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A Certain Word

2 Peter 1:16–21 (NIV84) 
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. 17 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.” 18 We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were 
with him on the sacred mountain. 19 And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you 
will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the 
morning star rises in your hearts. 20 Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture 
came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. 21 For prophecy never had its origin in the will of 
man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

Sometimes you just have to experience something for yourself to truly understand it. I could tell you 
about my experiences at the Grand Canyon. I could tell you how far it is from one side to the other, 
how many thousand of feet it is from the top ledge to the river far below. I could describe the beauty of 
the different layers of rocks or the amazing beauty of watching the sun rise and set at the Grand 
Canyon. I could show you hundreds of pictures (and I do have lots of pictures). You could watch a 
video of someone flying over or through the Grand Canyon. But nothing compares to actually standing 
at the edge and looking with your own eyes. You just have to be there to get the full picture for 
yourself. That is the way it is with many things in life. It is better to be there, to experience it yourself 
than to listen to someone else tell you about it.

Peter, James and John had an experience that only three people who are not yet in heaven have 
experienced. They saw Jesus in his glory on the Mount of Transfiguration. They saw Jesus talking with 
Moses and Elijah who had been in heaven for many centuries. They heard God the Father speak from 
the cloud. Wow! If only I could have been there. Peter didn’t want to leave that amazing experience and
offered to build shelters to stay longer. Sure, we get to read about their experience in the Gospel lesson 
for today. But wouldn’t it be better to be there for ourselves? Wouldn’t you like to see Jesus face to face
in all his glory? How about seeing Moses and Elijah or hearing directly from the Father? That would be
amazing. 

If only we had an experience like that, we could be certain that God is with us, that Jesus is really the 
Son of God, that the Lord will take care of us and that the Bible is true. That is what one might think. 
However, Peter tells us today that we have something better than being there with Jesus on the 
mountain. We have Jesus’ Certain Word. Instead of looking to an experience to prove the certainty of 
the Word, Peter tells us that the Word of God is certain in itself. This certain Word is not a myth. 
Instead, having the Word is better than being an eyewitness.

Not a Myth

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. 17 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.” 18 We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were 
with him on the sacred mountain. 



Sometimes a story tends to grow a bit as it is told over the years. The fishing trip when you caught the 
big one tends to get embellished. The weather gets worse. The fight with that fish gets more intense and
takes longer. The fish gets bigger. Even if you are not a fisherman, you know how this works. The 
vacation story gets better each time it is told. The story of the big game gets more exciting. Stories tend
to grow into legends and might even take on some mythology as it is passed on from generation to 
generation. 

Peter makes it clear that this is not the kind of story he is telling. The apostles did not embellish or 
invent clever myths to make Jesus better or more amazing than Jesus is. Peter, James and John were 
eyewitnesses and told what they saw on the mountain. They saw Jesus’ majesty as he shone with the 
brightness of the sun. They heard with their own ears the Father’s voice from heaven. They did not 
need to embellish this story. It was unembellishable, if that is a word. 

But some who read the Bible look at these amazing stories of the Scriptures as cleverly invented myths.
They think the disciples made the story more than it was. Perhaps the disciples went up with Jesus on a 
mountain and it was a great day. So they told about how Jesus taught them great things about God and 
Moses and Elijah. Eventually, the story grew to say that Moses and Elijah appeared and that God 
spoke. It is the sad state of biblical scholarship in this world today that sees the stories of sacred 
Scripture like this, as cleverly invented myths. 

Allow me to give you one example of how a church group in America explained the story of Adam and 
Eve to its members in the Q & A section of their church magazine: “Question: Is it now considered 
naive or even heresy for Lutherans to believe that Adam and Eve were real people? For centuries the 
church believed in the actual existence of Adam and Eve. Recent scholarship suggests that the 
significance of the Adam and Eve stories is not their literal truth or lack of it but the theological points 
they make about the creation of humankind in God’s image.” (The Lutheran, June 22, 1988, p. 42) 

This church body is saying that some pious author made up the story of Adam and Eve to teach us a 
theological lesson. Unfortunately, this is not a single denomination or school of theology that 
subscribes to this kind of biblical interpretation. There are many who believe and teach that Jonah was 
not really swallowed by a giant fish, that there was not a real worldwide flood at Noah’s time, that the 
plagues God brought upon Egypt were naturally occurring events, that Jesus did not really feed 5,000 
people or drive out demons or raise the dead. They turn all these amazing stories into an exaggerated 
account or even a myth just meant to teach us a lesson about God.

Peter says that kind of interpretation of the Bible is nonsense. 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. Peter and the other human authors of the Scriptures did not make up 
stories, invent myths, or embellish anything. They are witnesses who wrote what the Holy Spirit gave 
them to write, who wrote what they heard with their ears and saw with their eyes. 

Better than Being an Eyewitness

What comfort we have because the accounts of the Bible are not myth and legends and fables. Peter 
tells us that having the inspired and inerrant, the true and reliable Word of God is even better than what 
he experienced on the Mount of Transfiguration!

And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as 
to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. 20 
Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own 
interpretation. 21 For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they 
were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

The written Word of God is better than seeing Jesus in all his glory on the mountain. The written Word 
of God is better than being there. The written Word of God is better because it is certain. The 



Evangelical Heritage Version translates this as the “completely reliable prophetic word.”

If we had to rely on some personal experience with Jesus, we might always have some doubts. How 
clearly do you remember every event in your life? We sometimes get fuzzy even on the big days in life 
like wedding days and graduations and the like. John also witnessed Jesus’ transfiguration. Imagine 
what it would be like for John some fifty or sixty years later trying to remember that event. On his own,
he might not remember all the details. But he didn’t have to remember perfectly. Peter, by inspiration of
the Spirit, wrote it down, as did Matthew, Mark and Luke.

We don’t have to rely on our own memory or mind either. How often we forget what God says in his 
law so that we sin against our God. But we have the certain Word of God that clearly points out our 
sins. Even worse than forgetting what God’s law says, we might even forget God’s promise of 
forgiveness. In our human minds, we try to make it up to God. We try to do something good for others 
to make our guilt go away. We have doubts and fears and think it is up to us to make things right with 
God. We ask if God will really forgive us this time. How can you be certain of God’s grace and love 
and forgiveness and mercy?

We have the certain Word of God. It is completely reliable. The Spirit has recorded the work of Christ 
for us. The Word says Christ died for us while we were still sinners. The Word says that Christ rose 
from the dead for our justification. And God’s Word is not a myth. Jesus really died and truly rose from
death to forgive and give eternal life. And God’s Word does not change. When you have a good day, 
God’s Word tells you about the grace and mercy and compassion of Christ. When you have a no good, 
horrible day, God’s Word tells you about the grace and mercy and compassion of Christ. We change. 
We forget. We are not reliable. But God’s Word is certain and completely reliable. It is even better than 
seeing Jesus on the mountain.

But we will see Jesus face to face in heaven. All who trust in Christ alone for the forgiveness of sins 
will see Jesus in all of his glory. How can we be certain? Because we have the word of the prophets, the
word of the apostles, the certain Word of God.

Amen


