The Transfiguration of Christ

There are certain events, dates or episodes in our lives which are more outstanding than others. In the main they may seem to be without pattern, and even quite unrelated. By contrast, in the life of Jesus Christ there are certainly outstanding events but they followed a progressive pattern and led to a determined climax. You will recall how at the age of twelve he was taken by his parents on what would be the first occasion when he went to the Passover, that being the age when the Hebrew males could celebrate the Passover, and how he declared before his parents, and quite possibly in the hearing of the elders, his dedication to his Father's business: "Wist ye not that I must be about my Fathers business?” This was the first notable event, the end, shall we say, of childhood and the beginning of manhood.
Then there followed those eighteen years of preparation for the business in hand. Those eighteen years carried, so far as we know, no outstanding episodes. Jesus lived quietly at Nazareth, the record tells us , "increasing in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man." Then Luke tells us that when he began to be about thirty years of age he came from Galilee to Jordan, unto John, and there the next great, momentous event occurred. He received the gift of the Spirit, which John says was without measure. He had the testimony before the Baptist and those who were there of that voice which came from heaven saying: "This is my beloved Son, in whom I (the Father) am well pleased."
Then followed the prophetic statement of John himself: "Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world." So at the age of thirty he had this threefold testimony concerning the pleasure that he gave to the Father, at the end of that private preparation which he was now shortly to celebrate and the trial to receive in the wilderness, a climax which was to end the period of preparation and to begin the work of ministry.
This was probably signified by that occasion when immediately afterwards in the synagogue at Nazareth on the Sabbath day he "stood up for to read. And there was delivered to him the book of the prophet Esaias.” You know how deliberately he turned the scroll until he came to that which is recorded in the 6lst chapter of our Authorised Version. He read the prophetic details of the ministry which he was to perform, and then sat down, saying: "This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears," and he received, what? Approba​tion? In the record of his first public ministry what did he receive? Ignominy. "Is not this Joseph's son?" and the record goes on to say: "Being filled with wrath, they rose up, and thrust him out of the city." An unpropitious beginning to a ministry, but it was a climax, It was a climax not only for Jesus but for others, because Matthew tells us that leaving Nazareth he came and dwelt in Capernaum, and this was to be his city. From this time he was to work as it were from Capernaum.
It was here that he called his disciples, Peter and Andrew, and then James and John, and what did he say to them? "Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men," and we are told that “they straightway left their nets, and followed him." Matthew, you remember, rose up from the receipt of custom and left all and followed him. So it was a climax in the lives of others too.
It is not possible nor is it expedient that we should go through all the various mighty works which Jesus did. You know how they included miracles of healing quietly done to individuals, and also in the presence of a multitude. He healed their infirmities. By contrast there was the occasion when, the record says, he had compassion on the multitude because they had continued with him for three days and had had nothing to eat, and there followed that miracle of the feeding of five thousand at one time. There rare miracles when he controlled the elements, stilling the wind and the waves, and then finally, the great miracle of raising the dead.
We are told the effect of these miracles on those who saw, for John tells us: "After this beginning of miracles which Jesus did in Cana of Galilee, ..his disciples believed on him." But in what way and in what measure did they believe on Jesus? It seems quite clear that they had a very definite belief in the Messiahship of Jesus. Well, of course, even the scribes and Pharisees believed that when the Christ came he would be the Messiah. The record, for example, in John tells us that it was the very first thing which was mentioned amongst the disciples. It says: "Andrew first findeth his own brother Simon, and saith unto him, We have found the Messias," and there is evidence that this continued to hold their attention. But by contrast, when Jesus spoke of his death and resurrection they understood not. Jesus the Messiah? O yes. "The Lamb of God"? No. So therefore their belief so far was imperfect. It had to grow. It had to be substantiated by something further. How necessary it was that they should have belief in both aspects, the belief in Christ as the Saviour as well as Christ as the King.
Our readings yesterday from Matthews Gospel record brought this question, in a sense, into the foreground. You remember Jesus asked "Whom do men say that I the Son of man am?" In answer they said: "Some say that thou art John the Baptist: some, Elias; and others, Jeremias, or one of the prophets." There was nothing said, you notice, about Christ being the Saviour, and so their answer was followed by another questions "But whom say ye that I am?" and Peter made that great confession. He said: "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God," and he received commendation for that statement.
The Messiah, yes, but what follows? Let us turn again to that 16th chapter of the gospel record according to Matthew and read first at verse 21: "From that time forth began Jesus to shew unto his disciples, how that he must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised again the third day. Then Peter took him, and began to rebuke him, saying, Be it far from thee, Lord: this shall not be unto thee." You see, so far Jesus the Saviour had not come into their consideration. We suggest that what follows is a demonstration of the full meaning of the names associated with Jesus Christ.
Let us read verse 28: "Verily I say unto you, there be some standing here, which shall not taste of death, till they see the Son of man coming in his kingdom.” Then the next verse: "After six days Jesus taketh Peter, James and John his brother, and bringeth them up into an high mountain apart, and was transfigured before them." Note what the record tells us - and I suppose it is right that we should note the small things - it says that Jesus brought them. He purposed to lead them from Caesarea Philippi (which was the most northerly point in his ministry and travels) to mount Hermon. He took them to this place apart, and there we are told that the first thing he did was to pray. "And as he prayed, the fashion of his countenance was altered, and his raiment was white and glistering." (Luke 9:29) "He was transfigured before them: and his face did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white as the light," as the glory of the Elohim.
A great climax had come into the life and ministry of Christ, a climax which was ever to be remembered by those who witnessed it, for Peter long years afterwards said: "We were eyewitnesses of his majesty when we were with him in the holy mount," a fulfilment of the promise that some should not see death until they had witnessed the glory which was associated with the Kingdom of God. But this was not all. There was more to this great event than that which we have already considered.
We are now brought by the record to the consciousness of the fact that these three were also conscious of the presence of two others, Moses and Elias. We must stay for a moment on the question which I am sure has arisen in your minds, as to whether the transfiguration was an actuality or a vision. If it were an actuality then Moses and Elias had been raised from the dead. This is not in any degree
impossible for the same gospel of Matthew tells us that at the death of Christ "the graves were opened; and many "bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of the graves after his resurrection, and went into the holy city, and appeared unto many." If a vision - and Jesus charged James and John to "tell the vision to no man" - if a vision then it was comparable to that which Ezekiel saw, for example by the river Chebar, for he says: "By the river of Chebar ... I saw visions of God," or to that of Daniel when he was by the river Hiddekel, or Tigris, and says: "I lifted up mine eyes, and looked, and behold, a certain man clothed in linen." If a vision, it was so clear so true that it seemed an actuality. Whichever view is taken, it makes no difference to the import and meaning of the Transfiguration.

Jesus was given a foretaste of his future glory, and how this would strengthen him! We may also say how necessary it was that from time to time Jesus should have revealed to him the glory which had been promised. And also, you remember, he spoke with two who had seen the glory. Moses had seen the glory of the Elohim, the Angel of God's Presence, on Mount Sinai, and his face shone afterwards. Elijah had seen the glory on Mount Horeb. Eloah was demonstrated before him in the greatness of the fire and the earthquake and the wind, and the still, small voice. Moreover, was not he taken by the chariot of Israel? O yes, these two had seen the glory, and they had ministered to Israel as a consequence, in the Law and the Prophets. The ministry which they had given sufficed until John. Jesus himself said: "The law and the prophets were until John, since that time the kingdom of God is preached."

So the disciples were to learn that they must now heed the ministry of another. The words were spoken: "This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him." And what was the first message they would hear? Matthew 17:9 "And as they came down from the mountain, Jesus charged them, saying, Tell the vision to no man, until the Son of man be risen again from tie dead." Mark tells us that they questioned with one another what the rising from the dead should mean.

Well now, why did Jesus speak of his death and resurrection? Because it had been the very substance of the conversation which he had had with Moses and Elias in the Mount. Luke tells us that they "spake of his decease, which he should accomplish at Jerusalem." This statement is of greater import than that conveyed by the render​ing in our Authorised Version. Just one word, the word 'decease’ is a translation of the Greek word "exodus" and an exodus means, of course, a departure, a deliverance that should be accomplished, a phrase which could most surely be applied to Christ's resurrection from the dead.

The Psalmist had declared many centuries before: "He asked life of thee, and thou gavest it him, even length of days for ever and ever.' But the same Psalm opens with the words: "The king shall joy in thy strength, O Lord; and in thy salvation how greatly shall he rejoice." By his exodus, resurrection, he "led captivity captive."

Our minds are directed first of all by way of example to natural Israel, led out of the darkness of Egypt, freed from bondage and brought into the Hand of promise. Likewise spiritual Israel are to be freed from tie bondage of death, delivered from the power of darkness and made partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light. Jesus therefore is prominently brought before us by the Transfiguration as the Saviour as well as Christ the King.

How this great climax in the life of Jesus was not only to bring comfort and confirmation to him but also to prepare those who witnessed it for the filial climax, the time when their Lord should be taken away from them, and to open their minds, - because they belonged to a nation whose minds were closed, eyes darkened, ears stopped - to open their minds to the fact that the name of Jesus must precede the name of Christ. It was but dimly perceived even after this great event. It was only fully confirmed when all was accomplished. Jesus said to the disciples: “O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken: ought not Christ to have suffered these things, and to enter into his glory?"

This then, we feel, is one of the imports of the Transfiguration: the crown, yes, "but the cross before the crown, afterwards so well understood by the apostles and those to whom they spoke, the under​standing which is brought to our minds every first day of the week as we assemble together to break bread and to drink wine.  The broken bread, the wine drunk, speaks not only of the perfect sacrifice but also of the time when Jesus shall eat and drink anew in his kingdom. Jesus the Saviour, Christ the King.

Well now, Peter 3 James and John heard the words "Follow me,H and it was a climax in their lives.  None had been like it before in their experience as fishermen, on the sea of Galilee.  As a result, they shared with Jesus in the joys, the sorrows, very often the disappoint​ments, as wall as moments of gladness, in those three years of ministry.  Sometimes they asked: "What shall, we have, who have left all and followed thee?" You see, they shared exactly the same feeling as we have, sometimes a little depression, sometimes moments of sorrow and therefore the necessity from time to time of that which we enjoy this morning, of being renewed in our faith of seeing the early return of Jesus Christ.

Now another epoch was before them: “I will make you fishers of men," and how well they did their work, how well they fulfilled their ministry.'  They might very well appear to be "unlearned and “ignorant men" but those who "took  knowledge of them perceived that they had been with Jesus." Well, I suppose the world would call us not very learned, and certainly ignorant of many of the things in which they take great delight, but they will perceive that we have been with Jesus if our lives follow his.  Because of this the disciples could look confidently towards the final climax in their lives, not only to follow Jesus but to be like him, to suffer with him in order "that they might rejoice with him.

We must of course come a little further and take it to ourselves a little. Have there been no epochs in our lives?  Can you not recall some moments of climax? Many of us were as Peter says, like sheep going astray, having no shepherd. Then by a means, by a way, often a quite unexpected climax arose in our lives;   in effect, the words "Follow me" were spoken to us.  Should we follow? Well, no doubt there were moments of uncertainty.  Did we follow? We followed, and our presence here this morning gives the answer.

We believed in the Saviour. We believed in the King. We believed in the promise that he would save us and we believed that he would make us kings.  So therefore another epoch in our lives was opened up. Would it be like it was with the apostles? Just like that.  There would be sorrows, strengths, weaknesses, moments of doubt, moments of exultation;  but no longer without a shepherd, no longer as sheep without a shepherd. As Peter says:  "Ye were as sheep going astray, but are now returned unto the Shepherd and Bishop of your souls," the Shepherd and Bishop of our lives.

What exactly does the apostle mean? Far more, perhaps, than the simple words imply, for a shepherd is really a feeder.  We understand that it has this import in the Hebrew and certainly in the Greek. "The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want" says the Psalmist. And a bishop is an overseer, the Overseer of our lives.  Just imagine that!  We are come to the Shepherd and Bishop of our lives, one who will feed us, one who oversee;  that is our unique and exalted position.

It was a climax when we heard the words "Follow me," and the anointed Saviour will indeed supply us, oversee us, and lead us to the final climax, if we follow him.

And what is the final climax? Will it not be exactly the same as Jesus experienced, the clothing of mortality with immortality, when, in fact, the fashion of our countenance will be changed, and our raiment will be white and glistering, fulfilling those words in the last book of the Bible, "sons of God with power by a resurrection from the dead. "

So we will let Peter, who was a witness of this Transfiguration, answer the question: What is the final climax? Will you turn to the first epistle which he wrote:

"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which according to his abundant mercy hath "begotten us again unto a lively hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance incorruptible, and undefiled, and that fadeth not away, reserved in heaven for you, who are kept by the power of God through faith unto salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. Wherein ye greatly rejoice, though now for a season, if need be, ye are in heaviness through manifold temptations;  that the trial of your faith, being much more precious than of gold that perisheth, though it be tried with fire, might be found unto praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ." 1Peter 1:3:
And now the climax:  Verse 9: "Receiving the end of your faith, even the salvation of your souls."
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