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When God interrupts  
 
Exodus 24:12-18 
Psalm 99 
2 Peter 1:16-21 
Matthew 17:1-9 
 
Text: Matthew 17:4-5 
Then 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.’ While 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!’ 
 
Introduction 
I think it was the bluntness of the dismissal that surprised me.  I wasn’t surprised that the writer 
of the article I was reading considered Jesus irrelevant.  Maybe I was a little shocked by the 
cavalier nature of the dismissal.  It was a December 2019 newspaper article titled Me, myself and 
I by British journalist Celia Walden.  She was complaining of how, in her view, Christmas had 
become a season for thinking only of yourself rather than someone else. 
 
In this article the story of Jesus’ birth was cast aside in just 17 words.  She described the Biblical 
story as “the birth of an increasingly irrelevant and, frankly, triggeringly non-gender-fluid figure 
from the early ADS.”  We humans are ever in the process of defining what is relevant—relevant 
according to us. 
 
It is not an uncommon experience for me as a minister to have someone share with me their idea 
of what God may or may not do or may or may not be and then want me to agree.  We humans 
make lots of proclamations about God or the spiritual life or the nature of our existence.  Jesus’ 
disciple Peter was making spiritual pronouncements on the mountain this day in the midst of his 
experience of the transfiguration of Jesus.  One gospel writer tells us that Peter was so rattled by 
the experience he didn’t know what to say—but that didn’t keep him silent.  We humans are like 
that—our knowledge for example, of the wonders of the universe is quite limited, yet that does 
not stop us from making pronouncements as to the nature of our existence.  We are quite adept, 
so we think, at judging what is relevant and what is not. 
 
I note that it is as Peter is making his pronouncements that God interrupted him.  The scripture 
teaches us that Jesus is the manifest face of God and we learn in how Jesus treated others that he 
wasn’t rude.  God isn’t being rude when he interrupts—love is not rude, the Apostle Paul tells us.  
(1 Corinthians 13:4) But love does always rejoice with the truth.  In the gospel story God 
interrupted Peter to say this about Jesus—“This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well 
pleased; listen to him!”   
 
I think God interrupts all our pontificating about God and all our measures of what is relevant 
with this same word he interrupted Peter with to make something clear to us humans. “This is my 
Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!”  
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1. The letter 2 Peter was the last book of the New Testament to obtain a secure place in the canon 
of scripture.  Canon means rule and refers to those books recognized by the church as inspired by 
God that witness to the living Word, Jesus Christ.  It is likely written close to the end of the 
second century—by the time this letter is written a number of Paul’s letters have been circulated 
in the churches and are being read as scripture. (2 Peter 3:16)  
 
The letter is written to combat false teachers who claim that the second coming of Christ is never 
going to happen.  The reply of this letter is that, despite its delay, it will certainly come, and 
suddenly. (2 Peter 3:10)  The letter belongs to the literary genre of a farewell letter, a letter 
written by an important leader to instruct followers after his death.  This letter is sent from Rome 
to churches troubled by these false teachers to remind them of the teaching of the Apostle Peter.  
It is to keep the church on course with the Apostles’ witness.  This letter is filled, then, with 
sermon material from the Apostle Peter.  You can hear his voice resonating through the text of 
the letter. 
 
In many respects those who first read the letter of 2 Peter are in the place we find ourselves.  
There is always, lapping at the church, those currents of cultural thought that ever seek to set us 
adrift from the Apostles’ teaching.  The church is ever in need of reminders of the teachings of 
the Apostles—it is an apostolic church.   
 
So you can imagine Peter preaching a sermon about the unforgettable experience he had that day 
on the mountain top with James and John and Jesus; an experience stamped so indelibly into his 
imagination as to render it unforgettable.  “…but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. For 
he received honour and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the 
Majestic Glory, saying, ‘This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased. We 
ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on the holy mountain. So 
we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed. You will do well to be attentive to this as 
to a lamp shining in a dark place.” 
 
Jesus Christ, according to the gospel witness, is that light shining in a dark place.  We humans 
think we have all the light we need.  The gospel says we are in a dark place—and one only has to 
reflect on the evil way humans will treat other humans to agree that the gospel is correct on this 
point.  If we are so enlightened why do we have as entertainment shows that glorify the evil a 
human mind can imagine?  Into this dark place comes God’s voice.  ‘This is my Son, the 
Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him!’  And “you would do well to be attentive to 
this,” adds the Apostle Peter. 
 
2. I invite you to take a few moments with me now to endeavour to be attentive to this story 
probing what it might say to us.  In reflection on this story the second letter of Peter asserts that 
“we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty.” To those who denied the 
second coming of Christ this letter proposes that the transfiguration is a foretaste of that second 
coming, evidence of Christ’s glorification even on earth. 
 
When I am at a funeral service there is a common thread of desire that joins most of those who 
attend; most people want to conceive that the person who has died is now in a better place—



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 3 23/02/20 

however they conceive of that place.  The gospel declares that for the believer to be absent from 
the body is to be present with the Lord; that Jesus is faithful and there is a place that has been 
prepared from them in the Father’s house; that the funeral service is us accompanying a loved 
one home; that though “now we see in a mirror, dimly, then we will see face to face. Now I 
know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known;” in that place we will 
see Jesus face to face and know it’s Jesus—and by implication, everyone who sees him face to 
face will see and know all the others who see Jesus face to face.  
 
As a preacher of the gospel it is a joy to declare these things at a funeral service, but we all want 
them to be more than just happy words spoken at a difficult time.  We want them to be true.  
Here on the mount of Transfiguration we catch a glimpse of that glory.  “And he was 
transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white. 
Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him.”  Did you note that 
everybody knows everyone else in Jesus’ glorified presence—Moses, Elijah, Peter, James, and 
John.  There is no indication that Moses and Elijah wore name tags; yet Peter, James, and John 
know them.  Jesus takes Peter and James and John to this place and shows them his glory for our 
sakes as well.  His whole life is for our sakes.  And if you stay here on the mountain for a while 
and be attentive to what is happening, Jesus will bring the assurance you seek to your heart of 
that future glory into which he has given us a glimpse.  Remember that Jesus gives us eternal life 
by giving us himself and here he shows us a glimpse of his glory. 
 
2.  I notice as well that Jesus takes Peter, James and his brother John up a high mountain by 
themselves.  In the Biblical law of God, the Torah Jesus knew, for something to be established as 
true before a court there had to be two or three witnesses.  (Deuteronomy 19:15)  As I try to be 
attentive to this story I am to understand that Jesus knows this law perfectly.  Jesus does nothing 
by mistake. He takes three with him—the law said two or three witnesses—Jesus takes three.  It 
seems to me that one of the reasons for these three is to establish a solid witness for us.  Jesus 
does not want us to be in the dark about these things. 
 
It is interesting to note that this story of the transfiguration figures prominently in the synoptic 
gospels—Matthew, Mark and Luke’s telling of the Jesus story.  In all of them it is the hinge 
story.  Everything builds to this moment of seeing his glory and from then on we are on the road 
to Jerusalem.  All the Apostles agree on the truthfulness of this event.  The gospel writers insist 
on including it as a pivotal event.  The witness of Peter, James, and John—all who became 
leaders in the early church—firmly established it as such.  The gospel story would be incomplete 
without it, as far as they are concerned. 
 
3. In further attentiveness I also notice that seeing his glory isn’t the end of the story.  Maybe that 
is why Peter is longing to build the three dwellings—surely he thinks that this must be the 
culmination of God’s incursion into the world—his glory is revealed and now he can get on with 
ruling all things from here.  Peter had confessed that Jesus was the Messiah and Jesus confirmed 
the same and then went on to predict his coming death; Peter then had rebuked Jesus for talking 
nonsense.  But now on the mountain Jesus’ glory is much more in keeping with Peter’s 
messianic expectations. 
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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.”  Indeed the story does not end here but 
seeing his glory becomes the event that turns us towards Jerusalem and his life given for us.  
Seeing his glory is not an escape from the evils of this world.  We would like it to be so.  We 
would like everyone we pray for to be instantly healed, to have relationship restored with no 
emotional scars remaining, to have full strength restored quickly after an accident.  The glimpse 
of Jesus’ glory, in some measure, prepared the disciples to endure, with Jesus, after they come 
down from the mountain, the challenges of life that accompany us all.   
 
I can see too, that I need something more than the veil between heaven and earth opened so I can 
witness heavenly conversation.  My need is oceans deeper than having God prove his glory to 
me with some special event.  I need Jesus to go to the cross and give himself up for my sake.  I 
need to be saved from my sin.  Jesus calls all of us to come down from the mountain and go to 
Jerusalem with him.  It is part of being attentive to the voice we heard.  “Listen to him.” 
 
4. I also notice that heaven and earth are not distant realms but overlapping realms.  Here on the 
mountain the veil is opened so we can see.  Perhaps you too have experienced places where you 
would say that the veil is thin.  I recall standing on the site of where tradition indicates that this 
transfiguration story takes place.  There is a Carmelite monastery that has been on this site for 
centuries.  It is a place that has been bathed in prayer for years and years—I can only tell you 
that for me being there was to experience a place where the veil is thin.  Our Lord wants his 
people to know that his loving presence surrounds us—Jesus is not in a distant land hoping to 
check in with us now and then.  As the Apostle described it, “now we see in a mirror, dimly.” 
 
I notice that Jesus affirms their experience as real.  Jesus ordered them, ‘Tell no one about the 
vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.”  Plainly Jesus assures the 
disciples that they were not hallucinating.  Something unusual like this happens to you and you 
are prone later to doubt that it actually happened.  When Jesus forges his reality over us he 
assures us of the truth of his presence.  
 
I notice that, for the disciples, there is nothing to fear when the glory of God is revealed.  “When 
the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear. But Jesus came and 
touched them, saying, ‘Get up and do not be afraid.’”  God interrupts us only to bring us the 
touch of the Saviour’s hand. 
 
We could go on and on in our attentiveness to this story but the last sentence describing what 
happened on the mountain shows us why God interrupts all our pontification about life; “And 
when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself alone.” 
 
 


