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“Present Imperative”

“This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!”

There was a time when elementary schools were known as “grammar schools,” modeled on the
English system of teaching the basics of language and the rules of grammar to students in the earliest
years of their education.  Even after the title fell out of use, grammar remained a basic part of
childhood education – even if most children, including myself, dreaded classes in basic grammar.  I
remember being called to the blackboard in English class and being asked to take a sentence and
break it down into its various elements such as nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs.  Once I had
completed this aspect of the sentence, I was then challenged to describe the tense of the sentence,
whether it was past, present or future, and then to go further as to whether it was perfect of imperfect
(or something called pluperfect, which still mystifies me!).  I never enjoyed these grammar drills, and I
can’t remember the grades I received for them, but as an adult I do recognize the importance of
understanding and using proper grammar in order to fully communicate and pass along important
statements and knowledge as clearly as possible.

Grammar reentered my life long after my grammar school days ended when I began studying New
Testament Greek in seminary.  As with all languages, it is important to understand the grammatical
rules of the language of the New Testament not only so I could read and understand this biblical
language but also so that I could fully understand and share the Gospel message that is being
conveyed in the words in which the New Testament was originally written.  The grammar of scripture
is far more than rules of an ancient language; for those of us who believe that it is the very Word of
God, the grammar of New Testament Greek (and the Hebrew of the Old Testament) is truly a
“grammar of grace.”  This is clearly evidenced in today’s Gospel lesson on this day of the
Transfiguration of Our Lord, which is the culmination of this season of Epiphany in which we have
witnessed many aspects of Jesus’ life and identity.  The Transfiguration is the clearest epiphany of
Jesus’ identity, a manifestation of the one who we believe and teach is “true God, begotten of the
Father in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the virgin Mary” (Small Catechism).

The story of the Transfiguration (which is found in all three Synoptic Gospels) begins when Jesus
invites three of his disciples – Peter, James, and John – to accompany him “up a high mountain apart,
by themselves.” (Mark 9:2).  The three disciples who are singled out for this manifestation of Jesus’
identity as Son of God are the ones who witnessed his healing of Jairus’ daughter (5:37) and will be
present with him at Gethsemane (14:33).  They were not chosen, however, because of any
exceptional insight or fidelity: Peter had already been castigated for rejecting the necessity of Jesus’
suffering (“Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human
things.” – 8:33); James and John will show themselves to be occupied with greatness rather than
service (“Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you … grant us to sit, one at your
right hand and one at your left, in your glory.” 10:35, 37); and all three will fail to watch with Jesus
during his agony in the garden (“Are you still sleeping and taking your rest?  Enough!  The hour has
come; the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.” – 14:41).  For whatever reason, Jesus
chooses these three disciples to be witnesses to his transfiguration, the revealing of his divine glory:

· “And he was transfigured before them, and his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one
on earth could bleach them.  And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking
with Jesus.” – 9:2-4.

The dazzling white clothing is a sign of a heavenly rather than an earthly being, reminiscent of one
described in the book of Daniel:



· “As I watched, thrones were set in place, and an Ancient One took his throne, his clothing was
white as snow, and the hair on his head like pure wool; his throne was fiery flames, and its
wheels were burning fire.  A stream of fire issued and flowed out from his presence.  A
thousand thousands served him, and ten thousand times then thousand stood attending him.”
– Daniel 7:9-10.

The mountain, cloud, and divine voice all are reminders of a theophany, an appearance of God that
occurs in such a manner throughout the Old Testament (“Now the appearance of the glory of the
LORD was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of God.” –
Exodus 24:17), while the appearance of Moses and Elijah is of two persons who according to Jewish
tradition did not die but were living in heaven.  

The reaction of the disciples is a combination of confusion and terror.  Peter responds with an offer to
construct three “dwellings,” one for each of the heavenly persons who are in his presence.  Peter may
have in mind the booths used in the Feast of Tabernacles (“You shall live in booths for seven days …
so that your generations may know that I made the people of Israel live in booths when I brought them
out of the land of Egypt; I am the LORD your God.” – Leviticus 23:42-43) or Moses’ tent of meeting
(“Now Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the camp, far off from the camp; he called it the
tent of meeting.” – Exodus 33:7).  The disciples’ terror and confusion are answered by the words that
come from the cloud that then overshadows them: “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” (9:7). 
The words that were proclaimed at Jesus’ baptism (“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well
pleased.” – 1:11) are now joined to a command to the disciples to obey the word of the Son: “Listen to
him!”  The content of their hearing (akouein) corresponds to that of what is heard.  “It is the reception
of grace and the call to repentance in response to salvation and its ethical demand.” (Pheme Perkins). 
Faith and obedience are that marks of real “hearing” (“… through whom we have received grace and
apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for the sake of his name” –
Romans 1:5).

As suddenly as Jesus is transfigured before his disciples, this manifestation of his divine glory ends
when “suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them any more, but only Jesus.” 
Then, as they are coming down from the mountain, Jesus “ordered them to tell no one about what
they had seen, until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead.”  The command to keep silent is
because the disciples are unable to understand what this all means until the gospel of Jesus Christ is
completed with his death and resurrection.  

For us, the story of Jesus’ Transfiguration may seem as confusing as it was to the first disciples; but
one way that may be helpful for us in grasping the meaning of this lesson is by looking at the
grammar of one particular verse: “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!” (9:7).  The verse can be
divided into two parts: indicative and imperative.  An “indicative” is a statement of fact; here, the voice
from heaven identifies Jesus as God’s beloved Son, which is the message that is at the heart of the
Transfiguration appearance.  But it is the second half of this verse that may be the most important
words we will hear today; it is not only an imperative – a command – but a present imperative.  It is a
command issued not only to the three disciples who were witnesses to the Transfiguration; it is the
command that is issued to every follower of Jesus in every generation.  In the present age, our call as
followers of Jesus Christ is to listen to him, because it is the Incarnate Word that truly bears the words
of eternal life.  We are called to listen to Jesus because the words that he is proclaiming is a message
for us to both hear and listen, to receive and to respond.  Being a disciple of Christ in every age
means that we hear the word of God and respond in obedience to what our Lord is saying to us.

· “The message is meant not for the men on the mountain but for readers of the narrative: as
the follow Jesus through the text on his way to Jerusalem, they should attend not to what the
disciples are saying but to what Jesus is saying and doing, and learn from him what it means
to be God’s servant in the world.” – Luke Timothy Johnson, Living Jesus.



The call of the Church in every generation is to understand and live in accordance with this present
imperative, this grammar of discipleship.  As we believe that our Lord lives among us as our crucified
and risen Saviour, so also do we believe that his word is speaking to us as it first spoke to God’s
people centuries ago.  We believe that it is this Word that we are to hear and obey; it is this Word that
leads us and guides us; and it is this Word that will direct our days and our deeds in the peace of
Christ which passes all understanding.

· “God’s Word alone ought to be and remain the only guiding principle and rule of all teaching
and that no person’s writing can be put on a par with it, but that everything must be totally
subject to God’s Word.” – Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration.

For Paul, the Word of God was at the heart of his apostolic ministry and the sole basis for his
confidence even in the face of disappointment and opposition.  In the midst of answering the harsh
criticism that was the occasion for the writing of his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul states that
“since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart.” (4:1).  Because
it is the Lord Jesus Christ who has called Paul and his companions to proclaim the Gospel, there is no
doubt that the content of his proclamation is the same Word that he has been called to hear and obey,
the very Word of God that is “the open statement of the truth [by which] we commend ourselves to the
conscience of everyone in the sight of God” (4:2); and therefore “we do not proclaim ourselves; we
proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ sake.  For it is the God who
said, ‘Let light shine out of the darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” (4:5-6).

As Paul understood the purpose of his ministry in being faithful to the present imperative of listening
to and proclaiming the Word of God in Jesus Christ, so also is the purpose of the Church that
continues this apostolic ministry in every generation one of understand that our call is a present
imperative; for “we have no mission but to serve in full obedience to our God; to care for all, without
reserve, and spread God’s liberating Word.”  The purpose of the Church is not to have our own voices
heard, our own needs met, or our own agendas accomplished; when any of these things become the
focus of a congregation’s life, then that congregation ceases to be the Church of Jesus Christ and
descends into worship of false idols.  The purpose of the Church is not to be measured in dollars and
cents, statistical growth or the size of one’s edifice; the purpose of the Church is to openly state the
truth that is to be made available to all persons, to be the “jars of clay” that are the earthen vessels
that will convey this precious gift to others.  The purpose of the Church is to be faithful in every
generation to the present imperative that is set before us at all times: to worship our Lord alone, to
listen to God’s Word alone, and to live in obedience to what God’s Word is calling us to accomplish
for the sake of the Gospel on earth as it is in heaven.

· “The object of God’s love, according to biblical faith, is not first of all the church; it is the world:
‘God so loved the world…’  The church is only a means to an end, not the end as such.  The
end – the goal that this faith envisages – is the ‘salvation’ of the world… that is, God wants to
make the world whole, to fulfill its promise, to ‘mend’ its torn and tattered life.  The mission of
the church is of central importance to Christian faith, so much so that it constitutes the most
basic reason why the church must exist.” – Douglas John Hall, Why Christian?

It has been said that “the purpose of grammar is to ensure clarity of communication.”  For us, the
grammar of discipleship that is at the heart of the story of Jesus’ Transfiguration is clear: because
Jesus Christ is Lord, the living Word, our call as disciples of this Lord and Saviour is the present
imperative to listen to him, to place his Word above all words and his Will above our will, to make
certain that all we say and do as the church – our every action and intention – are to fulfill the
imperative that is before us here and now: to ensure that all we say and do is done for the sake of the
Gospel that is the good news revealed to us that Jesus Christ is Lord, God’s beloved Son, and it is to
him – and only him – that we must listen. Amen.


