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March 3, 2019, Transfiguration of Our Lord 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus frees us from sin and death. 

When I was first read the text for Transfiguration Sunday, being my last sermon here, it struck 

me that Jesus, Moses, and Elijah were talking about Jesus’s “departure, which he was to 

accomplish in Jerusalem.”  I thought it would be easy enough to come up with a message along 

those lines. 

So early this week, I started to prepare as I always do by looking at commentaries and the Greek 

version of the story that Luke originally wrote.  And I unearthed two remarkable insights:  #1: 

the word in Greek is actually not “departure.”  And #2, stop me if this is a surprise: “THE 

STORY’S NOT ACTUALLY ABOUT ME!”   

It’s about Jesus, of course.  And that word that is translated “departure” is actually in Greek the 

word “Exodus.”  Suddenly it makes sense why Jesus is talking to Moses.  Moses, after-all, led 

the original “exodus.”  Did the Hebrews “depart” Egypt?  Well, of course, they did.  But the 

story of “Exodus” is so much more about that.  It’s about God remembering the Hebrew people 

who are slaves in Egypt.  It’s about God choosing to redeem them, to buy them back, to do 

whatever it takes to bring them back to serve him.  Exodus is about the ten plagues and then 

finally the death of the first-born son that finally lets the Hebrews go.  Exodus is about Moses 

taking people to the shore of the Red Sea and just when it seems that Pharaoh’s chariots and 

army are about to catch up, God makes a way where there is no way.  Exodus is about God 

bringing people who are enslaved through the water and freeing them to live for him.     

That’s what “exodus” meant to Jesus, Peter, any good Jew at the time.  And I don’t know about 

you, but I would have loved to have been there to hear that conversation with Elijah the great 

prophet, Moses, the leader of the first exodus, and Jesus, God’s chosen one, talking about the 

next exodus, the exodus Jesus would lead. 

Because while I’m sure Jesus’s departure: his death, his ascension that we can read about at the 

end of Luke 24 came up in the conversation, I think they were talking about a lot more than just 

saying “goodbye.” 

Well, how is he going to accomplish that?  Peter has his idea.  After-all, the Transfiguration is 

powerful epiphany: an event that reveals who Jesus is.  Jesus is shining forth with an uncreated 

and brilliant light.  Surely Peter has noticed that regular people don’t do that.  And so Peter, as 

with Christians for the next two millenniums, tries to capture the magic of this event by locking 

it into a time and place and turning it into…a church building project.     

Now I don’t blame him!  I love church.  I love worship.  Someday I hope that I will be able to 

see Jesus with that same divine transfigured light that Peter did.  I get chills thinking about what 

that experience must be like.   

But that’s a mountaintop experience.  And Jesus came for an exodus.  See, Jesus has that much 

in common with Moses.   

https://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=116
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Moses was sent to the Hebrew people enslaved under Pharaoh.  They had to work long hours.  

Seven days a week.  No pay.  Intensive and laborious construction projects under the Egyptian 

sun.  Pharaoh gave instructions to kill any baby boy born to the Hebrews.  At the first sign of 

resistance, Pharaoh doubled down and took away their building materials still expecting the 

Hebrews to make just as many bricks as before.  Make no mistake: this is a back-breaking, soul-

crushing, life-destroying regime.  The Hebrews were enslaved to Pharaoh and his ways of death. 

Well, what about Jesus?  He came 1200 years after the time of Moses.  What would his exodus 

look like?   

It looks like our story today.  When we are on the mountaintop, we like to stay there.  Whether 

because of pride or happiness or just that it’s easier to stay on top than to come back down into 

the valley.  But Jesus does the one thing that is so hard for us to do.  Even when there is a voice 

from heaven, a cloud, and the heroes of the Jewish faith palling around with him, all saying he is 

God’s chosen, Jesus doesn’t stay up on the mountaintop.  He comes back down into the valley.  

He comes back down into the valley no longer shining with that divine light, but shining with 

divine mercy.  He comes back down into the valley because there are sinners he needs to save, 

sick people he needs to heal, and slaves he needs to set free. 

And coming down, the only son of God meets the only son of this one man in the crowd.  A poor 

boy who is convulsed with seizures, who can’t even speak right, who is in the throes of the devil 

himself.  And with a word, Jesus sets him free: free from suffering, free from the demons that 

haunt him, free from sin.  That’s what Jesus’s exodus looks like.  That’s why he came not just 

down from the mountain, but down from heaven into the valley of our life on earth. 

We too are like that father, that boy Jesus met in the valley.  Maybe not many of us feel like we 

have Exorcist-encounters with demons.  But we also need to be freed.  Every week we confess, 

“we are in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves.”  We say those words so often maybe they 

feel like they are just words.  But every one of us here knows that there are some things in our 

lives that have chains, that weigh us down, that hold us back.  Prejudices that shape our mind 

unconsciously, desires for things that are bad for us, grudges that we can’t forgive and can’t let 

go, even just breathing the air of a Pharaoah-like culture that teaches us more is always better 

(doesn’t matter if it’s food, sex, money, you name it), that teaches us you will never work 

enough, and that everything has a cost.  These sins unwittingly shape who we are.  And bit by 

bit, we find ourselves enslaved to our desires, to our past, to our everyday life.  Enslaved to sin.  

And that leads only to death: back-breaking, soul-crushing, life-destroying things down here and 

even less in eternity.     

So how’s Jesus going to lead us out of this one?  What will his exodus for us look like?  With the 

boy, he simply “rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy, and gave him back to his father.”  

Not bad work for half a verse!  Well, it turns out that freeing us from slavery to sin and death 

took quite a bit more effort.  It took more than healing the boy, it even took more than that tenth 

and terrible plague of the death of the first-born sons that let the Hebrews go in Pharaoh’s time.  

No, this time Jesus took the plague himself.  On the cross, he gave his entire self: body, soul, 

even the divine nature he had shining so radiantly, and he took on our sin, our chains, he took on 

death itself.   
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But on Easter Sunday, he rose.  Free from sin, rolled away as the stone, free from death, 

discarded as old grave-clothes, free from hell, left behind in his wake, and free to set all of us 

free from sin and death to live with him and serve him forever. 

And there’s a special way that he does that.  And you and I will see it today.  For Kim and Andy, 

you will join in it today.  I am talking about this precious gift of baptism.  Just as Moses led the 

enslaved Hebrews through the waters of the Red Sea into freedom, so in a few minutes, Jesus is 

about to lead you, as he leads all, from slavery to sin through the waters of baptism into life with 

him forever. 

This is Jesus’s way of saying, “I remember you.”  This is Jesus’s way of saying, “You are my 

child.”  This is Jesus’s way of saying, “Whatever you have done, you are forgiven.”  This is 

Jesus’s way of saying, “You are free.  Your sins do not own who you are.  Death does not own 

your future.  It is with me.” 

You will walk away from this baptism with the promise that, come what may, you are free to live 

with and for Jesus.  And that means you are free to confess and receive forgiveness any time you 

feel those old sins weighing you down.  You are free to receive his body and blood as weekly 

proofs of his costly love for you.  You are free to forgive others knowing that Jesus’s ultimate 

forgiveness is already yours.  And you are free to love your neighbors as he has first loved you.  

If you want to call this freedom, this exodus a departure, go ahead.  Call it a departure from sin, 

call it a departure from death, but don’t limit yourself to thinking Luke meant a “departure from 

this world.”  That’s not what he means at all.  You think if Jesus’s own death couldn’t separate 

himself from us, anything else will?  Time cannot separate us from Jesus.  Distance cannot 

separate us from Jesus.  We are no longer slaves to those things, markers of our mortality, but 

free to the new and timeless life offered by Jesus.   

In this gift of baptism, we are united to the one who is always alive, the one who is always near, 

the one who is always offering grace and freedom.  In baptism, we are even united to his death 

on the cross trusting that, “if we are united in a death like his, surely we will be united in a 

resurrection like his.”  Here in this place we find a river of life that does not divide and a table 

that is big enough for everyone of all times and places.  When we gather at this font, when we 

gather at this table, we are all one, all together with Jesus.  Andy and Kim take their place at the 

table next to you and me, and not only them, but Peter and James and John, and Jesus himself.  

At this font, at this table, we are united in Christian love until that one day we will be united in 

body and soul with each other and with all who have gone before us in the place where we are 

free from sin, free from death, free from sad farewells and tear-dimmed eyes.   

And that is why the message of today cannot be just “Goodbye.”  But “Welcome.”  “Welcome to 

a new brother, welcome to a new sister.”  Above all, today we rejoice. We rejoice to call you our 

sister and our brother in the Lord: loved, forgiven, and free.  Amen.                 
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