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The War Is Over
Matthew 17:1–9

1 And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James, and John his brother, and led them
up a high mountain by themselves. 2 And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone
like the sun, and his clothes became white as light. 3 And behold, there appeared to them
Moses and Elijah, talking with him. 4 And Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are
here. If you wish, I will make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for
Elijah.” 5 He was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a
voice from the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to
him.” 6 When the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified. 7 But Jesus
came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.” 8 And when they lifted up their
eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only. 

9 And as they were coming down the mountain, Jesus commanded them, “Tell no one
the vision, until the Son of Man is raised from the dead.”

Jesus had begun to prepare His disciples for His departure. He began by asking
them who they considered Him to be, and was pleased to hear Peter confess, “You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16).  He then told His disciples that this confession
would serve as the foundation of the Christian church, and it is true, isn't it, that all those
who claim to be Christians can do so only when they join with Peter in confessing that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.

Jesus went on to speak of His impending suffering and death.  What sadness,
confusion, and apprehension they must have felt as He began to talk about this.  How lost
they must have been just to think that they would soon be without Him.  So, knowing their
weakness as human beings, Jesus had planned to give them some encouragement.  He
knew they wouldn’t be able to endure what was coming without some glimmer of hope. 
Well, glimmering hope was just part of what He had in store for them.

Our text begins: “And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James, and John
his brother, and led them up a high mountain by themselves.”  So Jesus takes these three
men up to a secluded area of a mountain, and, as Luke tells us, begins to pray.  No big
deal; Jesus often took a few disciples with Him when He went to pray.  But suddenly, “he
was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became
white as light.”  Now, I want you to imagine for a moment that you are there, standing with
Jesus, Peter, James, and John, and suddenly Jesus’ clothes and face begin to change. 
Brighter and brighter, they begin to shine, to glimmer, so much so that it’s hard even to look
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at Him.  How would you react?  What would you say?  What would you do?
But, before the disciples can say or do anything, “there appeared to them Moses

and Elijah, talking with him.”  Now what would you do?  I know what I’d do.  I’d probably
do just what Peter did.  He came unglued.  He was so worked up that he offered this
brilliant suggestion: “Lord, if you wish, I will make three tents here, one for you and one for
Moses and one for Elijah.”  I love Peter.  He has some wonderful moments.  And then he
turns around makes some bone-headed remark like this.  He’s just like me!

But, while he’s rambling on, “behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice
from the cloud said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.’”
Oh, how we would do well to be quiet and listen to Jesus!  But on and on we go, asking for
things we already have in the written Word of Christ.  We ask for guidance; it’s there in His
Word.  We ask for peace; it’s there in is His Word.  We ask for hope; it’s there in His Word. 
I’m not knocking prayer; prayer is an important part of the Christian life.  Most of us would
do well to increase our activity in prayer.  But, Jesus never promised to come to us through
prayer.  He comes to us through the Means of Grace, His Word and Sacraments.  As much
as we would benefit from an increased prayer life, so much more would we benefit from
increased time spent in the Word – to sit quietly with God’s Word and let Him speak to us,
instead of our always speaking to Him.  Clearly, at the very least, God wanted Peter,
James, and John in our text to be quiet and listen to Jesus.

When they heard the Father say this, they “fell on their faces and were terrified.” 
This is a natural reaction to the voice of the Father.  We hear His voice, the voice of the
Law, and we, too, are afraid.  Human beings simply cannot bear to face the Almighty
Creator with His justice, power, and wrath.  His voice brings us to our knees, for when we
hear the proclamation of the Law, we know we’re condemned.  Just like these disciples,
when we face the Father alone in our sin, we can only fall down before Him in fear.

But, when we are in Christ, we do not face the Father alone.  Here, Jesus comes
to His disciples, and touching them, says, “Rise, and have no fear.”  Jesus, the sweet voice
of the Gospel, comes to us when we are in dread on account of our sins, and says, “Do not
be afraid.  Stand up.  You’re in no danger, for I have reconciled you to the Father.  You do
not need to face Him alone, for I have faced His justice and wrath for you.  I’ve taken your
punishment.  Now you may stand with Me, for I have made you joint-heirs with Me. 
Together we inherit the kingdom of the Father.  You are now His child; you have no need
to be afraid.  The Father is no longer your enemy, for I have made you His friends.”

For quite some time after the Second World War, there were still a number of
Japanese soldiers hiding out on islands all over the South Pacific.  They’d become trapped
there with no means of communication, so our men had to be careful when encountering
these soldiers because many thought we were still at war.
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The story has been told of an incident which occurred some thirty years after the
end of World War II, in which a United States Naval vessel was fired upon off the shore of
a small South Pacific island, while on a routine patrolling exercise.  Nobody was injured,
but a retired Naval officer who happened to be on board recognized the sound of a World
War II vintage Arisaka rifle.  Japanese officials were appraised of the situation and the U.S.
vessel was soon joined by a Japanese ship, and joint parties were sent to apprehend who
they thought must have been an angry land-owner who was tired of the intrusion on his
privacy.  What they found was a seventy-some year old Japanese soldier who didn’t know
the war was over!  What was worse, he still didn’t believe it was over even after the
Japanese officials explained it to him.  He shot and wounded three of his own men before
they finally got a hold of him and confiscated his weapon.  He thought these men were
American spies posing as Japanese.

Finally, they located his daughter, who was now in her forties, and she was able to
convince him that the war really was over.  When all was said and done, they asked him
why no one had ever been fired upon before, why he had picked this particular ship to
shoot at after all these years.  He said that it was just luck, because he’d hidden himself
on the island thirty years earlier when his rifle jammed, and today he finally got it unstuck.

How many of us still haven’t figured out that the war is over?  Yes, once, we were
at war with God.  The devil tricked us into becoming God’s mortal enemies.  We started out
as His friends, His beloved children.  Then Satan came and instigated a war that lasted for
thousands of years.  We fought with God, we bickered, we strayed, we cursed Him at times
and He had to punish us.  His ambassadors, His prophets, came, bringing peace treaties
and we killed them.  Then, finally, we even killed His Son.  But, ironically, it was the death
of God’s Son that ended the war.  By His death, Jesus defeated the devil.  In His
resurrection, Jesus declared for all time that victory was His and that He had signed the
peace treaty in His own blood, reconciling us to God, making us friends with Him again.

But, how many of us forget this?  We still fight with God.  We still think He’s trying
to trick us into something we don’t want.  We hear His voice and fall on our faces, or run
away in fright.  We avoid coming to His house, we avoid reading and studying His Word,
we treat all of His gifts as though they were booby-trapped.  But, friends, God offers us
only gifts which are to our great benefit.  He’s not a God who sends letter bombs.  No, His
letter is filled with peace, comfort, love, compassion, and salvation.  There’s no room left
for anything else.  Don’t be afraid to open the letter and read.  Don’t let the devil trick you
into believing that we’re still at war with God.  Satan was defeated in that war.  That’s why
he tries to make us avoid God’s Word.  He knows that when we read the Word, we’ll
realize he’s been defeated, so he tries to keep us trapped here on this island with no
means of communication.  But, thanks be to God, the war is over.  We no longer need to
be afraid of the Father.  We can stand with Christ, as He invites us to do – stand and have
no fear.
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Beloved, come and stand before the Father.  Stand in confidence, and have no fear,
for you do not stand alone.  You stand in Christ and the Father is no longer your enemy. 
The war is over and victory belongs to Christ.  And through Him, victory is yours.  Be at
peace, dear Christian.  Your sins are forgiven and life is yours.  Now and forever.  Amen
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