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“Listen to Him”
Exodus 34:29-35; Luke 9:28-36 February 7, 2016

This Luke text tells the story of what has come to be 
known in the Christian tradition as the Transfiguration 
and is one of the major events in the gospel narrative of the 
life of Jesus. In the description of this occurrence, which 
is included in each of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke), Jesus undergoes a metamorphosis, 
a transformation that results in a significantly altered 
appearance as he experiences a moment of divine radiance 
in which, according to Luke, “his face changed, and his 
clothes became dazzling white.” As if this development 
wasn’t startling enough, we’re told that Peter, James, and 
John next saw Jesus talking with Moses and Elijah!

Peter is so amazed that he proposes making three 
dwellings, one each for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah. Doubtless 
Peter views it as a great honor for Jesus to be included with 
two of the greatest and most revered figures in the Hebrew 
tradition. Imagine his surprise when a cloud envelops the 
group and a voice says, “This is my Son, my Chosen; listen 
to him!” Then Moses and Elijah are gone and Jesus is found 
alone. By any measure, that’s quite a day.

The sparseness of the accounts we have (nine verses in 
Matthew; seven in Mark; and nine in Luke) coupled with 
the remarkable story they tell leaves us with many questions: 
What really happened? What did Jesus really look like 
during the Transfiguration? Were Moses and Elijah really 
present in physical sense, or was this something more like 
a spiritual vision as some commentators have suggested? 
What of the theological implications? The Christian 
tradition has placed considerable significance on this event 
as supporting the identification of Jesus as the Son of God. 
In addition, the mountain setting has been interpreted 
as the symbolic point where temporal and human nature 
meets the eternal and divine with Jesus as the point of 
connection, the bridge between heaven and earth. In fact, 
this understanding led the Eastern Church, in distinction 
from the West, to place more relative emphasis on the 
Transfiguration of Jesus than on his Crucifixion.

In the midst of alternative and diverse historical, biblical, 
and theological interpretations of these verses, one of the 
common convictions of the early Christian witness to Jesus 

is captured in the words spoken by the voice from the cloud: 
“This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” The presence 
of Moses and Elijah with Jesus is significant in that they 
represent the pinnacle of the Law and the Prophets. Moses 
is the one through whom the law was given and Elijah is the 
great prophet who was taken up into heaven by a whirlwind 
(2 Kings 2:11). The command from God to listen to Jesus 
points to his superiority to Moses, Elijah and all others who 
came before him. John the Baptist is pictured as “Elijah 
who is to come” (Matthew 11:14), the last link in the great 
chain of witnesses who anticipate the coming of the Lord. 
He summarizes the relation of the prophetic tradition to 
Jesus (John 3:30): “He must increase, but I must decrease.”

The Gospel of John makes an explicit comparison 
between Moses and Jesus (John 1:17): “The law indeed was 
given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 
Christ.” Now keep in mind that the law itself is a good and 
wonderful gift from God. Moses asked to see God, and God 
gave him the Torah—gracious and true teaching that was 
intended to guard and guide Israel’s life among the nations. 
This is a precious gift to be esteemed and valued—indeed 
it carries the promise of life. But it was not the very life 
of God, the Word who became flesh and lived among us 
(John 1:14). A similar comparison can be made with the 
New Testament. It bears witness to the coming of Jesus, 
the love of God, and the promise of new life, but it is not 
itself the Word made flesh.

For this reason, Peter, James, and John (as well as the 
whole church) are exhorted to listen to Jesus because, as 
important as the Law and the Prophets are, as important 
as the New Testament would become, they are writings, 
the Word of God written; but not the Word of God in the 
flesh who is the very life and truth of God. I may love the 
Bible, but the Bible doesn’t love me. The one to whom the 
Bible bears witness is the one who loves me. As important 
as it is in the process of knowing Jesus Christ and the will of 
God, it must never be confused with Jesus Christ himself. 
We must listen to him above all else because he is the living 
truth.

Because Jesus is the living truth to whom we must listen, 
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his followers have the audacity to continue to insist that 
some things are true for everyone regardless of their social 
and cultural location: that all human beings are created 
in the image of God and are therefore to be treated with 
dignity and respect no matter their circumstances or 
shortcomings; that God is particularly concerned with the 
poor, the marginalized, and the oppressed and that their 
liberation from these circumstances should be a priority in 
human affairs; and that God loves all people and none are 
beyond redemption—no, not one. Hence, the followers 
of Jesus must resist the claims of moral relativism that 
haunt contemporary life. Not everything that is claimed 
to be true actually is true. Some beliefs and convictions, no 
matter how sincerely held, are false and untrue and must 
be opposed.

Because Jesus, the living truth to whom we must listen, 
became flesh we must also realize that God does not simply 
break through the particularities of time and place, of 
language and situatedness, in order to simply speak to us 
from “on high” and provide us with “pure” and “timeless” 
articulations of divine truth. Instead, Jesus enters into 
the history of the world with all of its many contexts and 
contingencies in order to meet us where we live. This 
means that even the revelation of God in Jesus Christ does 
not provide us with a knowledge that exactly corresponds 
to that of God. The difference between the infinite God 
and finite human beings points to the accommodated 
character of all human knowledge of God. For the great 
Reformed theologian John Calvin, this means that God 
“adjusts” and “descends” to our limitations in order 
to reveal the mysteries of divine reality in a way that 
can be meaningfully understood and lived. This divine 
accommodation produces a plurality of faithful human 
perspectives on the revelation of God in Christ. The four 
gospels stand as the paramount illustration of this point.

Because we are a people who listen to Jesus and confess 
that the Word became flesh and lived among us, we must 
cultivate the practice of bold humility in our witness to the 
world. Our witness must be bold because we are entrusted 
with the gospel and sent into the world in the same way 
that God the Father sent Jesus—to proclaim the love of 
God for all people that leads to reconciliation, goodness, 
and human flourishing. At the same time our witness must 
be humble. We do not know all there is to know about 
truth and the workings of God in the world—only God 
knows that. But even more importantly, our witness must 
be humble because the way of God in Jesus Christ is not 
“our” truth. It is not the triumph of our way of thinking 
over others, not something we in our wisdom have created. 

Rather, it is a divine gift to us, as it is a gift to the world. We 
are called to live out this truth in the way of Jesus who did 
not consider equality with God a privilege to be asserted, 
but humbled himself and took the form of a servant. 
Let us follow his example in humility and service and so 
demonstrate that we are people who truly listen to him.


