6th March 2011
Trust in the Son of God and Show the Scoffers the Truth
Readings:
2 Peter 1:16-21

For we did not follow cleverly devised stories when we told you about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ in power, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. He received honour and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. We also have the prophetic message as something completely reliable, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

Matthew 17:1-9
After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light. Just then there appeared before them Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus. Peter said to Jesus, "Lord, it is good for us to be here. If you wish, I will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah." While he was still speaking, a bright cloud covered them, and a voice from the cloud said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!" When the disciples heard this, they fell facedown to the ground, terrified. But Jesus came and touched them. "Get up," he said. "Don't be afraid." When they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus. As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus instructed them, "Don't tell anyone what you have seen, until the Son of Man has been raised from the dead."

Sermon
This is a cardboard tube from a roll of Christmas paper. I know because I saw my wife use the paper which was on it. I am a witness to that. If I wrote that down in a witness statement you would trust and believe it to be so.  

But what if someone didn’t want people to believe that it was so? What if they wanted to sow doubt with some distortion of the truth? What might they say it is instead? A telescope? A blowpipe? A scroll holder? 

Now, if people looked closely at it and got to know me they would believe me that it is indeed cardboard from a roll of Christmas paper. 

But if they were gullible enough, or disinterested enough, they might believe the distortion instead.

For the last 8 weeks we’ve been working with a group of up to six people attending the Christianity Explored course. And we’ve had to deal with something similar to a disbelief that this is a cardboard tube from a roll of Christmas paper.
The course draws on scripture to introduce people to the truth that Jesus is the Son of God and to show them what that means. And we found that some people had accepted only a distortion of the truth about Jesus. They had not believed the truth that he is the Son of God. They’d not trusted the witness statements. 

And, because they’d never discovered Jesus, they’d never known the transforming love of God.  

So I’d like us to think about two things today: why we can trust that Jesus is the Son of God; and what that transformational power of God’s love can mean.

And we’re going to find the answers in the Transfiguration of Jesus Christ and in what we know about St Peter.
Let’s just remind ourselves about him.

A week before the Transfiguration he’d told Jesus ‘you are the Messiah, the Son of the living God’. In response, Jesus had told Peter that he would build the church on him. And then after Jesus went on explain that the Christ must die and be resurrected, only for Peter to argue ‘never Lord’ and earn Jesus’ retort ‘get behind me Satan’.
Peter still had only a distorted idea of what ‘Son of God’ meant. 

And I’ve found a similar thing while teaching Christianity Explored. People have only a distorted idea about who Jesus is. And even if they do use the language ‘Son of God’, they are not sure what they mean by it. But we have to get to grips with it on the course because it is pivotal to our faith. After all, if Jesus was only a man how could his sacrifice have meant anything for us? His sacrifice is relevant only because he is both fully human and fully divine. Our salvation hinges around the wonderful truth that God chose to give of himself to die for us. Around the unique truth that Jesus is his Son who died for us. And we can find that truth in the Transfiguration. 

That walk up a mountain by Peter, John and James is a walk which must be made by everyone who would walk with Jesus today.   Why? Well for one thing, it introduces us to the resurrection. We catch a glimpse of the resurrection for the first time now, on this mountain. Because it is here that we meet Jesus the man and discover that he has never been just a man. It is here that we shield our eyes and see him revealed in all his eternal glory.

And, in his perfect, radiant, eternal, transfigured body, we see with our own eyes a preview of the resurrection. And with our own ears we hear God speak and dispel all doubt about whom we are seeing: "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!"

A clear message for Peter. This is the Son of God. You seem to have been confused about what that means. Here is what Son of God means. Not just a great teacher. Not just another mortal. But the Son of God who is with you, yet also one with me. Open yourself to all that he has said and all that he will say. Listen.
And how did Peter, and James and John, react? They fell facedown to the ground, terrified.
But then something wonderfully tender happened, something that really brings Jesus the Son of God to life in our minds. Jesus didn’t just say ‘Get up, don’t be afraid’.  He walked over and he touched them and said it. ‘Jesus came and touched them. "Get up," he said. "Don't be afraid." 
Can you see it? Jesus with a look of patient love on his face, kneeling down beside this cowering pile of three disciples, placing a reassuring hand on a shoulder, saying come on, get up, don’t be afraid. Jesus with his perfect love. I can see them in wonder and in awe, yet that transforming love of God has them feeling absolutely wrapped up and safe.  
And he’s the same with us. He knows that we are slow and keep on making blunders. He knows that for every Holy Spirit-filled moment of clarity in our lives there are many, many, more where we see only a distortion of the truth. Yet, knowing our flaws, he loves us with the Father’s love. He comes to us and he touches us and he says don’t be afraid. He does that for us all. He does that when we first turn to him and ask him into our lives. And he does that forever after.

Remember what God said to Peter, flawed Peter, on that mountaintop: This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him.
We have listened and we continue to listen. And, just like Peter, we have been accepted because of all our flaws, not despite them. If we weren’t flawed we wouldn’t have needed rescuing. We can only become acceptable to the perfect God, and perfect in his eyes, through Jesus
Peter was like so many of us, he didn’t always cotton on quickly, he tended to speak or act before he thought, he made mistakes, yet he became one of the greatest servants of the Kingdom.  

Jesus truly does take us as we are, truly does use us for all our flaws. And he asks only that we love him.  He asks Peter three times: ‘Do you love me’ and three times Peter answers ‘You know that I love you’. And in turn God’s love transforms Peter, for all his faults, into a great apostle. Peter is someone we can trust. Peter is someone whose example we can follow. And if we seek to know God’s transformational love in the same way, all that we have to do is love in return. Love God and love each other.
Peter discovered at first hand on that mountaintop what it means to say that Jesus is the Son God. And that was a life changing moment. It set his life in a new direction which has in turn changed the direction of our lives today.  Yet, many today can’t even see in that direction. So let’s just recap for a moment and then look at how Peter remains influential in pointing them the right way.

We’ve considered how those who wish to deny simple truths, whether about this tube of card or about Jesus, can do so simply by distorting the truth a little bit and creating some doubt.  We’ve reminded ourselves why the truth that Jesus is the Son of God is central to our faith. We’ve been to the top of a mountain and, together, we have shared in the wonder of Jesus’ Transfiguration. What we’ve seen and heard there has given us the certainty that the Jesus who walked among us is truly the Son of God. We’ve contemplated the glimpse of the resurrection seen in his transfiguration. We’ve experienced the transformational love of God as his Son touched our shoulders and said ‘get up, do not be afraid’. And we’ve seen this transformational love equipping Peter to become a great witness to Jesus’ divinity.

But, why is that so many never get to walk up that mountain?  The Gospel was first proclaimed by word of mouth and through correspondence. Across a great swathe of the Mediterranean lands and beyond, a new light was shining before the Jews and the Gentiles alike. It was a time of new direction, new attitudes, radical new ways, change, a time of change during which the established religions and philosophies of the day were challenged. And when the established is challenged, it fights back. We’ve seen that recently in the Middle East.  We see it in Libya today. Look past the violence and we find that half-truths, deception and distortion are the other weapons of choice for those who resist change.
Those who knew Peter and his teaching wrote the letter we call 2 Peter in response to just that sort of threat. As the Gospel was being proclaimed, Peter and others saw the same responses: cleverly devised stories misleading the early Christian faithful. And if that was happening to those who might discover Jesus’ divinity for themselves back then, why should we be surprised to find it happening now, in conversation, or on TV or radio or in print.
Why should we be surprised that people come filled with misunderstanding to conversations with us or to courses such as Christianity Explored?  They have been influenced by the voices of this world. And those voices can sound plausible. And they can sound really genuine. And they can be well respected. And they are the voices of…. scoffers.
The scoffers are what Peter and others saw at work. That’s why they give us this warning. First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, "Where is this 'coming' he promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation." (2 Peter 3:3-4)
And today, the scoffers are precisely why we need courses such as Christianity Explored, or Alpha, or similar. And the scoffers are why it is so important that we continue to meet together, on Sundays, in Home Groups, at the church weekend away, whenever we can be together as church. Because if we don’t, we end up listening to the scoffers. And if we listen to them, we don’t hear the voice of God. And we may lose the wonder of what we’d once known. All around there are people telling us something that is only a distortion of the truth. 

So how should we react to their distorted stories? Well, like those who brought us 2 Peter, we can listen to Peter again and trust in the truth of what he says. Peter was there on the mountain and so many other places with Jesus. Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Peter was the eyewitness and inspiration of these words: 
‘For we did not follow cleverly devised stories when we told you about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ in power, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. He received honour and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." 
We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain’.

‘I was there on that mountain. I learned alongside Jesus. What I tell you is true.  It is not diluted, polluted or distorted. It is perfectly accurate. Perfectly. Trust me, Peter, the eyewitness.’
On that mountain the air is clear. On that mountain all people can see and hear that Jesus is the Son of God. On that mountain is a constant truth for you and for me, whatever the scoffers say. It is there for us, showing us truth and perfection. And we should go there regularly, let our faith grow as we meet and trust the Transfigured Son of God again and again, cast off our doubts and fears and allow our lives to be changed for good as we receive again and the transforming love of God.
And if anyone asks us if we trust that Jesus is the Son of God, let’s remember that mountain, let’s remember the eyewitness of Peter and the power of God’s love to transform lives and let’s be confident in our reply.

Finally, sometimes all the scoffer can see is the view limited by their lack of knowledge, a view as limited as that down a cardboard tube. 
However, if we allow ourselves to be filled and transformed by the love of God – and we are all called to be aren’t we? - we can become eyewitnesses too, just like Peter. We can walk with the scoffers up that mountain and we can show them a new view the likes of which they have never seen! 
So I encourage you, trust in the Son of God, speak of your experience of him and show the scoffer the truth. Do that and maybe you will hear a voice on the mountaintop declaring:  ‘with you I am well pleased’.   Amen
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