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Matthew 17:1-19

As we look at this passage from Matthew, it’s important to be clear on the context.  In the passage we see Jesus and the disciples up on a mountain with Elijah and Moses.  In many ways Elijah and Moses represent the highest level – the greatest in our faith.  As we see Jesus here it is important to remember that at this point he is looking out toward Jerusalem and he knows suffering, humiliation and the cross await him.  Standing on that mountain, Jesus knows the cross and death are his next steps.  He spoke about this just before this, and will speak about it just after they come down from the mountain.  This passage also comes after Jesus asked the disciples who he was and there was some confusion – then Peter boldly and correctly said: ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’  Then Jesus talks again about his own suffering and death and resurrection to come; and he tells his followers that as followers of him they too must suffer: ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.  Those are really difficult words for the disciples.  So, with difficult struggle on the horizon, with Jesus’ death on the horizon, this happens:

17 1Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high mountain, by themselves. 2And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. 3Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4Then Peter said to Jesus, ‘Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.’ 5While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved;* with him I am well pleased; listen to him!’ 6When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. 7But Jesus came and touched them, saying, ‘Get up and do not be afraid.’ 8And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone. 9 As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus ordered them, ‘Tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.’ 
Epiphany

Who has ever played this game with a baby – perhaps a child of your own or a grandchild or even a niece or nephew: you look at them, and ask them “how big is…”?  And before they can answer you help them by lifting your arms up in the air and saying, with a real loud voice – “So Big”.  Have you done that?  It is one of my favorite things to do with my children.  Depending on the child, you can do it for a while because they like to think of themselves as being “so big”.     


To me, that’s part of the flavor of this unusual and intriguing scene from on the mountaintop.  It feels to me like God is answering the question about who Jesus really is.  Because, thinking about Jesus, by the time this scene occurs, Jesus is maybe 30 years old, has been around town for a while – he is a fairly well known quantity to his friends and neighbors.  He’s Mary and Joseph’s kid.  To many people he may have seemed like the ordinary Joe; he was raised from a little baby, he eats like everyone else, sleeps like everyone else, goes to work, etc.  Occasionally some folks get see a miracle or two, but even then, he often tells the miracle recipients “not to tell anyone about it”.  So, to the common eye, Jesus may have seemed just like everyone else.  But the reality was that he was not like everyone else.  He was God Incarnate.  He was the One True Living God.  Yet, he was walking around looking like the ordinary person, like an “every average Joe”.  


Part of me wonders if God felt it was important to let the disciples in on the truth right now.  And at this point, as Jesus was heading to Jerusalem and the cross, after Jesus told the disciples they too would suffer as his disciples.  Before Jesus gets nailed to the cross, maybe God wanted the disciples to know who this guy really was – like God wanted to give the disciples, and us, something to hold onto.  It was almost like God asked Peter and the boys on the mountaintop, “how big is Jesus”?  Then in an incredibly powerful moment, in a moment of sheer glory beyond our wildest imaginations, God answers of them and yells out at the top of his lungs: “SO BIG”.  And they got it because they were visibly blown away.  They fell to their knees, could not look up and were “overcome by fear”.  It reminds me of one day when John was just an infant.  He was sitting in his high chair at dinner, eating and making a big mess.  And I looked over and said ‘how big is John”.  And in a moment of incredible unison, Kathy, Emma, Tess and I all shouted at the top of our lungs: “So Big”.  At that point John hesitated for a moment, looked at us shocked and stunned and began to tear up.  That is how I imagine the disciples – just totally in shock at what they were witnessing.  Stunned.  It was beyond anything they had seen and anything they could imagine.  It was so powerful Peter wanted to capture it forever – perhaps so all would know.


So, who was this guy, really?  I mean, here he was glowing, transformed into to something amazing, something heavenly and angelic, no longer human, standing with 2 icons of the faith – who already died – when suddenly a voice, the voice of God, bellows out that this guy is God’s Son.  Boom.  Drop the mic and walk out.  Maybe Jesus is more than just Mary’s little boy.  Maybe he is more than some wandering teacher from Nazareth.  Maybe he is in fact the Son of the Living God, the Most High.  Maybe he is God Incarnate.  Maybe he is the Messiah.  Wow.  So Big!  So Big Indeed.  


And yet, for whatever the reason, I don’t believe we give Jesus his due.  And I know I am one of the worst culprits.  I tend to downplay Jesus and God in a way that is not disrespectful to God, but in a way that I believe makes Jesus, and thus God, accessible.  I want people to feel like they can connect with God and Jesus in a powerful, personal real way.  I want people to be able to identify with God/Jesus, and sometimes that means down playing God’s majesty.


But today, my brothers and sisters, this morning, that is not the direction we are headed.  Today is not about the accessibility of God but about the power and might and awesomeness of God in Christ.  Only a couple of times per year do I bring out the hoopla and tambourines and cymbals and bang them loudly.  Only a couple of times per year will I ask you how big God is and then scream at the top of my lungs, “SO BIG”.  Today is one of those two days.  Today we place Jesus in his rightful spot as God-In-the-Flesh – as the all powerful ever living God.  As the One who holds all creation together – the One who is the Light and Life of all creation.  And the reason for this is that we, like the disciples walking with Jesus did, this gives us something amazing to hold onto; that image, that feeling as we move through Lent – as we move through the difficulties in our lives – as we are challenged to stay people of faith in a faith-challenged time in our country.  The Jesus we consider our friend close by is also the Transfigured and Transformed God of the universe.  And he suffered and died for us.


And so, I have had anxiety about this message all week, because I have been trying to figure out how to get the “hugeness”, the “overwhelmingness” of this passage across to you.  But, the reality is that nothing I can do or say will make you understand just how immense, incredible or powerful God really is.  It is real, but it is beyond our comprehension.  And I believe that is one of the prime reasons 3 of the 4 gospel writers included this passage.  They wanted to remind us just how powerful and magnificent Jesus is.  The God we are dealing with, the God who came to be with us in the person of Jesus Christ, is the incredible powerful force in the world.  This God is the God of all creation.  Jesus is the God who is powerful beyond our wildest imaginations.  And this God is who we encounter in the person of Jesus Christ – remember that when you think about Jesus.  Jesus was God in the flesh.  Jesus was this incredible, powerful, majestic God.  That is why it is important to consider the Transfiguration.  Because it shows us just who this guy really was.  He was not in fact some “average Joe”.

So let me ask sisters and brothers, how big is your Jesus?  Because today we should stand in awe.  We should be standing in awe of how great and amazing Jesus the Christ is.  Today is an Epiphany, a revealing.  Today we need to fall to our knees like the disciples as we see Jesus turn all white and glowing with the glory of a heavenly being and together we hear God’s voice telling us this is his son.  He is the One true God.  He is the One, as the gospel writer John told us who: was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life,* and the life was the light of all people.  This Jesus is the Way the Truth and the Life.

So, as we enter Lent with Jesus, as we walk to Jerusalem with him, hear him teach, see him suffer and see him hang on the cross, let us remember who he really was – not just some average Joe, but the living, loving all powerful awesome God.  And all he did was to reach each one of us with his love.  


So, my friends, how big is your Jesus?
