PAGE  
2

“A Mountain Top Experience”

Matthew 17:1-9
February 3, 2008

Ever wonder where the saying, “a mountain top experience” came from? Well, this is probably where. Peter, James and John had a mountain top experience with Jesus that they would never forget. In fact Peter referenced that experience in one of his little letters. In 2 Peter he writes, “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.” That experience would forever affect how Peter, James and John viewed Jesus and their call to serve him. Maybe God gives us those mountain top experiences for a reason like that.

In the sixteenth chapter of Matthew we read about the Pharisees and teachers of the law demanding Jesus give them a sign from heaven, which Jesus refused to do. Then we read of Peter’s confession that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God”. The chapter closes with Jesus trying to help the disciples understand that He is a suffering savior and must die to fulfill God’s plan of salvation for all mankind. Jesus knew their love for Him, knew their misconception of the Messiah, and knew the challenges they were going to face. Maybe that was why He felt they needed a mountain top experience and so He took them with Him to the mountain to pray.


Mountain top experiences are rare and don’t happen to everyone. I wonder why? Maybe this story gives us a hint. Maybe a person has to be emotionally prepared to receive a mountain top experience. The disciples of Jesus must have been struggling with their faith. They had seen Jesus do wonderful things but He wasn’t living up to their expectations of the Messiah. They loved His messages to the people but He set the bar so high they didn’t know if anyone could make it. 

These twelve men may have been struggling to decide just what significance Jesus really had in their lives. Was He really the one predicted? Was He the Messiah? Would He save His people, or would His preaching just get them all in trouble with the authorities. Were they better off minding their own businesses? I think the story hints at disciples who were struggling to understand Jesus, struggling to decide whether to follow Him or go back home. I think they were emotionally fertile soil for a mountain top experience.
Maybe a person has to be needy to receive a mountain top experience. Maybe God gives some people a mountain top experience because God knows they will need that dramatic event to help them stay the disciple’s course. Peter, James and John would all play key roles in the growth of the church, and would all pay dearly for their faithfulness to Jesus. James and Peter would die at the hands of the Romans, James killed just 15 years after his calling by Herod Agrippa I and Peter crucified as an old man by Nero.  John would spend his later years as a prisoner in the stone quarries of the rocky island of Patmos.

Maybe not everyone needs a mountain top experience. I don’t know! But I do know that my own mountain top experience kept the call to serve Him alive through years of wandering and confusion on my part. Generally speaking I don’t have a very good memory, but I can replay that experience in perfect detail as if it happened last night.
It was the fall of 1963. I was 20 and in my second semester of college at Union University, Jackson Tennessee. I left Memphis to go to school there because I was feeling God’s tug to do something, and I didn’t know what that something was. I felt I needed to break my ties with my usual friends and way of life and open myself to whatever it was God had in mind. I went to Union University searching, (not necessarily for an education, I could get that much cheaper in Memphis, but for a purpose, a reason for being that I somehow felt I might find if I cut old ties. I knew it was God talking to me but I didn’t know how to answer and didn’t have anyone to help me.
Union University was what we called a suite case college. It was a tiny school, in a small town, and there were few things for a student to do on the weekend, so most of the kids just went home. The school was almost deserted on the weekends. It was a Friday night and I was at my desk writing to my friend Charley who was at college at U.T. Martin. As I wrote it seemed I was pouring out my heart to Charley and to God at the same time. Writing has always been a way for me to crystallize my thoughts, make sense of things. I remember writing something like this, “I don’t know what it is that God wants me to do. It has been driving me crazy! But God, whatever it is you want me to do, I will do it. I will go where you tell me to go, do whatever you tell me to do, regardless! I will be your servant.” And as soon as those words were out I knew I had said what He wanted me to say. It was as if the room became brighter, warmer, somehow different. I was not alone, there was a presence there, a joy, a peace, and at the same time an excitement vibrated the air. I knew I had taken the step I was supposed to take. I was in The Presence.
That night I began a journey with Jesus that would take me through some wonderful experiences and some equally dark times. I would eventually wander away from my walk with the Lord but I would never forget that night. The memory would haunt me when I was far from Him and comforts me now when I am near. It was a mountain top experience for me, one I needed and I have drawn on for strength many times.

But just as often God uses valley experiences to strengthen us. David knew what it felt like to walk in the valley of the shadow. He knew how it felt to be driven to his knees by emotional and physical valley experiences. He knew how it felt to cry out in pain to God and feel the peace that passes understanding fill his heart. That is why he wrote, “even though I walk through this valley of the shadow of death you are with me, your word comforts me, your presence stills my fears.” When we find ourselves walking in the shadows, it is then that we can feel His peace much more so than in the green pastures.
For most of us life is spent in the pastures, sometimes green, sometimes not so green. Mountain top experiences strengthen us, valley experiences strengthen us too.

Let me take us back to the story for a minute. Peter, James and John stand in stunned amazement as they behold the dazzling glory of Jesus. Their mouths hang open as they watch Moses then Elijah suddenly appear and begin talking with Jesus. (How did they know it was Moses? How did they recognize Elijah? I don’t know. They just did! Maybe the same way we will know no strangers when we get to heaven.)

Peter was being Peter! And so he interrupted their conversation. “Lord, this is good stuff! Don’t you think it would be good for us to build three places of worship, one for each of you? People could come from miles around to see the places where you stood. And we could make this a shrine and …..” While he was still babbling the shining glory of God enveloped the entire place and a voice from the brightness said “This is my Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased. Listen to Him!” That shut him up!
Someone has said, “Don’t just do something, stand there!” All too often we are so busy trying to do something that we don’t take time to stand in the presence of the Lord God. We don’t pause to listen, we are too busy. Preachers are the worst! We have so much to do for God that we just don’t have time to bask in His word. We have so many telephone calls to return and so many visits to make and so many things to do for Jesus that we don’t take the time to talk with Him. Consequently we end up doing things for the Lord that He doesn’t need us to do, and we don’t do what He wants us to do.
Take the time to listen to the Lord! Take the time to talk with Him! (Not at Him, with Him. That means at least as much time listening as talking.) I know, Jesus isn’t here like you and I are here. But He is here and wherever you are He is. Practice the presence of Jesus. Ask for His wisdom. Put out your spiritual “feelers” for His guidance. He will respond! 

In just a moment we are going to observe the Lord’s Supper being reminded in a very tactile way how much God loves us. But first a little preview of coming events.


Next week we begin Lent. Lent is a time of reflection and rededication for Christians. Lent prepares us for the holiest week of the Christian year, the days from Palm Sunday to Easter. The six Sundays in Lent take us on a snapshot tour through the life and ministry of Jesus. We will read about His temptation in the desert, then the visit of the Pharisee Nicodemus. We will be with Jesus when He meets the Samaritan woman at the well and when He gives the blind man back his sight, and when Jesus raises His friend Lazarus from the dead. And on Palm Sunday, the day Jesus entered Jerusalem, the choir will bless us with a beautiful cantata titled “I Am”.

Contrary to popular belief Lent isn’t a time to give up something as much as it is a time to embrace something. Embrace and live again the journey of Jesus to the cross and the empty tomb. Lent may not be a mountain top experience for us but it can help us prepare for Easter and the year serving the Lord. Amen, come Lord Jesus!
