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TEXT: 2 Peter 1:19 “So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed.  You will do well to be
attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in
your hearts.”
PURPOSE: To invite us to trust the assurances God gives us, through scripture and experience, that
God’s glory made visible in Christ will eventually overtake creation. 
______________________________________________________________________________

It has long been my habit to begin my days with prayer.  I sit down, facing East,
with my first cup of coffee, and light a candle which illuminates an icon of Jesus.  Then, in
silence, I let God tend to me and ask God to tend to the people whose names and stories I
lift up.  During the winter months, that candle shines in darkness.  Only as my prayer time
ends do I begin to see sunlight outside.  For the past few weeks, the day’s first light just
about beats me to my prayer.  The sun rises earlier and earlier, and consequently, there is
less of a contrast between the candle’s glow and its surroundings. 

The Christian season of Epiphany, which concludes this coming Tuesday, is the
season of light overtaking darkness.  The season began back on January 6 with the story of
a star gleaming in the night sky guiding the wise ones to the baby Jesus.   The season ends
with the vision of the adult Jesus shining like the sun, the light of the world revealing the
fullness of his bright glory.  When the season began, my little candle pierced an otherwise
dark space.  As the season ends, dawn’s light overtakes the glow of the candle.  This shift
in light reminds me of the Epiphany season’s core theme, which is this: as the followers of
Jesus deepen our discipleship, Christ’s light increasingly overtakes the darkness of our
world.  The season begins with the gospel writer John singing Christ as the “true light
coming into the world, shining in darkness which did not overcome it.”  (John 1:5, 9)  But
soon enough, we hear Jesus calling his followers “the light of the world,” and urging us to
let our light shine before others.  (Matthew 5:14-16)   No doubt about it: The Christ-light
shines through Christ’s followers.  If the light isn’t shining through the likes of us, how
else will it shine?  

The passage we heard today from the Second Letter of Peter recounts the vision of
Jesus transfigured on the mountain as evidence confirming the prophetic message that
Christ would come in glory.  When that letter was written, Christians were beginning to
wonder whether any kind of glory would overtake them.  Most Christians in those days had
never seen the human Jesus or been witnesses to his resurrected self.  They had to content
themselves, as we do, with stories passed along from those who had walked with him and
talked with him, those who had heard his promise of a glorious return.  For them, the
promise delayed was appearing more and more like promise denied.  That creeping doubt
was dimming the Christ-light shining through them.  Precisely at a time when their faith
needed to be firm and lively, their faith’s edge was dulling and its urgency was dissipating. 
Back to the core theme of the Epiphany season:  the light of Jesus overtaking the world
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comes about as our discipleship deepens.  If discipleship is diluted, if the fervor of Jesus’
followers loses its edge, that impacts the light of the world coming into the world.  

To counteract this diluting of the faith, Peter offered this:  there is the old prophetic
message which promises God’s kingdom overtaking the kingdoms of this world.  And
there is our eyewitness experience of Jesus transfigured which anticipated his coming in
glory.  “You will do well,” he wrote those uncertain Christians, “to be attentive to this as to
a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the bright morning star rises in
your hearts.”  (2 Peter 1:19)  In other words, Peter urged his readers, pay attention to the
assurance that Christ will heal this broken creation, the same way you attend to a candle’s
predawn light.  As my candle’s shining in darkness anticipates the coming of dawn, so
paying attention to the promise revealed through witness and tradition will fuel our faith in
Christ’s ultimate victory over all that is contrary to God’s will for the world God so deeply
loves.  

The story of the Transfiguration of Jesus seems to be designed to invite questions. 
What was it that the disciples saw?  And why were they allowed to see it?  The gospel
accounts agree that it came shortly after Peter confessed Jesus to be the Christ, the long-
promised Savior come to save God’s people and assert God’s rule.  In response to Peter’s
confession, Jesus predicted his suffering, death, and resurrection.  Next, he told his
disciples, and through the gospels, all his followers since then, that following him called
for our own self-denial and cross-bearing.  With these very heavy words still clouding their
hearts, Jesus took three disciples up a mountain and revealed his glorified self to them. 
There he was, his face shining like the sun, his clothes dazzling white, in conversation with
Moses and Elijah, the two giants of the faith whom the people initially rejected but whom
God ultimately vindicated, and who were thought to have bypassed death and gone straight
to life with God.1  Out of the vision came the voice of God, confirming Jesus as God’s
beloved Son.  And after the vision, there was Jesus, as he had been before, only now, these
three knew first hand that he was so much more than the man they had known.  Here’s one
answer to the questions this event raises: It is possible that Jesus arranged for this vision so
that, as his ministry came to a climax, and he was rejected and put to death, his followers
would have some deep assurance that there was more going on than what they could see. 
The transfiguration served as a ‘lamp shining in a dark place,’ to use the image from
Peter’s letter.  

It could be said that we are in our own kind of dark place.  Maybe we’re not seeing
Jesus rejected and suffering – or are we?  When we hear of people dying of heroin

1Boring, M. Eugene, The Gospel of Matthew; in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol VIII, Nashville, Abingdon Press,
1995; p. 363.
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overdoses – is Jesus suffering?  When we hear of homeless people who have no options –
is Jesus suffering?  When we hear of children living with abuse or neglect – is Jesus
suffering?  When we hear of dreadful brutality in Syria and the Central African Republic –
is Jesus suffering?  When we see those awful images of Australia burning – is Jesus
suffering?

The world we live in can seem like a dark place of moral degradation, wanton
violence, climate collapse, and unchecked greed authorizing the plunder of peoples and of
the earth.  Perhaps most dreadfully of all, we live with little confidence that the kingdom
Jesus came to inaugurate is making any progress whatsoever toward its full overtaking of
the kingdoms of this world.  Like the false teachers condemned in Peter’s second letter, we
suspect that the promise of “the power and the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” may be
no more than a cleverly devised myth.  (2 Peter 1:16)  It’s dark, it’s going to stay dark, and
the best we can ask of Jesus is to help us get out of here.  

That is not Peter’s position, and it certainly is not the truth behind the
transfiguration.  Peter’s position is this: let the light you have – that ‘lamp shining in a dark
place’ – stand as assurance that dawn will come, and light will overtake darkness.  The
transfiguration says: at Calvary and anywhere else, when darkness seems to be taking over,
let the vision of glory glimpsed stand as assurance of future glory prevailing.  

That’s a lovely image, but what in actual reality is our lamp shining in a dark place? 
My candle is just a symbol, and so is the dawn breaking.  Neither stands as firm assurance
that God’s kingdom will assert itself on earth as it already exists in heaven.  So what does? 
For Peter, the lamp stood for two things: first, the old prophetic message. By this he meant
the promises found in what we call our Old Testament anticipating God coming to save
God’s people and heal God’s broken creation.  Second, that he, James and John had been
eyewitnesses of Christ’s majesty, and had heard God identify Jesus as God’s own Son, the
Beloved, in whom God was well pleased.  Because of that vision, he said, “we have the
prophetic message more fully confirmed.”  

We have just what Peter said the early Christians have:  the testimony of scripture,
and the testimony of those who witnessed Christ glorified.  We have old words and old
testimony, made new and fresh for us by the Holy Spirit.  Every time a word of scripture
rings true for us, every time we find our life, our attempts to be faithful, described in the
old story, that connection becomes a lamp whose light anticipates the coming of the dawn.  

I think we have more.  We have the long story of Christ’s Church, struggling to be
faithful through the ages, so often falling short of its high calling, but just as often being
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renewed through the power of the Holy Spirit.  We are heirs of that story.  Our existence as
a community of faith is a light shining in a dark place, anticipating the coming of the
dawn.  We have our fellow Christians here and now, certainly us right here in this
community of faith, but beyond that, we have the wider church – the zeal for the gospel
and the shared wisdom and love   we experienced at yesterday’s New Hampshire
Conference Prepared to Serve event, and beyond that, we have our partnership with the
United Church of Christ in Zimbabwe, surely evidence of what a light shining in a dark
place looks like in reality.  

Peter spoke of “the morning star rising in your hearts.”  From the beginning of
Christianity, the morning star stood as an image of Christ.  (Revelation 22:16)  The dawn
breaks and its light brightens the whole world.  The morning star rises in the individual
believer’s heart bringing light to our innermost darkest place. 

One of my favorite singers is a man named David Wilcox.  Wilcox has a song titled
“Single Candle.”  The song’s chorus goes like this:  

“A match will burn for long enough to light a single candle.  
A candle only burns until the conversation’s done.  
But one bright conversation shines a light across a lifetime, 
And every life has time to shine like the sun.”2

Wilcox says that the song initially was about the huge difference something someone once
said to him in a brief conversation made in his life.  I heard it as testimony to how any one
of us can serve as a lamp shining in a dark place.  I heard it as an Epiphany song. 
Remember, the core theme of Epiphany is that, as the followers of Jesus deepen our
discipleship, Christ’s light increasingly overtakes the darkness of our world.  One bright
conversation, one person shining light in another person’s darkness, may turn out to be one
of us shining like the sun, the witness of our lives bearing witness to the great vindication
God surely will accomplish as God’s kingdom comes.  

We are the light of the world.  Jesus said so.  Every life, no matter how great or how
humble, no matter how short or how long, has time given by God to be light shining before
the daybreak, to be evidence that God’s promise is trustworthy.  We likely will not know
exactly what difference our shining made, but believe this: God still invites attention to
lamps shining in dark places as assurance that God’s light will eventually overtake the
world.  Just shine.  And trust that God will use our shining as God knows it needs to be
used.  

2Check out David Wilcox, “Single Candle: on youtube.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FHb-zQt0TPc


