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We continue this morning to look at Jesus’ fuller revelation of Himself as the Messiah to those who would continue His work after His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension.  Not His work as Messiah, but the ministry of the gospel of which His finished work as Messiah is central.  We would do well to reflect upon the context of this passage that we have looked at together over the past few weeks.  All that has transpired over that time began with Peter’s glorious profession that Jesus was the Christ (8:29).  However, neither Peter nor his cohorts fully grasped what that meant.  They still limited Jesus’ work as Messiah to this earth, a deliverance from Roman rule and oppression.  For them, Jesus was nothing more than a political Messiah.


It is with that pronouncement that He was the Christ that Jesus began to peel back the veil bit by bit to demonstrate the truth of His Messiahship, the reality of His rule and reign of the kingdom that is not of this world.  He first announced His death and resurrection at the hands of godless men (8:31).  Peter showed his misunderstanding in rebuking Jesus after which Jesus gets his attention by sternly rebuking him (8:33).  His death, burial, and resurrection had much more than temporal realities and would not be hindered by earthly relations.  His was a spiritual kingdom that involved spiritual warfare.  So Jesus began revealing Himself by His words.


Jesus next revealed what a kingdom citizen would look like in practice.  His true followers would deny self, take up their cross, and follow His will and His way (8:34).  This would often mean severe persecution on this earth, even to the point of death.  Thus, His true disciple must be willing to lose his life for the sake of Christ and the gospel (8:35).  This practice is one that marks a true kingdom citizen.


Having revealed Himself and His kingdom orally and practically, Jesus now provides a visible representation of the glory received for His perfect work as Messiah in His transfiguration before some of His apostles.  These men still struggled with Jesus’ statement that He must die.  They were so overwhelmed by His pronouncement that they probably failed to hear the promise of His resurrection.  But even His resurrection was not the final event for Christ as Messiah.  The transfiguration served as a surety of His return in His glory, when all of the sin and corruption of this world will be reversed.  That is what He showed the disciples on the mountain that day, and it is the account of the transfiguration that garners our attention this morning.
I.  Up on the Mountain (9:2-8)

In v. 2 we read that “six days” after Jesus’ cryptic statement in v. 1 that “some” would “not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power,” Jesus takes “Peter and James and John” up on the mountain for this glorious display.  As we saw last week, Peter refers to this event in his epistle (2 Peter 1:16-18).  John also most likely referred to this occasion in the words we read earlier in John 1:14, “And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth.”  Here, Jesus continues to correct the disciples’ thinking about the truth that He was the Christ.  This display would transform everything about them as proven by their later testimonies concerning the transfiguration.

1.  The transfiguration of Christ  (vv. 2-3)


Upon leading them up on the mountain, Mark simply notes, “He was transfigured before them.”  The details of the transfiguration are scant even when combined with the accounts of Matthew and Luke.  “Transfigured” comes from the Greek metamorphōthē from which we get our English word “metamorphosis.”  It refers to an inward change that is outwardly visible.
  This change is not a change in essence, being, or nature, but a change in appearance that reveals the true inner nature.  As Phil Newton rightly asserts, “He did not become something that He was not but He was transformed into something that He had always been, yet obscured by the Incarnation.”
  When a caterpillar goes through the process of metamorphosis the butterfly that appears in all of its splendor is not completely detached from the caterpillar.  The butterfly is simply another form of the caterpillar.  A change has taken place and the caterpillar now appears as a butterfly with the same nature it had before it spun its cocoon.  


What Peter, James, and John witnessed on this occasion was a change in Jesus’ appearance, but it was a change that revealed His true nature.  To this point His nature had remained veiled to them.  What was different in Jesus’ appearance on this occasion?  Again, the details are scant, but two aspects of His physical appearance are singled out in the gospels: His face and His clothing.
  While Luke simply states that “the appearance of His face became different” (9:29), Matthew notes, “His face shone like the sun” (17:2).  While Matthew simply comments, “His garments became as white as light” (17:2), Mark adds, “His garments became radiant and exceedingly white, as no launderer on earth can whiten them” and Luke states, “His clothing became white and gleaming” (9:29).  There was something stunning in Jesus’ appearance.  This was not natural, but supernatural.  If this event took place at night, as some suggest, it is no wonder that “they became terrified” (v. 6).  


Luke refers to Jesus’ transformation as a revelation of “His glory” (9:32).  At that moment, that which had been obscured by the Incarnation was partially revealed in their presence.  The veil was removed for a moment so that these men might get a glimpse of Christ as He truly was in His power and majesty.  Calvin commented:

Christ clothed Himself with heavenly glory for a short time… His transfiguration did not altogether enable His disciples to see Christ as He now is in heaven, but gave them a taste of the boundless glory such as they were able to comprehend… This was not a complete exhibition of the heavenly glory of Christ, but under symbols which were adapted to the capacity of the flesh, He enabled them to taste in part what could not be fully comprehended.


So the disciples get a glimpse of the glory of Christ.  It was something that they had never seen because this was not how Jesus lived on this earth.  Paul tells us that Jesus “emptied Himself” (Phil. 2:7) of this glory when He took on flesh.  It is this glory in all of its fullness that Jesus received back from the Father when His work on earth was finished at the Cross.  In His high priestly prayer in John 17 Jesus prayed, “I glorified You on the earth, having accomplished the work which You have given Me to do.  Now, Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before the world was” (17:4-5).  It was that glory that Peter, James, and John caught a glimpse of on that day.

2.  The appearance of Moses and Elijah (v. 4)


Mark tells us that Moses and Elijah also appeared with the transfigured Christ and entered into a discussion with Him.  Why Moses and Elijah?  Geoff Thomas gives three pertinent reasons for Moses and Elijah that are instructive to our understanding of these two important biblical figures.
  First, so that the Lord might know that the mystery of His death on the cross was understood in heaven.  Luke hints at this reason in providing the content of their discussion.  They discussed His departure and what He was about to accomplish at Jerusalem (9:31).  Luke also notes that this occurred when they went up on the mount to pray.  While he does not give the content of their prayer, we can surmise that it had to do with the events that awaited Jesus.  In revealing the truth of His impending death at the hands of godless men to the disciples, the nearness and agony of the Cross was settling in on Jesus as well.  When there wasn’t a single person on earth who could understand what Jesus was doing, all of heaven understood.  Moses and Elijah were there to comfort Jesus and assure Him that everything was right on schedule.


Second, they appeared in order to show that there is unity between the Old Testament and the New Testament in redemptive history.  Moses represented the Law of God and Elijah represented all of the prophets.  The Law of God and the prophecies of God all pointed to Jesus Christ who would fulfill both the Law and the Prophets (Mt. 5:17).  As Thomas notes, 

All that Moses and the prophets wrote found its consummation in him. Jesus was no revolutionary; no radical; he was no troubler of Israel. Moses and the prophets were the men who made the promise and Jesus was the fulfilment of their promise. They had longed to see his day and now they had seen it and were glad. They were validating Jesus’ ministry. They came to set their seal on his claims and his actions and words. They were attesting to it as to its absolute integrity and total credibility. In his stern criticisms of the religious leadership of his day, his moral stringency and uncompromising theological statements, he was standing exactly where they stood when they confronted the defiant hardhearted people of God. Jesus preached the same message as they had preached. There was nothing in his words they condemned.

So Moses and Elijah provide an assurance that Jesus was fulfilling all that they had proclaimed concerning Messiah.


Third, in the Old Testament Moses and Elijah were the only two men who spoke with God on a mountain.  Moses was a type of Christ and Elijah, like John the Baptist after him, was a forerunner of Christ.  Both of these men witnessed the glory of God partially just as the apostles on the mountain.  So all that has taken place in Scripture brings us to the mountain in Mark 9.  Here Jesus is in His glory, standing between Moses and Elijah, the Law and the Prophets, and the Apostles.  The Bible’s first and final authors are together present with Jesus in Moses and John.  The Law and the Prophets and all they prophesied that pointed to Christ represented by Moses and Elijah, and the Apostles and all that they would write that point back to Christ represented by Peter, James, and John.  And there Jesus is, in the center of the Prophets and the Apostles! 


3.  The excitement of Peter (vv. 5-6)


In the events that transpire we see that the truths we just set forth escape Peter for the time being.  Here, caught up in the excitement of the moment, Peter blurts out, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three tabernacles, one for You, and one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  Sinclair Ferguson remarks, “Clearly Peter became so excited he simply had to say something.”
  Mark verifies this assertion in stating that Peter and the others did not know what to say (v. 6).  Well, often if you do not know what to say it is better to leave it unsaid.  Peter would be slow to learn this lesson.  He certainly suffered from foot-in-mouth syndrome.


However, before you are too tough on Peter, put yourself in his shoes.  He had witnessed this great transformation of the Lord in glory and evidently had heard the discussion between Jesus, Moses, and Elijah.  Luke tells us that Peter, not realizing what he was saying, blurts this out as Moses and Elijah were leaving (9:33).  In fairness to Peter, he puts forth the idea in hopes of prolonging this glorious experience.  He did not want it to end.  He got one thing right, “it is good for us to be here” and he did not want this moment to end.


But there was another reason that Peter wanted to prolong the occasion.  As long as they were up on that mount, then the sufferings that Jesus had foretold to the apostles and had just been discussed with Moses and Elijah would not come to pass.  But it goes even deeper than that.  Derek Thomas points out the prophecy of Zechariah 14, which speaks of the messianic kingdom being one big celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles.
  This magnifies the inappropriateness of Peter’s remark.  He is saying, “Let’s build tabernacles because the messianic kingdom has arrived.”


Here Peter is guilty of three things.  First, he is guilty of foolishness.  To think that the glory of the Lord could be contained in tents or booths or in anything is utter foolishness.  Second, Peter makes Jesus equal in power and glory with Moses and Elijah.  He suggests that they all deserved booths that were similar in nature.  But the greatest guilt lay in Peter’s thinking that it would be better for Jesus to stay on the mount in His present state than face His sufferings that awaited Him.  Does that sound at all familiar?  Peter still did not understand that Jesus must face the Cross.  He did not recognize that the transfiguration represented the glory that awaited Christ because of the Cross.  No Cross, no glory.  One pastor catches the influence of Satan in Peter’s remark.  He entitled his sermon on this text, “Satan on the Mount of Transfiguration.”
  Again Peter had played the part of a fool, a willing pawn for Satan.  However, this time Jesus does not rebuke Peter.  That would come from above.


4.  The voice of God (vv. 7-8)


Immediately following Peter’s inappropriate and shortsighted response another scene envelops the mountain.  “Then a cloud formed, overshadowing them.”  I can just imagine Peter’s emotions at this point.  All of this had taken place in a few short moments.  Jesus’ transfiguration, the appearance of Moses and Elijah and the discussion about the events of the Cross, his suggestion that they tabernacle there on the mount for a while.  And then immediately after the words leave his lips this cloud settles down on the mount.  This was the Shekinah, the cloud of glory that we saw in our study in Exodus this morning, which led the Israelites and symbolized the presence of God Himself.  Peter must have thought, “This can’t be good.  What have I done now?”  Then a voice comes from the cloud, “This is My beloved Son.”  Matthew adds, “With whom I am well-pleased” (17:5).  This is the formula that God used at Jesus’ baptism where He spoke from heaven.  On that occasion He spoke to Jesus, confirming to Him the rightful claim to His Sonship.  Here, He speaks to the Apostles, attesting to them the uniqueness of Christ as the Son of God.  He was not like Moses and Elijah. He was the One of whom Moses and Elijah spoke.  


Then God says, “Listen to Him!”  The form of the verb indicates something that was to be ongoing forever.  In its Hebrew form, “listen” means to hear and obey.  God tells Peter, James, and John that Jesus, His beloved Son, is now His authorized spokesman.  Moses and Elijah should not be thought of in any sense as equals with Christ.  They were simply witnesses to Him.  Prophets, yes.  But Jesus is Prophet, Priest, and King!  The divine foreshadowing of this moment is almost impossible to miss.  What were Jesus’ final words to His apostles?  “It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority; but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth” (Acts 1:7-8).  Peter, James, and John, hear Him!  Obey Him!  Because everything He says to you you are to carry on when He is gone.  Peter, James, and John, you are equal to Moses and Elijah as witnesses to Christ.  You think the enormity of their calling was now coming home to them?


God spoke, and then in v. 8 all was restored to its natural condition.  “All at once,” Mark says, the cloud, Moses, Elijah, and the glimpse of the glorified Christ disappeared.  They were with Jesus, in His natural state, alone.  It all ended as abruptly as it began.  That is what happened up on the mountain.
II.  Down from the Mountain (9:9-13)


Having witnessed the transfiguration, we could assume that the disciples were getting it, that they were beginning to put all of the pieces together.  However, in their journey back down the mountain they demonstrate that they were still in a fog concerning the real purpose of Christ’s future.
1. Jesus’ command (vv. 9-10)


Jesus tells them that they are not to mention what they had seen on the mountain until His resurrection.  As we have seen in the past, Jesus’ often commands others to remain silent about their experience when they could not yet fully grasp what it meant.  Peter, James, and John prove that they did not yet understand the significance of what they had seen in discussing among themselves what Jesus meant by “rising from the dead.”  The resurrection was not a new idea or teaching for them to contemplate.  Even though in their shock they had missed Jesus earlier announcement of His resurrection (8:31), the resurrection was one of the central tenets of the Pharisees and was commonly accepted among the Jews.
  But the announcement of the resurrection puzzled them because it conveyed the unwelcome certainty of His death.  Again, this confused them because they were still hanging onto their understanding of Jesus as a political Messiah, even after all He had said to them and visibly portrayed concerning His glory on the mountain.  They were still ignorant of the fact that the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ would constitute the heart of the gospel.


2.  Their question  (vv. 11-13)


In their confusion, they return to the experience on the mountain and remembering Elijah’s presence they ask Jesus, “Why is it that the scribes say that Elijah must come first?”  Based on Malachi 4:5, the scribes taught that Elijah must return before the coming of Messiah.  How did what they just witnessed on the mountain with Elijah’s appearing line up with the teaching of the scribes?  


Jesus tells them that the scribal teaching was correct.  Elijah must come first before the Messiah in accordance with Malachi’s prophecy.  When he comes, he will “restore all things.”  What did Jesus mean by “all things?”  Malachi gave the answer in Malachi 4:6, “He will restore the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers, so that I will not come and smite the land with a curse.”  Elijah’s work was to revive the hearts of the people, to challenge them with right living and to prepare the way for Messiah.  Anticipating their question, Jesus asks, “And yet how is it written of the Son of Man that He will suffer many things and be treated with contempt?”  If Jesus was the Messiah and Elijah served as the forerunner of the Messiah, then Elijah must already have come.  That is exactly what Jesus tells them, “Elijah has indeed come, and they did to him whatever they wished, just as it is written.”  They failed to recognize him and treated him as they pleased.  And Jesus faced the same fate in his sufferings.  Now the disciples understood that Jesus was speaking of John the Baptist.  They failed to see John the Baptist prophetically.  The religious leaders treated him with scorn and contempt just as they would Jesus in the coming days.  But Jesus again reminds them that all of these things were “written,” the divine will of God.  While they might not understand it given their limitations at the moment, they could trust that His ways are not our ways.  All that God has written will most certainly come to pass.

Conclusion


1.  Have you had a glimpse of the glory of Christ?  Not in the sense that Peter, James, and John had that day.  Christ no longer reveals Himself in that way nor does God speak in that way.  God has finally and fully spoken and revealed Christ in His glory in the Scriptures.  If you are here this morning and have never experienced the glory of God, then it is simply because you are listening to anything and everything but the Word of God.  You cannot know the Incarnate Word, Jesus Christ, and experience Him in all of His glory apart from the written Word.  Peter understood this truth.  In commenting on the transfiguration, he wrote,

2 Peter 1:17-19 – For when He received honor and glory from God the Father, such an utterance as this was made to Him by the Majestic Glory, “This is My beloved Son with whom I am well-pleased” – 18 and we ourselves heard this utterance made from heaven when we were with Him on the holy mountain.  19 So we have the prophetic word made more sure, to which you do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star arises in your hearts.


What Peter meant was that if we should see the glory of Christ now, we must immerse ourselves in His glorious Word and pray that the glorious Spirit would pierce our hearts.


2.  Are you listening to Him?  

Hearing His Word and obeying His Word.


3.  Do you give credit when credit is due?  As I lay my head on my pillow last night I had this thought: “the scribes.”  The scribes were one of the continual sources of grief for Jesus and yet it is their teaching that the apostles invoked on the way down the mountain from this great manifestation of the glory of Christ.  We might imagine that Jesus would lash out at them, but notice His patience.  Not only did He not lash out but He emphasized that the teaching of the scribes was correct.  He gave credit where credit was due.  The scribes were the interpreters of the Law.  As we have seen in the gospel of Mark, they often had a faulty interpretation.  Jesus often pointed it out to them.  But here He gives them credit because what they taught was the truth.  


We too encounter those whose biblical interpretations we disagree.  And, like Christ, we should graciously point out those areas where their interpretations are incorrect.  However, we must not throw the baby out with the bathwater.  For the sake of the truth, we should also point out those areas where they are correct.  Then we can build on the sure foundation of His Word.  
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