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Throughout Epiphany, Christians remember the ways in which the truth of Jesus was disclosed: 
that he was and is the manifestation of God in human form.  During Epiphany, we remember key 
moments in his life that served to divulge his true identity – his presentation, baptism, first 
miracles and first preaching.  This last Sunday of Epiphany is traditionally marked by the reading 
of one more story of how Jesus was revealed to be not simply a prophet in the line of God’s 
prophets but the very Son of God – the story of the Transfiguration.  The version of this story 
that I just read, from the second general epistle of Peter, is the least heard telling of the story and 
one which opens up questions not only about the curious incident on the mountain but about the 
very nature of the revelation we’ve been celebrating for the last seven weeks.  I want to talk this 
morning not only about what the story of the Transfiguration tells us about Jesus but also about 
how we, nearly two thousand years after the death of the last eyewitness to the life of Jesus of 
Nazareth, can know what transpired long, long ago in a country far, far away.  What did the 
author of this little book mean when he talked about “cleverly devised myths” and how has our 
understanding of myth changed?  What do the prophecies of scripture still have to say to us?  
How, ultimately, do we deal with the interpretation of this peculiar collection of books which we 
have accepted as important, a guide for our lives, even “holy?” 
 
But let’s begin with the Transfiguration itself.  What would have been the significance of those 
strange events to the disciples and how can we understand them as important to us?  Today, if we 
saw a friend begin to glow with an unearthly radiance, we might be concerned that they had been 
exposed to nuclear fallout from Fukushima and worry that we would be next or wonder if Scotty 
had locked onto them with the transporter to beam them up to the Enterprise.  But Peter, John 
and James, good Jews that they were, would have associated Jesus’ incandescence with models 
from the Scripture and with the presence of God.  Encountering this phenomenon on a mountain 
top, they would have immediately thought of Moses, who went up to the mountain to receive the 
law from God and came back, Exodus tells us, with his face shining so brightly that the people 
were afraid and he had to wear a veil whenever he came back from the presence of the Lord.  
Since Jesus habitually referred to himself as the Son of Man, the disciples may have also been 
put in mind of the vision of Daniel:  “As I looked, thrones were set in place, and the Ancient of 
Days took his seat. His clothing was as white as snow;… and there before me was one like a son 
of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into 
his presence.  He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men 
of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass 
away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.”  For the three disciples, this vision 
would have been proof positive that Jesus was blessed and touched by the power of God; as our 
passage this morning says, “He received honor and glory from God the Father…” 
 
As the author of II Peter reminds us, this visible change in Jesus was accompanied by a voice, 
essentially repeating the words recorded at Jesus’ baptism: “This is my Son, my Beloved, with 
whom I am well pleased.”  The presence of God with Jesus and the approval of Jesus by God is 
confirmed.  This is also part of the meaning of a detail that the Gospel writers record but II Peter 
does not: the appearance with Jesus of figures the apostles understood to be Moses and Elijah.  
These two would have also been for the disciples the very embodiment of the scriptures; the 
Law, represented by Moses, and the Prophets, represented by Elijah.  Their presence, flanking 
Jesus, would have been a visual symbol that he was supported by the two most important 
segments of the Scriptures of the Jews and therefore by God Godself.  And keeping in mind 
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Jesus’ saying that he is come to fulfill the Law and the Prophets, the image of Moses and Elijah 
in conversation with Jesus could certainly elicit the same meaning.  Peter, James and John would 
also likely have been put in mind of two prophecies from the Law and the Prophets, respectively, 
that they would now undoubtedly see Jesus as fulfilling.  The words of Moses in Deuteronomy 
18:15: “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own 
brothers. You must listen to him.”  And the promise of God through the prophet Malachi: “See, I 
will send you Elijah the man of God before the day of the Lord comes.”  These prophecies had 
come to be associated with the Messiah and the three would be still further convinced that their 
master was the one for whom Israel waited. 
 
All of this rich meaning, however, packed into a single incident in the life of a simple Galilean 
carpenter and his fishermen friends, does create some issues.  For the skeptically minded of the 
first or second century, as now, it seems perhaps too good a story to be true.  Could Jesus have 
dodged being proclaimed Messiah for three years, even prohibited his disciples from mentioning 
the possibility, only to take three of them up a mountain to be revealed to them in such an 
unequivocal way?  Is the appearance of the representatives of the Law and the Prophets on top of 
visual and aural evidence of the presence of God simply gilding the lily?  Could this, in fact, be 
exactly what the author of this epistle says it is not: a “cleverly devised myth?” 
 
In order to deal properly these questions, I must first take a step back and offer some thoughts on 
this small book from which I’ve not preached before in the nearly nine years I’ve been with you.  
II Peter was one of the last books to show up in lists of books that were eventually canonized as 
the New Testament.  From very early times it was recognized that it was probably not the work 
of the chief of the apostles, even though the first verse is a greeting from “Simeon Peter, a 
servant and apostle of Jesus Christ,” and the passage we are studying this morning carries the 
claim that the author was an eyewitness to the Transfiguration.  For one thing, the author writes 
of keeping faith in the future coming again of Jesus even though the first generation of Christians 
has mostly died off.  The pseudonymous author also cites the letters of Paul as having the 
authority of “the other scriptures,” something that was certainly not the case until quite late in the 
first century.  Peter, in fact, is believed to have died in the persecution of the Christians in Rome 
under Nero, sometime in the mid-60s.  Additionally, the style of the original Greek of this letter 
is quite sophisticated and almost assuredly not that of a Galilean fisherman. 
 
But before we rush to condemn this entire epistle and all it references as some sort of hoax, we 
need to place all this in the context of the time in which it was written.  We need to see it through 
the eyes of someone living in the Roman Empire of around A.D. 125 or so.  In that time, it was 
fairly common practice for the disciple of a famous teacher to write in the teacher’s name long 
after the death of that teacher.  It was an effort to preserve not only the exact teachings of the 
revered one but also to give an informed view of how the teacher would likely respond to current 
problems.  This was understood not as forgery but as homage, not as hoax but as legitimate 
extension.  It had been a common practice among the Jews for centuries.  The Book of 
Deuteronomy is attributed to Moses but tells the story of Moses’ own death and of the Israelites 
reaction to it.  Three books in the Old Testament are attributed to Solomon (Proverbs, Song of 
Solomon, and Ecclesiastes) but it is unlikely that any of the three were actually written by him. 
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If this doesn’t allay your worries about taking this letter seriously, consider this: the careful 
scholars who agreed that this work should be included in the New Testament almost certainly 
knew of the problems of its authorship and included it anyway, not because they dismissed those 
issues but because the churches were getting good use out of it.  II Peter was included in the 
scriptures because it functioned as scripture – helping people to understand what it meant to be 
together in the Kingdom of God and bringing people closer to God.  I want to give you a 
pertinent quote here and I hope that those of you who think I use too many quotes will forgive 
me since this one comes from our friend, the Rev. Dr. Charles R. Scalise: “the Christian 
community has recognized this particular collection of books as canon – the rule which guides us 
and tests our beliefs and actions.  Christians read the Bible (and in this case, II Peter) as 
Scripture, God’s written word to the people of God.” 
 
So, back to the content of this part of Holy Scripture and the passage at hand.  The author, and 
let’s agree to call him Peter for the sake of ease, Peter has rejected the charge that the story of the 
Transfiguration is a cleverly devised myth.  Now, we must remember as we hear those words 
that our understanding of “myth” has changed a bit since Peter’s day.  Peter here clearly 
dismisses the idea that the Transfiguration is a story without basis in fact.  Its truth for him is 
grounded in its actual happening in the real world.  It is not a story made up to illustrate a truth.  
It is not metaphorically true but factually true.  For Peter, a story that is metaphorically true but 
not factually true is myth and to be rejected.  In today’s post-modern world, however, we 
recognize the validity of a story that is metaphorically but not factually true.  We learned to think 
differently of the category of myth, many of us, back in 1988 with the airing on PBS of Bill 
Moyer’s interviews with Joseph Campbell entitled “The Power of Myth.”  Now we see myths as 
the body of stories and legends that a people perceive as being an integral part of their culture.  
In this way, our contemporary culture recognizes the Christian scriptures as myth, not as a 
rejection of their factual truth but as an admission of their metaphorical truth and their formative 
role in European and American culture. 
 
It is also certainly true that many Christians today understand certain portions of our commonly 
held canon of Scripture to be metaphorically true while others regard the same passages as 
factually true.  The episode of the Transfiguration is perhaps one example; the Resurrection 
which it prefigures is another.  Perhaps the best known example of this disagreement over 
categories of truth is the ongoing battle over the details of creation.  Did God create the universe 
in six 24-hour days and by fiat or was the work done over millions of years in a natural process?  
Ultimately, I don’t think it matters how God accomplished that great miracle only that it is 
attributable to the same God taught by Jesus as our Loving Father and witnessed to by the varied 
viewpoints of this book.  I believe that those of you who helped to write Good Shepherd’s 
mission statement had the right idea when you adopted this: “We welcome the open sharing of a 
variety of viewpoints (including Biblical interpretations) and Christian expression at Good 
Shepherd Baptist Church.  While accepting diversity of views, we affirm a deeper unity.  This 
unity we seek is characterized by a spirit of unconditional love extended toward all persons as 
members of a common and valued humanity with respect for the dignity of each individual as an 
unduplicated child of God.” 
 
I bring this up in this context because of the way that Peter closes this part of his argument: “no 
prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by 
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human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.”  Both our Baptist 
heritage of Biblical liberty and our Good Shepherd vision of theological diversity encourage us 
to make up our own minds about questions of interpretation.  These verses from II Peter may be 
understood in such a way as to deny those freedoms or to uphold them.  It is possible to read 
those verses as “you must submit to the interpretations taught you by the Church.”  It is equally 
possible to read them as saying, “Always remember that you are a Christian in community and 
your interpretations should be shaped by the consensus of your sisters and brothers.”  It is just as 
possible to read “seek the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit who inspired the authors when you 
read and interpret.”  Now, that’s a Baptist solution. 
 
These statements by Peter about the nature of Scripture also lead me to do something that I’ve 
been encouraged to do recently which is to share some of my own theology.  He says that “no 
prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from 
God.”  I believe that.  I believe that while not every word and story in the Scriptures is factually 
true that it is all true, either metaphorically or factually.  As I said in my ordination statement, I 
also believe that “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for 
reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the servant of God may be perfect, 
thoroughly furnished unto all good works.”  This is why my sermons without exception are 
grounded in the Scriptures.  This is why I encourage as many of our Sunday School lessons as 
possible to be based in Scripture.  This is why the majority of our topics in “Soup, Salad & Soul” 
have been related to Bible study.  I am not interested in forcing my own interpretations of 
scripture down anyone’s throat.  That’s why I often pose questions without a clear answer.  I 
believe that the work of interpretation, guided by the Holy Spirit, is the work of the people.  I 
will do my best to give you all the tools I possible can because I believe that wrestling with these 
ideas until we can integrate them into our lives is what God would have us do.  I believe that’s 
the meaning for us of being the New Israel, because the meaning of Israel, remember, is “the one 
who wrestles with God.”  I believe, as I’ve said before, that when it comes to the Bible, even 
when we find passages to be problematic, we have a calling to try to understand them as having 
been useful in the life of the Church over the centuries and to determine how they can continue 
to be useful in our current context.  So, I will continue to strive to preach from the whole Bible.  
And I will continue to aggravate those of you who just want me to tell you what it means and 
how it’s going to apply to your life tomorrow.  And I believe this: that I love you all, even those 
of you with whom I may be in disagreement.  But despite that love, I can’t know what’s in your 
head and your heart on any given day.  I can’t know what tomorrow will bring to you.  I can’t 
give you simple answers, even if I wanted to.  But I am here for you.  I will pray for you and 
stand by you and do whatever I can for you, because you asked me to be your pastor. 
 
There is another whose capacity to love us and to stand by us and to care for us is far greater than 
mine will ever be.  Christians are still divided over whether he was telling a factual truth or a 
metaphorical truth when he said, “This is my body, broken for you… this is my blood, shed for 
you.”  Do the elements mystically become the literal body and blood of Jesus?  Or are we about 
to engage in a heightened symbolic memorial of the one whom we have chosen to follow?  I 
believe it’s the latter, though I embrace as beloved brother or sister anyone who believes the 
former or any other variant of communion theology.  In the Transfiguration of Jesus, we read a 
story that is a prefiguring of his resurrection – an image of God’s seal of approval on the work 
and words, the life and death of this remarkable man.  In the Lord’s Supper, we are reminded 
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that the Spirit of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, continues to be present with us, working in us and 
changing us when we open ourselves to God’s love.  We learn God’s will and the Way of Jesus 
in the Scriptures, those wonderful words of life.  And empowered by God and encouraged by 
each other, we go out to complete God’s work of love in the world. 


