
 

The Transfiguration 
Matthew 17:1-9 

 
Before you begin, discuss the following question as a group: What is one story about Jesus that has 
always caused you to scratch your head a little? 
 
The story of Jesus’s transfiguration is, at first glance, an odd one. It’s a story that seems so random in its 
placement, in its details, and in its purpose. What’s the point of this event? And if the point is important, 
why did Jesus ensure that there were so few witnesses to it? It can all seem a bit confusing at first. But 
when we examine it closely, and in its context, details that at first seemed random come together to form 
important themes for understanding Jesus, and for understanding what it means to follow him. 
 
Matthew’s Jewish audience would certainly see the significance in those seemingly random details. 
Ascending a mountain, a shining appearance, God descending in a cloud, and then speaking from that 
cloud. The last time they saw all those things together was when God was establishing a covenant with 
his newly-redeemed people at Mt. Sinai. The main character in that story (other than God himself) was 
Moses, probably the greatest figure in the Jewish faith. And in Matthew 17, we see all those things 
happening to Jesus. This is significant. 
 
The other great Old Testament figure who encountered God on a mountain was Elijah. He was regarded 
as one of the greatest prophets of Israel, and the Jewish people had a particular fascination with him 
because the final verses of their Scriptures had foretold that Elijah would appear once again before God’s 
final redemption of his people. 
 
And now those two great figures appear together, on a mountain with Jesus. But it’s clear Matthew is not 
depicting three great prophets, equal in glory and significance. When the voice of God comes from the 
cloud, he singles out Jesus: “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him!” (v. 5) 
Even amongst these spiritual giants, Jesus stands alone. It is his glory that is on display here. 
 
And yet, after witnessing this glory, the disciples are told to keep this to themselves. This seems like a 
strange command, unless we pay attention to the immediate context. In the story just before this text, 
Jesus tells his disciples that it is “necessary for him to go to Jerusalem and suffer many things.” (Matt 
16:21) When Peter tries to correct him on this, Jesus rebukes him in the strongest possible terms. 
And shortly after the Transfiguration, Jesus explains once again that he will suffer and die. (Matt 17:22-
23) This means that our story highlighting Jesus’ glory is “sandwiched” by two stories highlighting his 
suffering. 
 
The disciples expected the first part for their Messiah, but they could not make sense of the second part. 
So Peter, James, and John are commanded to keep quiet because stories about the Transfiguration would 
only feed the peoples’ false presuppositions that the Messiah was a glorious figure who would never have 
to experience suffering or loss. 



But the Transfiguration (and its surrounding context) is meant to show us something different: That for 
Jesus, glory and suffering are not incompatible. They work in concert together. 
 
And this is where the story intersects with our own lives. In the Matthew 16 story, Jesus doesn’t just 
rebuke Peter for denying that the Messiah should suffer; he also turns to his disciples and tells them 
that they should be ready to expect the same: “If anyone wants to follow after me, let him deny himself, 
take up his cross, and follow me.” (Matt 16:24) Hardship, and a willingness to die to yourself, are an 
essential part of following Jesus. But according to the Bible, so is future glory. Jesus says that at the 
consummation of God’s Kingdom, “the righteous will shine like the sun.” (Matt 13:43) And in his letter to 
the Philippians, Paul tells us that Jesus will one day come and “transform the body of our humble 
condition into the likeness of his glorious body.” (Phil 3:21) 
 
Both of these truths can be hard to grasp. The latter because it’s hard to believe. And the former because 
it’s hard to live out. But both are true and both are true together. Jesus has called us to deny ourselves, 
and a failure to embrace this will keep us from fulfilling our God-given purpose. Jesus has also called us to 
share his glory, and a failure to remember this will cause us to lose joy and hope in the middle of the 
difficult or mundane periods of our life. The Transfiguration shows us that these things are not 
incompatible with each other. They blend together in incredible beauty. And that beauty is most on 
display in the glorious, self-giving Son of God. 
 

 

Discussion 
 
1. When you think about Jesus, are you more likely to picture him on a cross (suffering), or reigning at 

the Father’s right hand (glory)? What do we lose if we fail to reflect on his suffering? What do we lose 
if we fail to reflect on his glory? 
 

2. Can you remember the last time you had a “mountain top” experience? Perhaps it was a moment in 
worship on a Sunday morning, or a night at a church camp growing up. What is the value of moments 
like these? In what ways can we allow these experiences to become detrimental to us? 
 

3. Is it harder for you to grasp that Christians will experience hardship in this life, or that we will 
experience glory in the next? What do we lose if we neglect either of these truths?? 
 

4. How has this particular lesson encouraged, strengthened, confronted or challenged you? 

 

Our Corporate Prayer 
 
Dear Father, in your Son you gave us the perfect picture of glory and suffering. Jesus is glorious, not just in 
spite of his suffering. Instead, His glory shines brighter because he suffered. In doing this, he gave us an 
example, but more than that, he made our future glory possible. We confess that the idea of sharing in his 
glory is beyond our understanding, but we thank you for that reality and we ask that you would use it to 
fill us with joy and hope. And then use that joy and hope to fuel a life of sacrifice in service to you. In the 
name of Jesus we pray, Amen. 

 


