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Exodus 24:12-18; Psalm 2: 2 Peter 1:16-21; Matthew 17:1-9 

Erica Brown Wood1 writes that both Exodus and Matthew introduce us to God; she 

says the two stories we heard today “are very useful transitional texts as the 

people of God embark into the unknown with a God they barely know.”2 

We do have a couple advantages over the Israelites in Sinai and the disciples – 

many of us have heard these stories before, and other stories about God and the 

covenants God has made with human beings, and we know how the stories came out 

– which at least at the times being described here, the Israelites and the disciples 

did not.   

But here’s one point: Once the Israelites follow Moses and Aaron into the 

wilderness, it is time for them to get to know the God who has made them free, 

and what it is to be free, and how to act and what to do.  These were not easy days 

for them; there was much they valued that they had left behind – not the least of 

these was the security of knowing what each day would bring.  It might not have 

been the most pleasant life, but they knew it backwards and forwards.   

But now, after the miracles and signs and the great escape, they are in the 

wilderness, not knowing what the next day or week or month or year might bring, 
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headed to a land they only have heard in the stories of their grandparents, who 

heard them from their own grandparents – through generations of suffering and 

slavery.  Yes, they wanted freedom, and yes they left in all hope, but the days 

dragged on and the weeks dragged on and there was no end in sight and supplies 

were running short.  

Then Moses went up the mountain with Joshua and they were left with the elders, 

who were likely as puzzled as they themselves were. 

And Moses was gone a long, long time – weeks even.  6 and a half weeks. 

And Moses also waited, there on the mountain, near the cloud of glowing fire and 

flame, until on the 6th day, he was called into the cloud.  And he was hidden in the 

cloud for 40 days. When he came down again, he had to cover his face, because his 

skin shown bright as the sun, and blinded – and frightened – those who stood 

before him. 

Dr Brown Wood said that this transfiguration of Moses was not for Moses’ sake, 

but for the sake of the Israelites.  She says, “God pulls out all the stops: thunder 

and lightning, trumpets blaring, fire blazing, and thick clouds billowing.”3  

What wonderful imagery to express the glory and power of God!   

When they see Moses’ face all shining, the people “are struck with holy fear and 

know that, through Moses, they have found favor with God. From then on, the 

people may trust that the Lord is in their midst, protecting them against their 

enemies, nurturing and sustaining them with water and food, holding them back 

from dangerous territory.”4 

In his own excursion, Jesus, too is on a mountain, and there is a cloud, but the 

disciples Peter and James and John, see him transfigured before them, his face 

shining like the sun, and his clothes dazzling white.  Then the cloud comes and 

“overshadows” them and they hear a voice declaring, “This is my Son, the Beloved; 

with him I am well pleased; listen to him!” 
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Like the Israelites in Sinai, they are struck dread with fear, but there is Jesus 

among them, looking as he has always done, and he touches them and lifts their 

fear, and directs them to tell no one what they have seen. 

What else is going on here? 

A few days earlier, Jesus asked the disciples what the people were saying about 

him.  And then he asked them, “And you, who do you say that I am?”  Peter, in an 

unusual flash of inspired understanding says, “You are the Son of God!”  And Jesus 

then tells them that the Messiah must suffer and be killed and in three days rise 

again. 

They don’t understand. 

Now, Jesus has taken three of them up the mountain and they have had a 

revelation!  Peter’s words were confirmed.  Jesus appeared as a being of light: And 

God claimed him as God’s son.  

But they still didn’t really understand – how could they?  They still wanted to deny 

that death would come to their rabbi – why shouldn’t they?  They did not speak of 

this revelation – what could they have said that would make sense to their brother 

and sister disciples? 

Yet while it puzzled them at the time, this transfiguration of Jesus was for their 

benefit.  Later, much later, after all that had been said had come to pass, after 

the death of Jesus, and after his resurrection, finally, Peter has something to say 

about it.  What Jesus had said was true; and now finally they understood what they 

had seen on the mountain with him that day: he was truly – he is truly, the Son of 

God. 

According to Dr Brown Wood, these two scenes of transfiguration were for the 

benefit of those who witnessed them in a time of confusion and dread.  They were 

striking and unforgettable revelations of the power of God – revelations designed 

to be remembered and recalled, and to be a source of strength in the days and 

years to come, whenever those who witnessed were in trouble or pain or confusion, 

in whatever spiritual or physical wilderness they might find themselves. 
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As we enter into a Holy Lent on Wednesday, as we are marked with ashes as a sign 

of our own frailty and mortality, let us remember the times we have been assured 

of God’s care for us, of God’s love for us, and of the might and majesty and 

holiness of God who creates and sustains us. 

We read these stories, and maybe we remember times when God revealed God’s 

self to us, when we were overwhelmed with awe and holy fear, when we realized the 

depth of the mystery that is the Creator, that is Jesus Christ, that is the Holy 

Spirit – who comes when we don’t expect, who says what we don’t expect, and who 

challenges us in times of trial to wait and listen and hear and see and then to 

reflect and ponder and weigh what we experience, for days or years to come. 

We are not alone in the wilderness.  God is with us always. 

Don’t forget that!  Come boldly forth into the wilderness where mystery makes its 

home. 

In the name of God… 

 


