20 November 2011 : Matthew 17 : 1-13 
The Transfiguration

 1 After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. 

    2 There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. 

    3 Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. 

    4 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. 

    5 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! 

    6 When the disciples heard this, they fell face down to the ground, terrified. 

    7 But Jesus came and touched them. Get up, he said. Don't be afraid. 

    8 When they looked up, they saw no-one except Jesus. 

    9 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. 

    10 The disciples asked him, Why then do the teachers of the law say that Elijah must come first? 

    11 Jesus replied, To be sure, Elijah comes and will restore all things. 

    12 But I tell you, Elijah has already come, and they did not recognise him, but have done to him everything they wished. In the same way the Son of Man is going to suffer at their hands. 

    13 Then the disciples understood that he was talking to them about John the Baptist.

SERMON

This past week, the C-word has been spoken in our house. Not only spoken, but acted upon … I’ve been battering out the GOOD NEWS magazine ready to print … and the Christmas lights are up on the model railway. Thought that bit might be more exciting for you, as they were for our Amy. I was not thanked for getting her wound up!!

During the festive season, we’ll take a break from our pilgrimage through Matthew’s gospel, but it has in fact worked out extremely well that our last dip into Matthew for 2011 takes us to that very special moment known as the Transfiguration. 
The past few weeks we heard about the long road trip by Jesus and the disciples to the far north, to Caesarea Philippi, where Jesus turned up the heat under them, asked them difficult questions, taught them hard lessons, prepared them for the fiery ordeal ahead.

The journey today is not with the 12 but with a hand-picked inner circle of just three, whom Jesus had identified as the potential future leaders of the Kingdom way in Jerusalem – Peter, James and John. He led them up a high mountain by themselves, it says in v.1. What they would experience that day was for their eyes and ears only, for the moment. As we see in v.9, they were not to share this with their colleagues.

In the gospels we frequently find Jesus exhorting others not to go telling everybody in town about what He has done, and that’s quite puzzling for us. Surely the whole point was that the whole world should know about Him and believe in Him, and of course that’s absolutely true, that’s the end-game. But Jesus was realistic about the limitations of human nature. Too much information, too soon, can be counter-productive. 

Paul talked about milk and solid food. A baby is not going to thank you for fillet steak. Likewise, someone who’s still a spiritual baby may not be able to handle deep spiritual truths the way a mature believer can. By being careful who was told what and when, Jesus wasn’t being secretive. He was being sensible. Had pessimistic Philip, doubting Thomas, or Judas Iscariot made this journey, it might have ended up a right mess.

No, what was to happen that day was for these three alone, and it was meant to equip them for the onerous leadership responsibilities that, all too soon, would land on their shoulders. So what happened that day? V.2 : The face of Jesus shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. The Message says : Sunlight poured from his face. Well, it certainly puts the Christmas lights on my model railway in the shade!  
John would remember this day with stunning clarity as, half-a-century later, a very old man exiled in Patmos, he wrote in the opening chapter of his gospel : In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. This vision sustained John for near on 60 years.
But I suggest there is a level of meaning in the Transfiguration that it’s all too easy to miss. Along with Jesus there appeared Moses and Elijah. Stop right there. Moses and Elijah had been dead for hundreds of years. Peter, James and John had never met them. There were no portraits of them hanging in the temple. How could they possibly know who these two venerable giants of the Old Covenant were? Any ideas?
Remember what we said a couple of weeks back about the rock upon which the church was to be built – revelation knowledge? That’s exactly what this was. They just knew. They did not need an introduction. They knew, from the Holy Spirit. That’s still meant to happen to Christians today. Revelation knowledge comes to us in different ways. 

It may be a supernatural insight into a situation, that can’t be explained or rationalised. Occasionally, it can even be the sudden impression that you have a message from God for someone, and you’ve no idea where it came from. As John Wimber used to say, you just know in your knower. However, because most of us are new to this, allow me to counsel wisdom, both to protect you and to protect the other people involved. 
Please understand that whenever God gives His people something good, the devil will counterfeit it, and it’s not good. For example, God gave us marriage, one man and one woman, in a lifelong covenant. The devil produces counterfeits – like adultery, or any other combination, arithmetically or biologically. In the same way, you need to beware of breakfast cereal spirituality. You know what that is?  Fruits, nuts and flakes. 
Alexis and I have met a few! People who claim to have a word for you, a special revelation from God, or from the spirit world. That’s why many church people are, understandably, wary of anything that might be described as supernatural. And that’s why we need to be absolutely sure that what anything that presents itself as a message from God, either from someone else to us, or for someone else through us, is genuine. 

So here’s a wee check-list. First, is the message – whether it’s for you or anyone else – one of encouragement and affirmation, or is it one of criticism and condemnation? That’s crucial. Jesus always sought to build people up, not tear them down. And so anything we say or do, in the Name of Jesus, must always be done in love, never in judgement. If we bear His name, we must also bear His nature, which is love. We have no anointing of the Holy Spirit to do the devil’s work, which is to accuse or condemn.
Someone marched up to me once in London and gave me a load of grief, from “god”, about spending so much time playing computer games. Now that wasn’t from God. How do I know that? For a start, I don’t play computer games! I can’t stand the things, so the content was way off base. Also, it was finger-wagging, judgemental and arrogant. There was no love or humility in the message, so there was no Jesus in the message. And it was delivered in a weird voice, in mutilated King James language, with a weird expression in the eyes – all dead give-aways of a phoney. 

OK so far? Right. Next, and even more important, are we sure that the “revelation” squares with what Jesus teaches? God will never contradict His own Word. One of the simmering debates in the Church of Scotland just now is whether or not God speaks outwith Scripture. The Scripture itself answers that – yes He does, words of wisdom, words of knowledge, words of prophecy – as we see in 1 Corinthians 12 and 14. 
And in between them is a chapter on love, which sets out how those gifts are to be used, in love, to build up and not destroy. What you can take to the bank is that God will never reveal to anyone that His written word is wrong. Because it isn’t. 
Yes, there is a marked difference between the Old Testament and the New, and we’ll look at that today. There is an Old Covenant based on the Jewish law. There is a New Covenant based on grace through Jesus Christ. There is NO third covenant, based on human reasoning or modern culture or anything else. If anyone tells you something that doesn’t agree with Jesus and the New Testament writers – forget it. It’s wrong. 

So here’s a check-list to test whether something is genuine revelation or not. First, is it loving, affirming, encouraging? Second, is it expressed with genuine love, compassion and humility? Third, does it agree with the New Testament? Very important. Last but not least, is it spoken in a natural sort of way, with warmth and concern, using normal language, not religious gobbledegook? If it’s the real deal, it will be something like : 

Hi, I hope you don’t mind me having a wee private word with you, and I might have got this completely wrong, but I have the impression that you’re worried about one of your children at the moment. I just want to share a wee word of encouragement from the Bible – from Jeremiah 31 : There is hope for your future. Your children will come back home. They will return from the enemy's land. I hope that helps, please pray over it and see if it rings true, and if I’ve got it wrong, I do apologise 

By contrast, if someone barges up to you with a face like a stormy night in Stornoway and goes off on one : Thus saith the Lord, thou wicked sinner … don’t even bother to listen. They speak a funny language, so can you : allez monter votre bicyclette. OK? Well, I hadn’t expected to get into all that when I sat down to work on this week’s message, but there you are! A wee pre-Christmas bonus! Maybe even a revelation!

The point I had intended making, and it’s a vital one, is this. What was the meeting all about, between Jesus, Moses and Elijah? Simply this. As they might say at the General Assembly – Moses and Elijah were being thanked and discharged. They had done their bit in God’s plan – Moses, the symbol of the Jewish law ; and Elijah, the chief of the Jewish prophets – and they had done their job faithfully and well. They had done all that God had asked them to do and had gone above and beyond the call of duty.
But now Jesus was telling them their job was complete. They could now relax in the glory of Heaven, and they would rejoice in this. They would be delighted to see God’s plan to save the world working itself out in Jesus. 
Jesus Himself was the fulfilment of the law and the prophets. For us, there is freedom from the curse pronounced by the Law – Galatians 3.13. Jesus came to pay the full penalty for sin as prescribed by the law, as foretold by the prophets, whose words were all vindicated in Him. We, as New Testament believers, are no longer subject to the Jewish Law. It has been declared redundant. We are no longer subject to guilt and punishment, judgement and condemnation, under it. And, just so there is no possible misunderstanding, this doesn’t just refer to ceremonial law about unclean foods, ritual washing, fasts and feasts. We are no longer subject to the 10 Commandments either.

I bet that shocked you! But it’s true. Jesus replaced the Big Ten with the Big Two – you know them : Mark 12.29-31 : Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength ; and love your neighbour as yourself. Jesus said that this summarised all the law and the prophets. 
And so it does – but it’s not a soft option. The new commandment of Jesus is actually a combination of two old Testament texts, and, taken together, is much more radical than a long list of do’s and don’t’s. It’s all about having the right heart toward God, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Jesus knows, of course, that we won’t always measure up to that standard, but He sees our heart, and if our heart is right toward Him, that’s what He’s really looking for. He’ll give grace for a slip-up to the person who has true faith.

For New Testament people, such as ourselves, it’s not detailed observance of the Law that’s looked for. That legalism drives people over the edge into sin-consciousness and self-righteousness, which is no use at all. For us, what God looks for is faith in Jesus and in Him alone, not in Jesus plus our own goody-goody deeds, not in Jesus plus our church activities, but in Jesus, whose blood has already paid for our full salvation.

But what of the prophets, and all the wonderful promises we see in there, which under the Old Covenant were conditional, tied to the performance of the people? Now we are free to receive all those promises by faith in Jesus, in whom every prophecy found its glorious fulfilment. That one I mentioned in Jeremiah 31 about the future wellbeing of our children? Ours by faith! And Isaiah 53 : he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. Fulfilled by Jesus, and ours to receive by faith.

The Transfiguration was the moment when the Old Covenant of the law ended, and the New Covenant of grace began. Moses and Elijah, who had faithfully served God in their own day, and who represented the law and the prophets of the Old Testament, handed over the baton to Jesus and took the honourable retirement they had looked forward to for centuries. This was a day of great joy for them.

Now salvation was to come by grace, through faith, open to all nations and races, not just to Israel – through Jesus, whom both the law and the prophets had pointed to. Now you and I can relate to God as Father, freely, without fear, because Jesus paid the price to reconcile us to Him. Let the Transfiguration be a day of great joy for us, too. 
