
Sermon for the Feast of the Transfiguration of our Lord – Matthew 17:1-9 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
    

  Part of the problem with being such marvelous and well-seasoned liars is that we are 
constantly losing track of our own lies.  It’s bad enough that we can’t tell the simplest stories 
without exaggeration or overstating, if not flat out falsehood, but what’s worse is that half 
the time we get so caught up on in our own nonsense that we actually believe it ourselves.  
And when we’re called on our lies, we act as though we’re the ones who have been wronged, 
even when the accusation against us is fully right. 
 

Lying and every other sin makes us fools.  We have no right to look down on any 
politician or celebrity.  What we care about is our reputations, which is to say, what people 
think of us.  We care a lot, way more than makes any sense.  And almost all of our lies stem 
from this.  We want to be liked; we want to be respected; we want to be admired.  Why else 
would we care about honor?  
 

This sort of self-worship is hard to admit.  Thus we spend a lot of time trying to cover 
it up, claiming we don’t care what people think.  In fact, not only do we care, but it’s no 
exaggeration to say that we are actually terrified of what people think of us.  That’s why we 
lie.  We lie because we want people to think better of us than we deserve.  We lie to try to 
impress them or to hide our guilt and shame.   
 

We are incredibly fearful people.  We are afraid of what our neighbors might think, 
we’re afraid of what our family might say, we’re afraid of what our boss might do.  We are 
afraid of getting caught in our secret sins.  We are afraid of practically everything but we 
deny it.  We deny it all.  We pretend to be brave, tough, and calm.  We hate to admit fear, no 
matter how much it consumes us, because it makes us look weak.  We are all scared middle 
schoolers afraid of being made fun of, afraid of being embarrassed, afraid of being beaten 
up, or even worse, looking like an idiot, failing, or being ignored and rejected.  But what 
haunts us most, even though we won’t admit it, is death and judgment.  We try to put off 
thinking about the end until we have to deal with it.   
 

But even now, there’s still time to confess and come clean.  We have been afraid of 
almost everything except God.  And if this isn’t ringing true for you, if you really are calm 
all the time and don’t get excited or afraid, if you don’t have any secret sins you lie about, 
than the Bible isn’t written for you.  Because, if you don’t know, the Bible isn’t written for 
calm, cool, righteous, and perfect people.  It’s written for cowards.  How many Bible stories 
do you know where some poor slob runs into an angel and has to be told, “Don’t be afraid.”  
Fear is the constant reaction of sinful human beings to the presence of holiness.   
 

And today is no exception.  Our Lord says to Peter, James, and John at His 
transfiguration: “Don’t be afraid.”  They are right to be afraid.  For a minute there, Peter even 



lost his mind, St. Luke’s Gospel tells us.  Delusions of grandeur put him on equal footing 
with Moses, Elijah, and Jesus Himself.  He is a man with a plan.  He speaks right up: “Let’s 
stay here.”   
 

But when the Father speaks from heaven, Peter wises up.  He recognizes his frailty 
and sin.  He’s not much different than Moses blowing it at Meribah or the whole thing with 
not circumcising his son.  He’s no more pious than Elijah asking for death under the broom 
tree.  Peter is afraid for his life.  For if angels are terrifying to sinners, as they are, then God’s 
Divine presence is absolutely deadly.  So Peter falls on his face, petrified. 
 

The gentle and patient response of our Lord can’t be overstated here.  The Divine 
presence of God in the man of the Messiah is terrifying, but He is no longer deadly to sinners.  
In the man Jesus who came to be a sacrifice, God’s Divine presence now makes us holy and 
gives us life.  The Mercy that endures forever has flesh.  So the rebuke on the mountain is 
gentle. 
 

A bright cloud overshadowed them, even as Jesus was transfigured, and the voice 
from the cloud said, “This is My Beloved Son, listen to Him.”  This is a serious and heavy 
word that comes from God, but not in wrath.  In fact, it’s a gentle encouragement that Christ 
Himself follows up with: “Rise, have no fear.”   
 

At the word and touch of Jesus, they have eyes only for Jesus.  Moses and Elijah might 
still be there.  Nothing is said about whether they have departed or have become invisible.  
But at the very least, they have faded into the background.  And now during a brief moment 
of sanity Peter, James, and John are lifted up out of themselves.  They are no longer afraid 
for their reputations, trying to rely on the approval and praise of Moses or of one another.  
Nor are they afraid to go to Jerusalem and die.  For that moment they bask in the pure 
accepting grace of Christ.  They gladly rest in Him and trust His good will for them. 
 

That same mercy provides even us poor miserable sinners and self-promoters with 
similar moments of clarity and honesty.  Thank God for that! There are times by grace when 
our load is light, when it might be easy to love God and love our neighbor.  But even when 
we are self-centered and go about our vain and people-pleasing ways, our Lord is steadfast.  
His face is set toward Jerusalem even as we are trying to figure out a way to stay on the 
mountain.  He is always going forward for our good.  Heaven is populated with former liars 
like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Elijah, and Peter who have all found grace in the Messiah.  
Thanks be to God for that! And there’s even plenty of room for more of us. 
 

God grant us His mercy today to see through eyes only for Jesus in faith to the very 
end.  Amen. 
 

The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen.  BJF 


