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“Listen, Rise, Fear Not” 

Gospel Text: Matthew 17:1-9 

 So, let’s put this story in context: Jesus has been wandering about 

healing, teaching, and preaching; and the disciples have been with him a 

while now, and Jesus set them down and asked: who do people say that 

the Son of Man is.  And the disciples said: John the Baptist, Elijah or 

Jeremiah or one of the other prophets. And Jesus said, “But who do you 

say I am?”  And that’s when Peter famously says: “You are the Messiah, 

the Son of the living God.”   

 And Jesus said, “Blessed are you Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and 

blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven!”  And 

there’s this sense that Peter had just nailed it, and he’s praised up one 

side and down the other.  But, unfortunately the very next thing we 

know Peter has opened his mouth again, and this time he’s rebuking Jesus 

for saying that he’s going to head to Jerusalem to suffer and die and be 

raised on the third day.  And instead of earning Jesus’ praise, now Jesus is 

telling Peter: “Get behind me Satan! You’re a stumbling block to me; for 

you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” 

 That’s pretty much how things stood six days ago.  But now Jesus 

takes Peter and James and John up the hill where this amazing 

transfiguration thing happens.  They get to the top of the hill and 

suddenly these two other figures are talking with Jesus, and all three are 

shining with a brilliance that just screams out “these dudes must be 

heavenly beings.”  And Peter, James, and John figure it’s Elijah and Moses 

with Jesus.  And Peter blurts out, “Lord, it’s good for us to be here; if you 

want, I’ll make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for 

Elijah.” 

After six days Jesus took 

with him Peter, James and 

John the brother of James, 

and led them up a high 

mountain by themselves. 
2 There he was 

transfigured before them. 

His face shone like the 

sun, and his clothes 

became as white as the 

light. 3 Just then there 
appeared before them 

Moses and Elijah, talking 

with Jesus Peter said to 

Jesus, “Lord, it is good for 

us to be here. If you wish, 

I will put up three 

shelters—one for you, 

one for Moses and one for 

Elijah. “While he was still 

speaking, a bright cloud 

covered them, and a voice 

from the cloud said, “This 

is my Son, whom I love; 

with him I am well 

pleased. Listen to him! 

“When the disciples heard 

this, they fell facedown to 

the ground, terrified. 7 But 

Jesus came and touched 

them. “Get up,” he said. 

“Don’t be afraid.” 8 When 

they looked up, they saw 

no one except Jesus. As 

they were coming down 

the mountain, Jesus 

instructed them, “Don’t 

tell anyone what you have 

seen, until the Son of Man 

has been raised from the 

dead.” 
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 And that’s just so “Peter.” He liked what they had going on and didn’t want it to change.  

He liked wandering about teaching and healing, he liked the idea of Jesus as the Messiah, he 

liked the way those things felt in the comfort of his own mind, wrapped up in his little 

traditional images and fictions.  But he didn’t like the idea of those things changing.  He didn’t 

want to see this time come to an end, he didn’t want to see Jesus head toward Jerusalem, he 

didn’t want to hear any more about this Messiah that Jesus saw himself as who would suffer and 

die.   

 He longed for the good old days—like a week ago—before Jesus had said those strange 

and alarming things.  He wanted to take those good moments and preserve them, he wanted to 

pitch a tent over them—where he could just dwell in the peace and glory of those frozen 

moments.  I think that’s all he wanted to do on that hilltop: he wanted to hold onto the glory, 

deny the change that might lay ahead.  He wanted to hold onto that precious moment and 

never let it transform into the future... because if it did, things might change, and as anyone over 

the age of 40 knows: change is always bad... at least that’s what we think; that’s what we fear. 

 And speaking of fear: Peter’s words aren’t even fully out of his mouth when this bright 

cloud sweeps in and overshadows them, and a voice from the cloud says, “Put a sock in it 

Peter, Jesus isn’t just some guy with good spiritual instincts, he’s my Son, so you might try 

closing your mouth a minute and listen to him.”  Actually, that’s not a literal reading of the 

text... but I’m sure it’s the truth that lies somewhere under the original Greek... or something 

like it. 

 And when Peter and the others hear that voice from that cloud their knees give way 

and they just drop to the ground in fear.  So there are Peter and the disciples, paralyzed with 

fear, and the voice from the cloud still echoing over them.  And suddenly it’s just Jesus—no 

glory, no glow—and he says: “get up, don’t be afraid.” And he touched them and they arose and 

went down the mountain together. 

 I get the idea of them collapsing in fear.  I get fear... we get fear. Their world was in flux.  

They were being slammed by all these crazy new ideas that shook their comfortable view of 

what life should be, who God was, and what the future might be.  Their minds were filled with 

these thoughts of finally rising to power, finally settling into some kind of peace and security, 

only to have Jesus pulling the rug from beneath them with all this talk of death and suffering 

ahead.  I mean, maybe not in the specifics, but just generally, we’ve got to be able to sense what 
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the disciples were going through.  Their world was shaken... and ours is too: read the 

newspaper, watch the TV, turn on your computer, listen to the radio.    

 Dr. David Lose, the president of Luther Theological Seminary in Philadelphia says: 

“Think about it: right now, the world we live in is filled with a variety of confusing events, 

divisive rhetoric, increased tension, and an unclear picture of the future. Some dread what is 

happening; some find it exciting. All sense the importance of this moment. And amid all this,” 

Dr. Lose says, “I find myself regularly drawn back to these three words of instruction, 

command, and promise” found in this gospel text. 

 Instruction: “This is my Son, the beloved, listen to him!” 

 Command: “Be raised up” 

 Promise: “Don’t be afraid.” 

 I’m thinking that whether we’re living in fear today of 

loss, or death or sickness; whether we’re living in fear of a 

changing culture or a changing political landscape; whether 

we’re living in fear of our finances, or an impending change in 

our job, or a move, or a new school, a new relationship, or 

whatever it is... the first thing we need to do is stop and hear 

the voice of God instruct us: “listen—not to your fears, not the 

voices of paranoia in our environment, not to those people out 

there who fan the flames of our fears—but to the Son, the 

beloved.  In times of fear, we need to open ourselves to the voice of God.  That’s when we 

need to join in worship and prayer and, that’s when we need to gather, ready to listen, to a 

different voice.   

 And what we hear is the voice of “the Beloved” telling us to “Get up.”  Actually the 

word used is the same word the angel uses to proclaim that Jesus has been raised from the 

dead.  So Jesus’ command to us is to be raised up.  And if you’ve ever been debilitated by fear, I 

think you’ll get how being resurrected is an apt metaphor for rising from that fear.  And, of 

course, you’ll tell me that it’s impossible for us to raise ourselves up.  If it’s a commandment it’s 

too much of a commandment for us to follow.  But keep in mind that when God’s 

commandments are issued they carry a power of their own, a power that will not be thwarted.  

It was the command of God that the world be created... it was the word of God that not only 

In times of fear, we need to open 

ourselves to the voice of God.  

That’s when we need to join in 

worship and prayer and, that’s 

when we need to gather, ready to 

listen, to a different voice.   
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ordered that it be done, but that empowered and guaranteed that it would be completed just 

as commanded. 

 And finally, the promise, “don’t be afraid...”  I like the idea of this as a promise.  Fear is 

an emotion, we’ll sense it from time to time.  It’s difficult to just flip a switch to shut down our 

fears, but as we listen to Christ—and rise up—God knows our fears will be dispersed.  And I 

don’t mean that as some overly simplistic 

pietistic prattle.  Our fears might not simply 

evaporate in a dramatically miraculous way.  

But when we rise up in the strength of God, 

recalling God’s promise—not to take away 

every danger and trouble from our lives but 

to walk through them with us—then God’s 

healing power works within us dispelling the fears that otherwise might crush us and keep us 

from truly living in the face of that which we fear. 

 And this is really at the heart of our faith... We can’t control everything about our lives: 

sickness and death, partings and loss and even politics will happen, but God remains with us.  

And as we hear God’s words, and follow God’s call to rise up and claim the promise that our 

fears will fall behind us, we are—in a sense—resurrected 

with Christ today. 

 My prayer today is that those among us struggling 

with fear of any size, shape, or description will hear the 

words of God, “This is my Son, the beloved,” and we’ll 

listen to him who calls us to rise up and watch our fears be 

overwhelmed by God’s power, compassion, and 

trustworthiness....  Now and forever. Amen 

We can’t control everything about our lives: sickness and death, 

partings and loss and even politics will happen, but God remains 

with us 

My prayer today is that those 

among us struggling with fear 

of any size, shape, or 

description will hear the 

words of God, “This is my 

Son, the beloved,” 


