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Transfiguration and Healing 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 The term used to describe Jesus’ departure is exodos, which brings to mind the exodus of the Israelite slaves 

from Egypt, and provides a parallel image to the liberation that Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection will 
provide.1 

 Luke is unique to the Gospel writers in his use of the term monogenēs, which means “only child.” He uses it 
three times within a short span (Luke 7:12, 8:42, 9:38), likely to highlight the desperate need for healing.2  

 The language used to describe the effects of the demon are violent and extreme. The final two terms 
describing the demon’s action in 9:39 and 42: syntribō and rhēgnymi can be translated as “breaking, crushing 
in pieces” and “bursting, tearing in pieces.” Liberation from this torment can be seen as representing the 
greater liberation of the oppressed from their tormentors of a different sort.3  

 
Geographic 

 The Mountain of Transfiguration is not named in any of the biblical accounts, but it has been widely 
accepted to have taken place on Mount Tabor. It is referred to repeatedly as “the mountain,” possibly 
assuming that everyone knew which mountain. Mount Tabor is located in Galilee, southwest of the Sea of 
Galilee.4 However it is possible, since this mountain is never named, that it might be a figurative place, not 
to be found on any map.5 

 
Historical 

 This story makes a clear connection between the identity of Jesus and the history of the Jewish people. The 
presence of Elijah makes a connection to God’s glory, as spoken by the prophets. The presence of Moses 
connects Jesus to his ancestors’ slavery and deliverance. Jesus’ own transfiguration redefines God’s glory as 
the glory of the Son who is made in God’s image and who came to deliver the people not through might, 
but through service.6 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 The disciples’ preconceived notions of what or who the Messiah should be come up against Jesus’ 
prediction of his death. In 9:43-45, Jesus very clearly stated what would happen to him, but they just could 
not fathom that this is the fate of the Messiah. There will be much preparation of the disciples in chapters 
to come as Jesus journeys to Jerusalem.7 

Healing and Forgiveness 

The Point  
Jesus is revealed as God’s son, the Messiah who has come to serve and inspire service in us. 
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Literary 

 This passage fits into the Restoration theme of the larger Luke 4-9 unit. Other stories within this theme 
generally center on healing long-term disease or disability, raising of the dead, and liberation from demons.  
This theme goes hand in hand with the theme of liberation, which is also prominent in Luke. Not only 
does Jesus declare that he has come to liberate the oppressed, he even is shown to stand with Moses a 
short time prior to his “exodus” from this realm.8  
 Genre –It is important to Luke to constantly address the question of Jesus’ identity. This narrative 

presents many theories about who Jesus really is, but always provides a new way of looking at these 
identities and roles. This specific reading refers to prophetic characters and literature, but is basically a 
narrative that answers the fundamental question of identity.9    

 Authorial Intention – This story is located strategically after the first prediction of Jesus’ suffering and 
death, which highlights parallels between this experience and Jesus’ experience at his baptism. Both 
situations include heavenly affirmation after an important action. In both cases, Jesus is praying as God 
speaks. These linked experiences paint the picture of the Messiah as God’s son, and the one who is to 
suffer, die, and be raised again.”10 

 Audience– The intended audience of this Gospel lived within a very hierarchical culture. Hierarchies 
were found in the Roman bureaucratic structure and within the Jewish religious structure. The author 
speaks to this audience’s experience by putting forth a different hierarchy, in which the highest power 
establishes Jesus’ role within the hierarchy, declaring “This is my Son.”11  

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 Do not be tempted to draw a modern day parallel between Jesus’ descent from the mountain to perform a 
difficult healing with our own descent from mountaintop experiences to the mundane difficulties of life. 
There are unique and exceptional characteristics to this story that don’t lend themselves to modern 
parallels.12 

 
More Information 

 Peter’s insistence upon building booths for Jesus, Moses and Elijah, coupled with the Exodus imagery may 
lead the reader to consider the Feast of Tabernacles. Look here for more information on this festival: 
http://www.jewfaq.org/holiday5.htm 

 Here is an interesting bit of information about mountains in the Bible, coupled with a nice graphic 
depicting the most prominent, arranged by altitude: http://bustedhalo.com/questionbox/what-is-the-
significance-of-mountains-in-the-bible  

 
 

http://www.jewfaq.org/holiday5.htm
http://bustedhalo.com/questionbox/what-is-the-significance-of-mountains-in-the-bible
http://bustedhalo.com/questionbox/what-is-the-significance-of-mountains-in-the-bible
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Luke 7:36-50) – Last week we read the dramatic and moving story of gratitude and hospitality 

shown by a forgiven woman. On that high note, we skip over a number of parables and healing, and move 
to the real climax, the Transfiguration. 

 Next Week (Luke 9:51-62) – The next reading falls on Ash Wednesday, with a major statement: Jesus sets 
his face towards Jerusalem. There is a small gap between the Transfiguration reading and this one, allowing 
for the direct impact of Jesus’ movement down the mountain, towards Jerusalem and his suffering and 
death. On the first Sunday of Lent, we will read the Parable of the Good Samaritan and the story of Jesus’ 
visit to Martha and Mary (Luke 10:25-42), connecting the service offered by Jesus toward the boy he healed 
to the self-sacrificing service that is expected of followers of Jesus. 

 Other Weeks – Considering the presence of Moses and Elijah along with Jesus on the mountain, it is 
important to review the stories featuring these two figures. Both Exodus 12 and 13 (10/2/16), and Exodus 
32 (10/9/16) center on the ministry of Moses, and 1 Kings 17 (10/30/16) is an Elijah story. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Malachi 4:4-6 contains the prophesy that Elijah will return before the day of judgement, along with a 
reminder to the people to follow the teachings of Moses. 

 A parallel to Jesus’ experience on the mountain is Moses’ experience on the mountain, found in Exodus 
24:12-18. 

 
Thematic Connections 

 God Revealed - The presence of Moses and Elijah at Jesus’ transfiguration, and their ensuing conversation 
symbolize that both the Law (Moses) and the Prophets (Elijah) testify to Jesus’ impending passion. God is 
revealed here in Jesus as the one about whom the Scriptures had been speaking.13 

 Healing and Forgiveness - The final healing in this series is a dramatic one. Jesus casts out a demon from 
an only child, returning him to his father, and sending Jesus on his journey toward the cross. This begins 
our journey with him in Lent.  

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 This feast day is a transitional celebration, as we end the season of Epiphany, filled with light and 
revelation, and move into Lent, characterized by contemplation and repentance. Jesus is revealed in glory. 
The true meaning of glory will be found at the end of the journey to the cross. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 There are a number of hymns specifically centering on the Transfiguration, such as “The Only Son from 
Heaven,” “Hail to the Lord’s Anointed,” “Oh, Wondrous Image, Vision Fair,” and “Jesus on the Mountain Peak.” 

 There are also a number of hymns with the theme of light, appropriate for this feast day: “Arise, Your Light 
Has Come!”, “Christ, Be Our Light,” and “I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light.” 

 Some praise songs with the theme of light or Transfiguration include “The Mountain” by Steven Curtis 
Chapman, “Marvelous Light” by Charlie Hall, “Everything Glorious” by David Crowder, “Light of the World” by 
Cathy Pino, and “God of Brilliant Lights” by Aaron Shust. 
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Media Connections 
 The Transfiguration scene in Luke is a mystical, dreamy depiction- a doorway to another realm. This 

perspective can be connected to stories of “other realms”, such as Through the Looking Glass and The 
Chronicles of Narnia.14 

 In the Lord of the Rings trilogy, Gandalf experiences a transfiguration of sorts in order to come more fully 
into his power. 

 
Multimedia Links 

 Here is a link to a Library of Congress photo that depicts the location of Luke 9:28: http://loc.gov/
pictures/resource/matpc.22971/ 

 Here is a short video compilation of Transfiguration icons with teaching from a Greek Orthodox 
perspective on the harmonized synoptic depictions of the Transfiguration: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=lj7fgauNswY 
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