
Sermon for Last Epiphany A 
Sunday, February 26, 2017 
“Transformed to Transcend” 

Text: Matthew 17:1-9 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Twice a year in the lectionary we encounter the story of The 
Transfiguration.  Once on the Solemnity of the Transfiguration, which is 
on August 6, and the other is today on the Last Sunday after the 
Epiphany.  It is appropriate today for two reasons:  first, The 
Transfiguration is an epiphany moment when the fullness of Christ is 
shown to Peter, James, and John, and it brings closure to the season of 
Ordinary Time after the Epiphany; and second, it is a lead-in to the 
season of Lent, because immediately following the moment of the 
Transfiguration, Jesus foreshadows his death. 

What does it mean that Jesus was transfigured?  We often get the 
meaning of transfiguration confused with transformation.  
Transformation is where something is changed from one form to another, 
like a caterpillar to a moth or butterfly, or perhaps an electrical 
transformer that changes electrical current into different voltages of 
electricity.  Those of you with kids might be familiar with transformers; 
creatures that look like ordinary objects (a car or a truck) but changes 
into a giant robotic superhero when needed to save the day.  But Jesus 
was not transformed; he did not change from one thing into another.  
Since the beginning of Christianity we’ve wrestled with the nature of 
Jesus Christ—you know being divine and human at the same time.  But 
that wasn’t what happened.  Jesus did not become something else; he did 
not take on divinity all of a sudden, to the exclusion of his human self.  
No, Jesus was transfigured.  His face changed and his clothes became 
dazzline white.  For a moment Peter, James, and John saw Jesus for who 
he really was.  They got a glimpse of God in his full glory in Jesus Christ; 
his being, his substance was, however, unchanged. 

This moment was extremely important, especially for Peter, James, 
and John.   The story starts out by telling us that it occurred six days 
after Peter acknowledged Jesus as the Christ, Son of the living God.  A 
lot happened in those six days preceeding the Transfiguration.  Jesus 
defended the scriptures in front of a group of Pharisees and scribes, he 



2 

healed a foreign woman’s daughter from afar simply because the mother 
had incredible faith, he cured many other people, he miraculously fed 
four thousand people with seven loaves of bread and two fish, yet the 
Pharisees and scribes continued to ask Jesus for a sign.  Then Jesus 
asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”  After a 
bit of guessing, Peter finally declared, “You are the Messiah, Son of the 
living God.”  But then in the next moment, Peter misunderstood Jesus 
when Jesus foretold his death and resurrection.  So The Transfiguration 
needed to take place, because the disciples just weren’t getting it.  And in 
that moment, that moment in which God made a self-revelation, God 
declared, “This is my son; with him I am well-pleased.  Listen to him.” 

See, the big problem in all of this is that they were too concerned 
about what they saw, and not focusing on what they heard.  They tried 
to process what they saw, but they weren’t really listening to what Jesus 
was saying. Even after the Transfiguration, the story tells us that Jesus 
foretold his Passion, his being handed over to the Roman authorities, and 
they thought he was talking about John the Baptist, who had been 
imprisoned.  What’s interesting is that in the next story of Chapter 17 of 
Matthew, Jesus cures a boy with epilepsy becase the disciples could not.  
They were more concerned about what they saw than what Jesus was 
trying to say to them.  In the moment of the Transfiguration, we focus on 
what we see, when, actually, the voice of God tells us to hear. 

The Transfiguration is all about us hearing Jesus, heeding what he 
has do say to us, going and doing likewise.  Nowadays we spend far too 
much time on the things we see and not enough time listening to the 
words of Jesus and doing likewise.  We get worked up about the things 
we see going on around us.  We live in fear of an unknown or uncertain 
future.  We live in fear of our safety and well-being.  We live in fear of 
declining or poor health, we live in fear of the things that worry us about 
this mortal life.  We have multiple forms of sharing information—tv, 
internet, word of mouth, Twitter and Facebook—we can see what’s going 
on in the world around us within a matter of seconds.  And it’s the stuff 
we see that troubles us. 

The transfiguration is intended to transform us.  Jesus was not 
changed, but we are to be.  We are to be transformed into something 
different, someone different who does not succumb to the pressures the 
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world puts on us, but, rather, is lifted up through Christ in his glorious 
majesty, listening to his divine words.  And what did he tell us?  He told 
us to love God and love our neighbor as ourself.  He told us a lot of other 
things, but it all boiled down to that:  loving God and in doing so, loving 
and respecting each other.  This past Thursday we hosted a forum on 
immigration.  It was clear that the policies and procedures of becoming 
legal in this country, both those in place and new ones being formed, are 
not aimed at being in a loving relationship with any individual.  But the 
Transfiguration in which Jesus was revealed in his glory bids us to listen 
to him and be transformed into beings that transcend the trappings of 
the world. 

We have to live in the world, with all it’s changes and chances.  We 
have to live in a world and engage the world and be engaged.  We are still 
a part of it.  But the transformation that we experience in the 
Transfiguration should guide us as from day to day, hour by hour, year 
to year.  Our mantra should be that we love God, love ourselves, love our 
neighbor, and we respect all of God’s creation.  If that is our focus, then 
we are living the experience of the Transfiguration—not dwelling on the 
things we see, but listening to the things Christ has said to us.  We are 
living the two commandments on which hang all the Law and the 
Prophets.  After all, Moses (the bringer of the Law) and Elijah (the 
greatest of the prophets) appeared at the Transfiguration to give their 
nod.  The Transfiguration revealed God in his majestic glory.  May it 
transform us into the people of God who transcend the kingdoms and 
powers of this world and reveal a glimpse of God’s kingdom and power.  
Amen. 
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