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Transfiguration Sunday  Feb. 3rd, 2008  "Christ’s Transfiguration ~ A Glimpse of Glory"  2nd Peter 1:12-21

I. INTRODUCTION
I came across a story recently about a terrible fire in a chemical plant.  Several area fire departments responded to the blaze, and quite a crowd from the entire area gathered at a distance to watch.  The media was there in helicopters and satellite remote trucks.  The president of the company was among the crowd, and he was frantic.  He gathered together the chiefs of all the fire departments and explained to them that in the midst of the inferno was a safe that contained all the company’s super-sensitive documents, including the top-secret formulas for all their best-selling products.  He pledged to give a $500,000 donation to the fire department that brought the blaze under control and saved all the super-sensitive documents in the safe.  
The chiefs rallied their firemen and women, pulled out all the stops attempting to bring the blaze under control, but it wasn’t happening.  The fire continued to rage.  Suddenly the crowd heard another siren in the distance that kept growing louder.  Before long this old beat up, dilapidated 1930’s style fire engine filled with a bunch of men in their 60’s and 70’s came roaring through the crowd, right past all the other fire departments.  The truck didn’t even slow down as it burst through the front door of the plant and right into the middle of the blazing inferno.  Everyone, firefighters, media members and the crowd just gasped thinking about what these guys did.  However, before long the fire was under control and this group of aged firefighters stumbled out the front of the plant.  Everyone cheered their heroic effort.  They saved the safe.  A few hours later in front of the gutted plant the president of the company handed the 82-year-old chief a check for half a million dollars.  In the press conference that followed, one reporter asked the chief what they planned to do with that incredible reward.  He didn’t even hesitate.  "These guys already told me they want to buy a new fire engine that has some brakes!"  
Now, there’s a point to this story:  Every story, every situation, every incident has at least two levels to it.  The first level is what happened –– the facts of what occurred (who, what, when, where and how).  Though sometimes the bare facts are interesting if they are outrageous or off-beat, most often the bare facts of a scenario are that –– pretty bare.  What adds spice and interest to the facts of any situation is the motivation.  It seems to me that why something happens is usually more interesting than what happened, even if what happened is a phenomenal event.  
With that kind of thinking process, the Bible becomes a very exciting book to read.  Events and situations that could seem like dusty old ancient history come alive with interest and intrigue when you look behind the scenes to the rest of the story.  When you read what happened to Jesus and His disciples, it’s always interesting to ask the question, "How come God allowed that to happen?" or "Why did God act like that?"  Our text for this morning is a prime example to consider as we think not just about what happened, but why.  
II. THE NEED FOR FAITH AND FACTS (verses 12 – 15)
The Apostle Peter understood our need to not only know what happened but also why.  More than three decades had passed since he last saw Jesus face-to-face.  By Roman standards Peter was now an old man.  He was thinking about dying.  Since he had learned a lot about faith and doubt, Peter wanted to say some things to help those who lived after him.  Here’s what the Spirit of God leads him to write in verses 12 – 15:  “I will always remind you of these things, even though you know them and are firmly established in the truth you now have.  It is right to refresh your memory as long as I live in the tent of this body, because I know that I will soon put it aside, as our Lord Jesus Christ has made clear to me.  And I will make every effort to see that after my departure you will always be able to remember these things.”  
Peter’s readers are Christians.  They have declared their faith and allegiance to Jesus Christ.  They are firmly established in Christian truth.  But Peter knows they need to grow in their faith.  In order to make that happen, he refreshes their memories about events that took place during our Lord’s earthly ministry.  
The two ingredients in Peter’s recipe for spiritual growth are faith and facts.  The challenge is getting the mix right.  Too much faith without the right facts leads to belief in fiction.  On the other hand, too many facts without any faith cause us to miss out on what the facts are all about.  

III. THE NEED FOR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE (verses 16-18)
In verses 16 - 18 Peter mixes together faith and facts — or, in other words, experience and biblical truth.  He tells about one of the most intense, life-shaping experiences of his life –– the Transfiguration of our Lord.  “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty.  For He received honor 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.”  
Peter is recalling an event that took place about thirty years before.  We read about that event in today’s Gospel lesson.  In a sense, Peter was given a glimpse of what heaven’s going to be like.  Peter saw Jesus "unwrapped" so that the ‘God-in-Him’ shined through.  Peter had one of the most intense, supernatural life-changing experiences in history.  It shaped his life.  It fed his faith.  
We are just like the Apostle Peter in that faith is always tied to our personal experience with God.  The experiences are as varied as our DNA.  But Christianity is never just facts.  Never just Bible.  Never just recitation of the Apostles’ Creed.  If there is no experience, it is not personal.  This is why we so often talk about having a personal relationship with Christ.  This is why we describe the Lord’s Supper as a personal encounter with Jesus.  Every one of us needs to experience Jesus Christ in our lives.  
As powerful and important as this call for experience is, a couple of warnings are necessary:  
Warning #1 –– Don’t try to copy someone else’s experience.  If any of us try to repeat Peter’s experience we’ll be disappointed.  Don’t climb a mountain and look for Jesus surrounded by James, John, Moses and Elijah.  That was for Peter and not for us.  Peter does not call us to his encounter but to our own encounter with Jesus Christ.  Unfortunately, some well-meaning Christians try to impose their experience on others.  They say we have to see their visions, speak in their tongues or experience their miracles in order to be called ‘Christian’.  That misses the whole point.  Faith is experiential.  God touches each of our lives with our own personal experiences.  

Let me give you an example of a personal faith experience in my life:  When I reached the 11th month following transplantation surgery on Jan. 16th, I suddenly realized that I hadn’t been sick a single day during that entire period of time.  Not only was I grateful but I was also proud of that run of good health.  Naturally, I told a few people about it.  And, yes, I gave God credit for this blessing.  But I also noticed that there was a part of me that was saying, “Dennis, you made it happen, too.”  The sinful side of me wanted to take some credit for my good fortune.  

Well, I have noticed in my life that whenever pride begins to raise its ugly head, God will immediately knock it down with a lesson in humility.  Knowing this, I soon began to suspect that my run of good health was about to come to an end.  And I was right.  Four days later, on Jan. 20th, I got the flu and I was sick for the next 6 days.  There’s no doubt in my mind that that flu bug was no coincidence.  It was God’s way of working in my life to keep me humble.  That, my friends, is what I mean when I say, ‘Faith is experiential’.  What I experience, however, may be very different from what you experience.  
Here’s warning #2 regarding our faith experiences –– Not all experiences are supernatural.  A few years ago two biographies of Harriet Tubman were released.  She was one of America’s greatest heroes.  Born a slave in the South, she became a Civil War nurse, spy and the woman who led many slaves to freedom.  She lived into her 90s, dying in 1913.  One of the powerful themes of her story comes from her intense Christian faith.  

You see, Harriet Tubman tended to hear voices and music and have powerful visions all of her life.  She would periodically fall into trances.  Her biographers connect these experiences to an event early in Harriet Tubman’s life.  A slave boss was trying to stop a male slave from escaping.  He missed the male slave and hit young Harriet on the head with a 2-pound lead weight, fracturing her skull.  This injury caused temporal lobe epilepsy and may well be related to hearing voices, seeing visions and entering trances.  

This is not to say that God didn’t use that awful injury for good.  It is to say that her experience should not be considered normative or transferable to the spiritual experiences of other Christians.  
Here in summary is what Peter is saying thus far:  
1. Faith is personal or experiential; and… 
2. Faith must always be accompanied by objective facts.  
Next, let’s turn our attention to…  

IV. THE NEED FOR OBJECTIVE TRUTH (verses 19-20)
Verses 19-20 –– “We have the word of the prophets made more certain, 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.  For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  
Now what are these verses saying?  They refer to the Bible and declare that what the Bible says is factual and supernatural.  In other words, we have both experience and truth — faith and facts.  But, let’s look at the details.  
"Prophets" are those men through whom we received the inspired Word of God.  They wrote the Bible.  What they wrote is the facts.  These facts confirm our faith and experience.  These facts are God’s bright light shining in our dark world.  These facts not only record the fulfillment of past predictions, they also point to predictions yet to be fulfilled.  
Verse 19 says that we will need the factual truth of the Bible "until the Day dawns."  What Day?  Judgment Day.  After Judgment Day we won’t need the Bible anymore because our faith will have become sight.  I find it interesting that many Christians have chosen to have the words "until the Day dawns" carved on their gravestones.  These four words establish faith in the facts — that what the Bible says about the past is true and that what the Bible promises for the future is true.  Christians leave this world with the expectation of a future when a new Day will dawn — the Day when Jesus Christ returns to earth to raise the dead and bring those who have trusted in Him into His eternal kingdom.

Peter has one more thing to say about the facts of the Bible:  verse 20 –– “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation.  For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  
In other words, the authors of the Bible didn’t dream up what to write all by themselves.  They didn’t spin their own interpretation of history.  It wasn’t their opinion or imagination.  They didn’t invent a religion.  They spoke the very words of God.  They wrote with the authority and accuracy of the Holy Spirit.  
The Bible is the most studied and documented book in history.  What it says has been studied, dissected, analyzed, attacked and verified for almost two thousand years.  There isn’t time this morning to present all the reasons for why we call the Bible the Word of God.  But let me give you one example of what we’re talking about:  In the Old Testament there are over 330 prophecies that make very specific predictions about the coming Messiah –– predictions such as His being born of a virgin, being born in a tiny village called Bethlehem, His being betrayed for 30 pieces of silver, His dying on a cross and rising from the dead.  All of that is in the Old Testament written 100’s of years before Jesus was born.  What’s remarkable is that all 330+ prophecies are fulfilled in the life of one Man –– Jesus of Nazareth, our Savior and Lord.  Now what are the odds of that happening by accident?  The answer is, virtually zero – there’s no chance at all!  If you want additional proof for why we accept the Bible as the Word of God, there are plenty of books, classes and scholars to help you out.  The bottom line is that the Bible is a book of facts.  It’s the Word of God.  It’s the Truth.  
Put it all together and we have the transforming twins of faith and facts, experience and the Bible.  Together they form the two pillars of Christianity.  Being a Christian is not just having an experience.  Being a Christian is not just knowing the Truth of the Bible.  Being a Christian is faith and facts; being a Christian is the experience of God working in our lives through the truths of Scripture.  
V. CONCLUSION.
The story is told of a pastor whose son committed suicide.  Ten days later he returned to his church to preach a sermon.  He read the text for the day - Romans 8:28 –– "We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose."  
The pastor was visibly shaken as he read those words.  He said, "I cannot make my son’s suicide fit into this passage.  It’s impossible for me to see how anything good can come out of it.  Yet I realize that I only see in part.  I only know in part."  

Fighting for composure, he went on:  "It’s like the miracle of the shipyard.  Almost every part of our great oceangoing vessels are made of steel.  If you take any single part — be it a steel plate out of the hull or the huge rudder — and throw it into the ocean, it will sink.  Steel doesn’t float!  But when the shipbuilders are finished, when the last plate has been riveted in place, then that massive steel ship is virtually unsinkable.  

Then he draws this conclusion:  "Taken by itself, my son’s suicide is senseless.  Throw it into the sea of Romans 8:28, and it sinks.  Still, I believe that when the Eternal Shipbuilder has finally finished, when God has worked out His perfect design, even this senseless tragedy will somehow work for our eternal good."  
In the midst of despair this Christian father understood what Peter taught us in today’s text.  Faith and facts.  Experience and truth.  Us and the Bible.  Sometimes those experiences soar to heights of happiness.  Sometimes they crush us with grief.  If it were just experience –– no truth –– we would yo-yo through life.  God gives us both.  God meets us in our agonies and our ecstasies.  God meets us in the Truth of His Word.  Together, God shapes our Christian lives and grows us to be more like Jesus.

May this be true for all of us.  God grant it be so for Jesus’ sake.  Amen!!!  

