
Who is Jesus?

Exodus 34:29-35; Psalm 99; 2 Corinthians 3:12—4:2; Luke 9:28-36 (37-43a)

If you were here last week you will know that we finished the section where Luke tells of the

Sermon on the Plain and this week two of our readings have mystical encounters not on the plain

where all the people are gathered, but rather up on a mountain. Jesus goes up the mountain to pray,

while Moses, fresh from being in the awesome presence of God where he has received the Ten

Commandments, comes down from Mount Sinai. “The skin of his face shone brightly because he had

been talking with God” (Exodus 34:29). Jesus, conversing with the greatest of the Hebrew prophets,

is hereby connected with the great teacher and prophet Moses.

“But who is Jesus?”

That question is constantly at the forefront throughout Luke’s Gospel. Every step of the way,

especially among his closest disciples, it’s been hard for people to figure out just who Jesus really is.

And perhaps that’s the place where most of us can closely identify with Jesus’s disciples.

Perhaps you too have spent a lot of time listening to Jesus, watching him work, and have wondered,

“Who is Jesus anyway?”

We have been exploring that theme through our contemporary services this year and will

continue that theme next Sunday as well. But you’ve no doubt heard lots of different responses to

that question Who is Jesus? Jesus? Well, he’s a great teacher. He’s a healer. He’s a fine moral

example. . . He’s a deluded apocalyptic wild man. He’s a social revolutionary. Much hangs upon

finding a sufficient answer to the question because of that claim, heard from heaven, the voice at his

baptism (remember our notation of the Baptism of Jesus back in January of this year?), that said,

“This is my Son.” The claim is that Jesus, the young rabbi, is more than all of that. He is God’s only

begotten Son. He is God, as much of God as we ever hope to see in human form. Quite a claim for
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one who has confused many, caused trouble nearly every time he teaches, and is a mystery even to

his own disciples.

Out of the midst of all of our many questions about Jesus, Luke takes us up a mountain with

Jesus and a couple of his disciples. (Everybody from Moses onward knows that mountains are where

you go to get close to God.) 

Comparing Luke’s account with Mark’s, Luke says the Transfiguration occurs “about eight

days” later (9:28), rather than after six days (Mark 9:2; Matthew 17:1). Luke says that Jesus went up

the mountain to pray (9:29). Is Jesus struggling with his mission as the cross looms before him? In

fact, in his telling of the story Luke doesn’t say that Jesus was actually “transfigured” (Greek,

metamorphoo), the word that is used in Mark and Matthew. We wonder why.

Luke says only that Jesus’s “face was changed”; along with the other two historic figures who

join him on the mountain. Jesus’s clothing becomes dazzling white.

There, while on the mountain, the disciples are given a stunning vision along with a

declaratory voice from heaven. With Moses and Elijah standing by, the voice specifies Jesus.

Luke is the only Gospel attempting to tell us the substance of the Transfiguration conversation,

saying that Moses and Elijah “were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish in

Jerusalem” (9:31). The Greek word translated as “departure” is exodus.” The conversation is about

departure, exodus through the looming suffering, death, and resurrection. Just before he goes up on

this mountain, Jesus has predicted his coming passion (9:22). The three “dwellings” (9:33, NRSV) of

course recall the dwellings used at the Festival of Booths, an annual harvest festival that celebrates

the Exodus (Leviticus 23:39-43).

Moses and Elijah, these great figures of the faith of Israel, speak of Jesus’s forth- coming

“exodus,” his forthcoming death and resurrection, which Jesus had spoken of before going up the
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mountain (9:22). The presence of Moses and Elijah confirm that this journey, this cruciform

destination, is the will of God.

In the midst of it all we hear a voice from on high announcing Jesus’s identity as God’s Son.

Of course, the voice reminds us of the voice that was heard when Jesus was baptized in the Jordan

(Luke 3:22). Now the voice tells the disciples to listen to Jesus (Luke 9:35).

The baptismal voice from heaven that was heard only by Jesus is now heard by Jesus’s

disciples. Earlier, the disciples were asked to “Follow me.” In this transfiguring vision they are asked

to do what the folk at the synagogue in Nazareth found so difficult. Listen!

At Jesus’s baptism, the descending Spirit calls Jesus “my Son, the Beloved.” Now we’re

almost at the midpoint of Luke’s gospel and here, on the mountain, a heavenly voice designates

Jesus as “God’s Son.”

Wow. The God for whom we had searched has appeared among us. “God,” that strange,

mysterious, compelling word that’s so difficult to define, has been defined, self-defined by God.

Jesus, who has been teaching us, preaching to us, Jesus, the one who stands before us in all of his

undeniable humanity, is the “Son” in whom God is well pleased.

Questions like, “Who is God?” or “Where is God?” or “What does God expect of us?”—all

these important God-questions, receive their answer in one bright, shining, explicit moment. When

we look at Jesus we see as much of God as we can ever hope to see in this life. Jesus—in who he is

and in all that he does—is God, God refusing to be distant, coy, evasive, or mystical. God with a

face, a name, a distinctive way in the world, “This my Son.”

And yet, that’s just the problem. No wonder most folks have vague, mystical, hazy ideas about

God. God is easier when kept safely abstracted, generalized, and vague. If “God” is sort of whatever

we make up in our minds God to be, then we can fashion ourselves a God that’s easy to get along
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with, a concocted “God” who is unchallenging, unrevealing, undemanding because this “God” is just a

projection of our imaginations.

But if the voice from heaven on the mountain is true, if “this is my Son” designates who God is

and what God is up to—namely, Jesus Christ—then we can’t make God anything we like, but maybe

God is busy making us into what God likes.

Who is Jesus? The heavenly voice gives answer. He is none other than God’s Son, the “full,

perfect, sufficient revelation of God,” as the church once said.

Therefore God is not some distant, vague, projection of ourselves and our desires. God is the

one who comes to us, who teaches us, who self-reveals to us, sharing all of God’s self with us.

Most of us experience this “full, perfect, sufficient” revelation of God in Jesus Christ as both

good news and a great challenge. It’s good news when Jesus reassures us, “I love you,” or, “your

sins, though many, are forgiven,” or “I have come that you might have life abundant.” However, when

Jesus says to us (as Jesus said to us last Sunday in his Sermon on the Plain), that the poor are

blessed and we rich ones will be judged, or that we should give to those who ask without expecting

return, or that when someone slaps on one cheek we are to nonviolently offer them the other cheek,

well, then Jesus is difficult to accept as the “full, perfect, sufficient” revelation of God.

A Question - If you were here last Sunday and heard Jesus as he blessed the poor, the

hungry, and the persecuted, and as he lit into the well-off, the full and satisfied, and the comfortable

and well-fixed, do you remember him saying that last Sunday? There’s a good chance you won’t

remember because we have a great capacity to forget or overlook those moments when Jesus

challenges us and says things to us that we would rather not hear. We admitted, in last Sunday’s

sermon, that it’s hard to believe Jesus is serious when he says things like that to ordinary people like

us.
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And that’s when it’s important to hear all that the heavenly voice proclaims up on the

mountain. The voice that not only identifies Jesus, “This is my Son!” but also addresses us: “Listen to

him!” The voice could have said, “Fully obey his commands!” Or, “You had better get your life in order

and do what Jesus tells you to do!” And perhaps that’s implied in what the voice says.

But what the voice says is, “Listen to him!” That’s our job, to listen. Of course, Jesus wants us

to follow him, to obey him, to try faithfully to walk his way. But the first thing we’re to do is to listen to

him.

Who’s a Christian? A Christian is not, first of all, someone who lives a morally unblemished

life, or who follows all of the dictates of God. A Christian, at least here on the Mount of

Transfiguration, is someone who listens to Jesus. And hopefully that’s all of us. Here we are. You are

listening to me, your minister, yes. But we are bold to believe that as the scripture is read and the

word is interpreted through preaching, God speaks. We are listening. We are being obedient to the

heavenly voice.

There are many people, always have been, who heard what Jesus had to say and they

refused to keep listening. They turned away and closed their hearts and minds to his speaking.

Maybe they found some other savior who said things more to their liking.

But not us. You have come back week after week, in spite of all the times Jesus may have

said something that jolted or bothered you. You continued to listen to Jesus. In effect, you have done

what those first disciples did. Having seen and heard who Jesus really is–the whole truth about

God—you have continued to listen to him.

And though we may not be adept at forgiving our enemies, much less loving them, or turning

the other cheek when we are offended, at least we may be able to obey Jesus this Sunday. We are

gathered here in worship, silent and attentive, listening to Jesus. Isn’t this some good news? We may
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not be the most faithful, much less effective disciples of Christ, and yet we are able to listen to him.

Though there have been many times when Jesus has said things that challenge us to our core,

demands placed upon us that are overwhelming and terrifying, at least we can listen. We may be

limited by physical disabilities, by advanced age, by our ability to move about independently but at

least we can listen. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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