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God’s grace and mercy come to you and to me through his Son, Jesus Christ.  Amen.

The Word of God which serves as our sermon text is the Gospel lesson in Mark 9:2-9.  I am just going to read verse 2:  

“After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high mountain, where they were all alone.  There he was transfigured before them.”  This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, whom you and I meet and see in a whole new way, perhaps in a way in which we’ve never seen him before, my dear friends,

When people talk about close encounters, they usually talk about some kind of spiritual experience they’ve had with an angel or a ghost or something out of the spiritual realm.  I don’t know about you, but I’ve never had a close encounter like that.  The closest encounter I had was when a van tried to run my motorcycle off the road outside of Boulder, Colorado.  Maybe, you’ve had a close encounter like that; one that left you thankful you were alive.  

Some people when they talk about close encounters would love to have a close encounter with someone famous or well known: an actor or an actress, somebody in the music field or an athlete.  I remember when my daughter worked at a golf course out in Colorado; she served for the John Elway Tournament and got to meet John Elway and Michael Jordan and others like that, got to know them on a first-name basis.  When people meet somebody famous like that, it’s like they can’t wait to tell others about it.  “You’ll never guess who I met today”, they’ll say.

Well, let me ask you a question.  Is that the ultimate close encounter?  When’s the last time you had a close encounter with God?  When’s the last time you sought him out or invited him in to your life, your home?  When’s the last time you talked with God in heartfelt prayer?  When’s the last time that you worshipped God with both your mind and your heart fully engaged for the full hour of worship?  When’s the last time you opened up his Book and let God speak to you and the circumstances of your life with his life-guiding principles?  When’s the last time you received Christ’s very own body and blood and his personal assurance of forgiveness in Holy Communion?  Has it been awhile?  

It’s easy to get caught up in the busyness of life, isn’t it, and to neglect our most important relationship with God.  It’s easy to neglect the spiritual and become so focused on the physical side of life.  Well, my friends, God desires to have a close encounter with you and me.  That’s the very reason he sent his Son to our world so that we could experience him as he really, truly is. God wants you to know him as well as he knows you. 

God invites you and me to walk up the mountain with Peter, James, and John where we will experience the ultimate close encounter - with God, because Jesus reveals God to us.  In fact, as we see Jesus in a whole new way, we are going to note three things:

1. We see God in Christ

2. We listen to God through Christ; and you and I,

3.  We only come to God by Christ

What took place on this mountain, the Mount of Transfiguration, was a pivotal point in Jesus’ ministry.  He knew that from this point on, like Luke said, he had to set his mind resolutely to go to Jerusalem and to the cross where he would suffer and die for all mankind.  And so God was preparing his Son on this mountain for that journey that would take him to the cross.  He was also preparing Peter, James, John, and you and me by revealing his Son to us as he has been for all of eternity.  We are told in the Gospel of John that Jesus came to make the Father known to us.  We are told that, “he came from the Father full of grace and truth.  No one has ever seen God, but his only Son, who is God himself, is near to the Father’s heart.  He has told us about him (John 1:17-18).”

Later on during the night in which Jesus was betrayed, he told his disciples “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father.”  He told his disciples “I and the Father are one.”  Paul tells us in Colossians 1:15 that, “Christ is the visible image of the invisible God.  He existed before God made anything at all and is supreme over all creation.”  That’s exactly what Jesus meant when he said to these enemies “Before Abraham was, I AM”.  When they heard him say that, they picked up stones to stone him.  You know why?  Because they knew that Jesus was identifying himself with the great I AM of the Old Testament.  That was the name God had chosen for himself – The Lord, Yahweh.  He was identifying himself as the same God who appeared to Moses in that burning bush, the same God who appeared in the Glory on the mountain.  That’s why they picked up stones to stone him.  Jesus was identifying himself as God Almighty.

Well, the Lord revealed himself to us through his Son, Jesus Christ.  While Moses saw him on Mount Sinai, we are told that God set Moses in a cleft of the rock, and God, literally it says, Moses saw the hinder parts of God as God’s glory passed by.  Later on, God would reveal his glory to Elijah on another mountain, and he would send both of those men to talk with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration.

Hebrews, chapter 1, tells us that, “the Son reflects God’s own glory, and everything about Jesus represents God exactly.”  In other words, if you want to know anything about God, look at Jesus Christ.  Look at the way he tenderly picked up children in his arms, put his hands on them, and blessed them.  That is the tender heart of God.  Look at the way that he did not condemn people who were brought before him caught in acts of sin and didn’t judge them.  That is the heart of God.  Look at the way he had compassion on people and healed people and reached out to the down-and-outers of life and didn’t reject them like other people did.  That is the heart of our God.  

God revealed himself to us in his Son, Jesus Christ.  And on that mountain, Jesus’ true nature was revealed.  His human veil was peeled away, and his disciples saw Jesus like they had never seen him before.  Mark tells us that his clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.  We are told in Luke that his face shown with brightness like lightning flashing from his face.  These are the pictures and images we have of Jesus in the Book of Revelation.  His true nature as God of God and very God of very God was revealed on the mountain.  The whiteness and the brightness was the revelation of Jesus’ glory, the glory that he had together with the Father and the Holy Spirit from all of eternity, the glory that he set aside.

In Philippians, chapter 2, we are told that our attitudes, our mindsets, should be the same as that of Christ Jesus – one of humility.  You see, Jesus in his true nature did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, or held on to.  In other words, his very nature is that of God, but he didn’t hold on to it.  He set it aside.  When did he do that? - When he took on the form of a servant; when he was found in human likeness; when he became a man and became obedient to death, even death on the cross, for you and for me.  Jesus set that glory aside. And because Jesus did that – die on a cross to save us all – God exalted Jesus to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name. God gave back to Jesus the Glory he had set aside.  

It’s no wonder that the Gospel of John says, “He came to his own, and his own did not receive him.”  They didn’t recognize Jesus for who he really was.  Isaiah said there was nothing in his appearance that should attract us to him.  And so, when people saw Jesus, they saw just another man – a good man, a great teacher, maybe even a great prophet – but they didn’t see him as he really, truly was:  their God and their Savior.  

Have you ever been with someone important and not known who they were? Ever sit next to a stranger and talk to them and after they walk away, and someone comes and asks, “Do you know who you were just talking to?”  Has that ever happened to you?  People have said if you were to meet Sam Walton, you never would have known that he was the richest man in the United States.  While he was alive, he wore blue jeans and plaid shirts and drove a pickup truck.  He looked just like any one of us.  Isn’t it amazing that that is exactly what our God did!  He became a human being just like us! That’s what Jesus did. God became also man. 

Is it possible for you and me to come to church week after week and really not see Jesus as he truly is.  God wants us to see Jesus as he really, truly is, as our great God and Savior; and he wants us to listen to his Son.  When Peter, James, and John were on that mountain, we are told that a cloud covered it and a voice spoke from that cloud and said, “This is my Son, whom I love.  Listen to him!”  That wasn’t the first time God’s voice spoke.  Remember the first time?  At Jesus baptism when the Father spoke from heaven, identifying Jesus as his Son, telling us “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”  Why was God well pleased with Jesus? Because Jesus was focused, solely focused on accomplishing the Father’s will, his purpose.  My life’s purpose Jesus said is to do the Father’s will.  God’s will was for Jesus to save you and me, to come down to earth to bring us up to God.  That’s why God was pleased with His Son. That’s why he said, “Listen to my Son!”  Pay attention to what he has to say to you and to me.

The Book of Hebrews 1:2 tells us that, “in the past [in the Old Testament times] God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways.  But in these last days [in the New Testament days] he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.”  God speaks to you and to me through his Son.  Jesus had many times told the people that, “the words I share with you are not my own, they were given to me.”  The words I share with you are the Father’s words.  I have a message to give to you.  It comes from the Father.  And Jesus said, “He who belongs to God hears what God says.”
There is a reason why Moses and Elijah were chosen to be on the mountain with Jesus.  One reason, we’re told, was they talked with him about his departure, his coming death on the cross where his spirit would separate from his body and he would offer it up to God as a sacrifice for us all.  They were encouraging him to go through with the Father’s plan of salvation, which meant his suffering and meant his death for you and me to receive life and forgiveness.

There was another reason they were on that mountain.  You see, Moses was the one through whom God gave his law.  And Elijah was the greatest of all of the Old Testament prophets and prophecies about Jesus Christ that Jesus is the fulfillment of all of the Old Testament.  The law and prophets were fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  That’s why we heard in our epistle lesson (2 Peter 1:16-21) “we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it…..”  

What kind of attention do we give the Word of God?  What kind of priority do we place on the Word of God in our lives?  Is it important?  Is it a book that collects dust on the shelf in our home?  Or is it something that we read and use on a daily basis?  Is it something that we listen to and take to heart and then try to put into practice in our lives when we leave church?  This isn’t the real sermon that is preached.  The real sermon that is preached is the sermon you live as you take these life-guiding truths and put them into practice in your life in the situations that you face, when you apply his forgiveness to yourself and his love to yourself and his guidance and direction to yourself.  I can’t help but think of what Hebrews 2:1-3 says, “We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what have heard so that we do not drift away.”  It’s easy to lose sight of what is most important in our life.  It’s easy to let distance get between us and God.

But like Hebrews says – “how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation!”  God is revealing to you and to me the most encounter we need to experience on earth – a living relationship with God that is only possible through faith in Jesus Christ. Those who ignore or reject such an encounter with God here in this life will be surprised that they will have an ultimate encounter with God, and it will not be a good one.  “It is appointed unto man once to die and then to face judgment,” says Hebrews 9:26, and that will be a very frightening day for those who turn away from God; but not for you or for me, my friends, because we are told in Romans 8:1 that, “there is no now no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus.” To be “in Christ Jesus” means to trust in him and believe he is our Savior.  That means that the judgment, the condemnation that we should receive Jesus received in our place and died for on the cross. And we escape God’s judgment. We escape his condemnation.  We have no fear of judgment day.  We look forward to that day when God calls us to himself because we plead the blood of Jesus Christ and enter into glory with him.

The reason why it is so important for you and me to be in the Word and to be in church is to hear the voice of the Father.  He has a message for us.  He wants you and me to hear it.  He speaks to us through his Son; and he says “I love you!”  Sometimes he whispers it.  I think sometimes we look for something spectacular, something extraordinary to happen in our spiritual life – a mountain top experience like Peter, James, and John had.  

But that’s not the way God works.  You see, when God appeared to Elijah on the mountain top and revealed himself to him, we are told that there was a mighty rushing wind that swept through the valley, hurling boulders here and there, but God wasn’t in the rushing wind.  Then there was an earthquake that shook the foundations of the earth, but God wasn’t in the earthquake.  Then there was a fire that swept through that valley, but God wasn’t in the fire.  And then Elijah heard a still, small voice – a gentle whisper.  And he covered his face, because that was the glory of God.  And God is speaking to you and to me in a still, small voice I love you, God says.  I want a relationship with you.  I want you to be with me forever.   Do you hear it?  Are you listening?  Are you tuned into God in your life, or are there other things that are crowding him out, the busyness of life? God isn’t content with just whispering those words and saying the words “I love you”.  He proved it.  “God demonstrated his own love for us, my friends, in this that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  And because Christ died for us, you and I have access to God.  

In fact, we only come to God by Christ.  Jesus said it himself “I am the way, the truth, and the light.  No one comes to the Father except through me.”  There are not many roads to heaven.  There are not many paths that will take us there.  There are not many religions that will get you there.  There are not many gods and many saviors.  There is only one, Jesus Christ.  He died for the world.  He died to reconcile the world to God.  God gave his Son so that the world would believe in him and not perish, but have everlasting life.  He is our path to heaven.    

In the Book of Romans, Paul said “Therefore since we have been justified through faith...” – that means that you and I are declared “not guilty of our sins”, you and I escape God’s judgment, You and I are declared “holy” through faith in what Jesus Christ has done for us.  “We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand, and we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.”  You and I gain access to God by the key of the cross of Jesus Christ.  His cross opened the door to heaven for you and me; and you and I can go to God whenever we want, wherever we are.  You don’t have to be sitting in a pew in St. Mark’s Church.  You can meet with God in your car, in the privacy of your home, in your backyard, wherever you are, whenever you want.  Jesus made it possible for you to come to the Father through faith in him.  

When Jesus died, do you remember what happened?  There was an earthquake.  But there was also a curtain in the temple separating the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.  The Holy of Holies was the place of God’s presence.  That’s where the ark of the covenant was.  That curtain separated it so that no one could enter.  Only the great high priest could enter the Holy of Holies, and then, only one day a year on the Great Day of Atonement.  Quite often they would tie a rope around him, so that if he died in there in the presence of God, they could pull him out; because no one could enter in to come after him.  

When Jesus died, we are told that that curtain was torn in two from the top to the bottom.  Do you know what God was saying when he tore that curtain in two?  He said, “there is now nothing that separates you from me.  You come to me through my Son.”  And he says “Come to me”.  God invites us to come to him just as we are.  James says “Draw near to God and he will draw near to you.”  My friends, he invites us to come to him just as we are, but he refuses to let us stay that way.  

Hey!  This was a pivotal point in Peter, James, and John’s lives.  They were never the same after this.  And today God does not want you to be the same you always have been.  He doesn’t want you to go back into a life of apathy and spiritual indifference.  What does it take to wake some people up to what’s most important?  Does it take a crisis?  Does it take an accident?  Does it take an illness, a heart attack, or cancer to wake us up and shake us out of spiritual apathy and indifference to get serious about faith and our most important relationship with God?  I don’t think it has to come to that, not when God is whispering to you and to me today his message of love and forgiveness in Christ.  

After a close encounter with the crucified and risen Christ, it is time for you and me to throw away the gods in our life; to turn away from those sins that lure us back again and again.  They are no longer important to us – not after Christ.  And you and I are to reflect Christ’ glory in our lives.  In 2 Corinthians 3, it says “Whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.  Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.  And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.”  He was transfigured that we might become transformed.  It all starts with a change of mind and attitude toward Jesus Christ as we see him for who he truly is.  It’s time for all us now to set our minds and hearts on things above, not on the things of this earth, which pale in insignificance compared to Jesus Christ.  

We now look to him and “fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith.”  You and I have the privilege of doing that in a special way for the next six weeks during the season of Lent. We can follow our Savior and focus on him and think about what his life meant, but more importantly, why he came to suffer and die for you and me, and the eternal difference that makes.  It’s time for us to listen to him, pay more careful attention to his Word; and to reflect him in our face, in our attitudes, in our words, in our lives, in our actions; and to reveal him to others, who are lost forever without him.  When Peter, James, and John came down that mountain – and you and I have to come down the mountain too – Jesus said I don’t want you telling anyone about what you have encountered and experienced until after I have risen from the dead.  Well, my friends, Jesus Christ has risen from the dead; and there are no prohibitions on you and me.  When we leave today, we can find others who are neglecting such a great salvation; and we can’t wait to tell them, “You’ll never guess whom I met today!  I had a close encounter with God in Jesus Christ, and he wants you to have one too!”  Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

