
Feb. 23, 2020, Last Sunday after Epiphany:  Ex. 24:12-18; Ps. 99; 2 Peter 1:16-21; Matt. 17:1-9 
Rev. K. Freeman 

 

This reading from Matthew’s Gospel, the story of the sacred mountaintop 

experience known as The Transfiguration, we read this at the same time 

each year, on the Sunday before Lent begins – and I think it’s with good 

reason:  as we look ahead to the season of Lent, this passage strengthens 

us and enables us to see the bigger picture as we enter into the 

wilderness with Jesus – because we know that through Jesus, God has 

been and will be glorified.  High on a mountaintop, the majestic and 

everlasting glory of Jesus Christ was revealed.   

 

“Transfiguration” is a strange-sounding word, isn’t it?  When I told my 

Mom I was going to preach about the Transfiguration today, she said, 

“Oh good!  I need a new figure!”  Well, the Oxford Dictionary does say 

that “transfiguration” means “a complete change of form or appearance 

into a more beautiful or spiritual state.”  And in the context of our gospel 

reading, it’s specifically about the dramatic change in the appearance of 

Jesus in the presence of Peter, James and John, and the meaning of 

Moses and Elijah entering the scene on that mountaintop.   

 

 



In the ancient Hebrew, Greek, Roman and Asian literature, mountains 

were special places where human beings could meet with the divine.  

Symbolically, mountains are an approach to heaven – where heaven and 

earth meet. There are parallels between the event in our Gospel and the 

one that happened centuries before to Moses, which we heard in our 

first reading from the Book of Exodus.  In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is seen 

as being like Moses.  Moses led the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt 

into freedom in the Promised Land; Jesus leads people from the slavery 

of sin into freedom in the Kingdom of God. 

 

So Moses and Elijah appear on the mountain with Jesus and this has deep 

significance.  Moses represents the Law, and Elijah represents the 

Prophets.  Back in the time of the Exodus, Moses met with God when he 

went up on Mt. Sinai.  With clouds covering the mountain, “the glory of 

the Lord settled” there, and to the Israelites watching from below, it 

looked like a consuming fire.  And after 40 days, when Moses came down 

from the mountain, his face was radiant – it was transfigured.  Moses 

walked down from that mountain with the Ten Commandments given by 

God – the Law for God’s people.   

 

 



Elijah, too, had an amazing mountaintop experience with God, we’re told 

in the 1st Book of Kings.  After 40 days’ journey, Elijah arrives at Horeb, 

“the mount of God.”  And Elijah meets with God there on the mountain.  

This is the time when God speaks to Elijah not in the wind, not in the 

earthquake, not in the fire, but in the still, small voice of a whisper.  And 

God gave to Elijah words of prophecy, of truth and direction, according to 

his purposes for the people Israel.   

 

Back to Matthew’s Gospel:  we have a mountain, we have a radiant 

transfiguration, and we have the representatives of the Law and the 

Prophets, standing with Jesus.  This peak experience confirms that Jesus 

is the fulfilment of all that has gone before, and affirms that Jesus is 

God’s glory in human form:  the Lord of heaven and earth.   

 

In his excitement, the disciple Peter attempts to create some kind of 

permanence around the experience.  He offers to build three tents, one 

each for Jesus, Moses and Elijah.  Peter seems to need to keep this wild  

incident contained – to keep it from getting out of control.  Though the 

encounter was full of divine revelation and mystery, Peter’s idea was 

rather exclusive – as though he didn’t realize there was a divine purpose 

beyond that the mountain peak – a purpose that would be worked out 

down below in the plains and valleys.   



Then the voice from the cloud interrupts Peter’s clouded thinking:  

“This is my Son, whom I love. With him I am well-pleased.  Listen to him!”  

In shock and awe, the three disciples fall to the ground!  Well you would, 

wouldn’t you!? They’ve just witnessed the metamorphosis of Jesus – his 

glowing face and clothing.  They’ve seen Jesus talking with Moses and 

Elijah, who were long since dead.  And then they hear the voice of God.  

Jesus touches them and tells them to get up.  Now there’s no one else 

there with them but Jesus, who asks the disciples not to tell anyone until 

he has been raised from the dead…. in actual fact I think they’d have a 

pretty hard time describing this incredible event anyway!   

 

The disciples misunderstood what they were witnessing – the importance 

of paying deeper attention to what was going on around them. Peter, 

James and John were blown away by what they saw and heard on that 

mountaintop and how it changed their view of Jesus and changed their 

lives.  This was the second of three times in Matthew’s gospel that Jesus 

took the three of them into a special experience – the first was when 

Jesus restored the daughter of Jairus to life, and the last was on the night 

before he died when he went to a secluded spot to pray.  Peter, James 

and John were apostles and saints and each of them had a huge impact 

on the growth of the early church.   



Peter writes  about the transfiguration event in his 2nd letter that we 

heard today, that they were eyewitnesses of Christ’s majesty, that they 

heard the voice from heaven revealing Christ’s Majestic Glory and that 

this prophetic message is trustworthy and true and you/we will do well to 

be attentive to it.  

 

There are places and times when we encounter the majesty and glory of 

God.  It might be when we’re on a mountain – or it could be when we’re 

on the beach – for many of us, God is encountered in places of natural 

beauty.  For others it’s through serving the needs of others or through 

the grace we’ve experienced during times of struggle or suffering.  For 

some it will be during private prayer time, or in hearing the testimony of 

others;  For some it might be during Holy Communion.  For yet others it is 

through music, or science, or art.  However we encounter God, we do 

well to ask ourselves how we should respond to this.  How often do we 

take the time to ask what God might want from us as a response to our 

awareness of who Jesus is?  Or do we, like Peter, focus on ways to 

contain where we are now?   

 

 

 



Mountaintop experiences are great but, like Jesus, we have to come 

down from the mountain and get our hands dirty with the work of the 

Gospel. Jesus followed this mountaintop experience by returning to the 

valley to minister to human need and to carry out the will of God.  In 

what ways should our response mirror that of Jesus?  What should we do 

with what we have come to see and to know through faith – in knowing 

God through Jesus and realizing that we are known and loved by God?  

Can we make room for change in our lives and for God’s grace and God’s 

glory to impact our city and our world through us?  

 

Our true peak experience comes when we recognize who Jesus is, what 

he has done for us and what he continues to do for us.  After the “high” 

of the peak experience we need to come back down with Jesus to 

everyday life, to follow his example by sharing in the joy and suffering of 

others and to receive his grace – that he is with us in our own joys and 

sufferings.  Our peak experiences will transform us in some way.  The 

Transfiguration is not just about Jesus and his destiny but also about our 

destiny in Christ – our journey in becoming more like Christ – it’s about 

the Church being caught up in the beauty and majesty of God and being 

transformed by it.   

 



God became what we are so that we might become what God is.  

Following Jesus will take us to others in need of good news, of grace and 

salvation in Christ, the comfort and direction of the Holy Spirit and of the 

peace of God.  

 

However our peak experiences come, whether in the joy of the 

mountaintop, as in the transfiguration, or in the pit of suffering, as at the 

crucifixion, let us be aware of the glory of God through it. Let us listen 

closely to Jesus, in faith and in hope, and let us follow him day by day.  

Amen.  


