 

disrupted for a bit during Holy Week – then picks up speed as Easter 

gives way to summer. And, if you think I’m hinting at worship 

attendance, that worship attendance is only a reflection of the 

heart’s reaction to the good news that the Messiah has come into 

the world, only a reflection of a conscience that may have been 

stricken and burdened, then cleared by the work of the Messiah, but 

now too easily grows numb to any sense of guilt or shame before the 

holy Law… the very reason the Messiah came in the first place. 

 If that picture is a microcosm of our lives, it’s also a window 

into the disciples’ lives. Such does not excuse our own creeping 

indifference, but it does remind us that they – after a few years of 

being with Jesus – needed that reminder that this was no mere 

Rabbi, but God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God.  
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 And so, Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up the mountain 

(as, in the Bible, God does glorious things on mountain tops), and 

Jesus is transfigured before them – his face shining like the sun, his 

clothes and appearance dazzling white as light, pure as snow, bright 

as lightning. The prophets are pointing to him; Moses and his Torah 

(five first books of the Bible) are pointing to him - the image is crystal 

clear, just as he had said in the sermon on the mount that he came 

to fulfill the Law and the Prophets… it’s impossible for us sinners to 

get this one wrong! 

 Except that we do! And Peter, not knowing what to stay, 

spits out something that merely equates Jesus with those pillars of 

the Old Covenant that came before Him: “Lord, it is good we are 

here. If you will, I will make three tents here, one for you and one for 

Moses and one for Elijah.”  

 And, almost as if the Almighty has lost his patience with how 

unable Peter is to connect the dots, the Father himself calls from 

heaven, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen 

to Him.” Don’t look past that too quickly. You see, the Father rarely 

(if ever) plainly calls from heaven. At Jesus’ baptism (quite similar to 

this occasion) the Father called, but (it would seem) only in a way 

that John, the last of the Prophets, and Jesus himself could hear it 

clearly. When, later in the Gospels, the Father responds to Jesus call 

to “Glorify Thy Name” by saying, “I have glorified it and will glorify it 

again,” the crowds thought it had thundered or that perhaps an 
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angel had spoken. And, even in the Old Testament, it’s often not the 

Father who speaks, but the Son who speaks – for example, 

Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac prevented by the call from heaven 

– that’s the pre-incarnate Christ speaking! The burning bush – that’s 

the pre-incarnate Christ speaking!  

 But, on this unique occasion, the Father speaks plainly, 

(perhaps it could be read as scolding, but at least certainly as a divine 

pointing) and the disciples cannot be numb to His proclamation: 

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased: listen to 

Him.” 

 Now we get another lesson in what it means to re-recognize 

what it means that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the living God, 

God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God. It means he is not 

here to be merely best friends with unholy sinners. 

 The disciples instinctively recognize this. Here they are, in the 

presence of the holy God, in the presence of his only-begotten Son, 

“the Son of the Most High” (as Jesus is introduced by the angel at the 

Annunciation), “the Holy One of God” as confessed by Simon Peter in 

John 6 … So holy is the sight, so holy is the concept that – notice – no 

one even cares if Moses and Elijah are still there; they immediately 

fade into the background. Any analogy trivializes this, but it’s sort of 

like what happens when the star quarterback shows up, and no one 

any longer cares about getting the autograph of any other player, or 

when the king or president shows up, and all the other dignitaries no 
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longer seem relevant. Also here, but in a divinely, immeasurably 

greater way, the Father and Jesus are present… who cares what 

happens to the appearance of Moses and Elijah… that pales in 

comparison to being before the Holy God. 

And sinners in the presence of the Holy God have no reason 

to be comfortable. No reason to feel safe. No reason to feel anything 

but naked shame and the threat of condemnation over their 

transparent unholiness…as when Adam and Eve knew they were 

naked and tried to hide/cover themselves. And so, the disciples do all 

they can to cover themselves… they fall on their faces and hope to 

hide in the dust… not unlike Jesus’ prediction that the nations – on 

the day of judgment before the holy God – will cry to the mountains 

and to the rocks, “Fall on us and cover us from the face of Him who 

sits on the throne and from his Lamb” (Luke 23, Rev. 6). What a good 

transition into the Lenten season to come. 

We often think that the proper transition to Lent is that Jesus 

goes down the mountain with the disciples… and historically, 

thematically, that’s certainly true. One of the communion hymns will 

sing to that again this morning. But theologically, the best transition 

to Lent is perhaps this image – the disciples recognizing anew that 

they are in the presence of none other than the holy God. May we 

be granted such terror-striking recognition as we dare approach his 

altar, that we may not so callously convince ourselves we are owed 
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by him, we are revered by him… as if we do him some great honor by 

being here and receiving his gifts. 

What a divine gift the faithful are granted when struck anew 

with the awe that silences, that – in this day of grace – we might not 

be condemned by that awe, but taught anew by it. What a “terrifying 

blessing” to have our mouths stopped, our pride leveled, our 

gloating silenced, our self-pride brought to repentance, that we 

might appreciate anew what it means that we are in the presence of 

the holy God. 

And, as we are, then what mercy that the Holy One of God 

touches the disciples and calms them and says, “Rise, and have no 

fear.” And when they lift their eyes, they see only Jesus. That’s the 

very definition of grace, isn’t it? To be in the presence of the holy 

God and live. To be in the presence of the holy God and be spared, 

be given life. To be in the presence of the holy God and be invited to 

have no fear, but to rise and dwell with Him. 

This, too, is what we sinners are granted by this Messiah, 

isn’t it? What we too easily grow indifferent and numb to. That the 

holy One actually died in our place and atoned for our unholiness, 

just as all the Law and Prophets had pointed to. That’s the purpose 

and promise of the long-promised Messiah, to die the sacrificial 

death…  that we might be able to come into the presence of God and 

live… come into the presence of God and be fed life… come into the 

presence of the holy God and be invited to have no fearful 
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conscience stricken by sin, but to dwell in the safety of a conscience 

forgiven clear of sin… to dwell with that clear conscience with Him. 

But, that almost seems too good to be true, even more “too 

good to be true” than staring into the infant face of God. Even, even 

more “too good to be true” is the guarantee that we can dwell with 

this Holy One of God and listen to him, not by the Almighty 

thundering us into submission, but by the still small voice of his 

earthly preaching. And, because it seems to be “too good to be 

true,” Peter himself calls us to snap out of our slumber and to 

recognize anew the gift that is ours, the gift to cherish all our days, 

the gift on which to risk our lives. ‘This isn’t too good to be true,’ the 

apostle admonishes us as one who has lived through it himself. He 

says in our epistle reading,  

 
We did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known 

to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we 

were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honor 

and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him 

by the Majestic Glory, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 

well pleased,” we ourselves heard this very voice borne from 

heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain. And we 

have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will 

do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place… 

 
… the lamp shining in a dark place (You know, sort of how 

you are to reflect the light of Christ by being a light to the world. 

What kind of light do you think you are reflecting… some earthbound 
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good teacher that at first catches folks’ attention, but then fades into 

obscurity when the new best thing comes along? No, he is the light 

of the world, the light no darkness can overcome)… “the lamp 

shining in a dark place until the day dawns and the morning star rises 

in your hearts.”  

So hold fast to His Word. (Notice, Peter truncates the quote – 

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” … no “listen 

to him” … for how do you now listen to Him but in His Word!) – for, 

it’s as if Peter says, “We were told to listen to Him, told by none 

other than the Father himself. And we did listen to Him, not only for 

our own comfort, but to record the work of the Messiah for you, for 

‘men spoke from God – even from the Father himself and from 

listening to His Son – as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.’” 

Friends, we may not have the same ‘experience’ on the 

mountaintop as the disciples (sure, we can include ourselves by 

writing hymns that sing us into the spectacle, but we weren’t there). 

Nor does that matter; we have something far better. Far more than a 

spectacle, but the result of, the lasting tablet of that spectacle. We 

have the Word of God not thundered above our heads, nor burying 

us in the dust… but inscribed before our eyes, proclaimed into our 

ears, and softly spoken into a mystical union of bread and wine, 

Christ in his body and blood dwelling with us for the strengthening of 

faith unto life everlasting…that the unholy may one day be made 

perfectly holy and on that glorious mount Zion, with Moses and 
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Elijah and all the company of heaven, behold the face of the Father 

on His throne and His Holy Lamb, forever. 

Until then, we dwell below. May we never forget who is this 

Messiah who in humility died for us and now in veiled glory dwells 

with us. May we never take for granted what are his gifts he in 

humility grants us. May we never become self-righteous at the feet 

of the Teacher so that we are unwilling to penitently follow him to 

the cross in the sure and certain hope that He there has given 

himself as our holy Lamb and suffering Savior. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
February 23, 2020 


