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“Eyewitnesses of His Majesty” 

Mark 9:2-10; 2 Peter 1:16-18 
 

 It was one of those surreal, unforgettable experiences. Yet Jesus told Peter, James, and John 

not to tell anyone about it until after his resurrection. 

 It happened that day when Jesus took Peter, James, and John with him and led them up a 

high mountain (9:2).1 And after what they saw there, nothing would ever be the same. 

 For a few brief moments, God pulled back the veil that separates the realms of time and 

eternity so that they could see who Jesus really is. And they had the front seat! They became 

what Peter would later describe as eyewitnesses of his majesty (2 Peter 1:16). 
 

Veils and Portals 

This idea of another realm is a common theme in novels and movies, isn’t it? We see it a lot 

in children’s literature too. Some of the real children’s classics are about entering another world 

through some kind of portal—Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, where Alice 

enters a fantasy world when she falls into a rabbit hole, and its sequel, Through the Looking-

Glass, and What Alice Saw There, where she enters another realm through a mirror. My favorite 

is C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia series, where in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the 

four Pevensie children (Peter, Susan, Edmund, and Lucy) enter the world of Narnia through 

Professor Kirk’s wardrobe in a spare room in his English country manor. Adults usually explore 

this theme in science fiction films or books, in terms of time travel or entering another dimension 

or universe through a portal that somehow interfaces with our own realm.  

 The Celts in Ireland and Britain have often talked about “thin places”—places where the veil 

between time and eternity, between the physical dimension and the spiritual dimension, is thin 

and one experiences God and eternal things in a much more powerful way. For them, this is not a 

fantasy world, but very much a reality. 

 But in our “real” world, this all seems so foreign to us, doesn’t it? In a world where we’ve 

been taught to trust only what we can verify by empirical evidence, and that any and every 

occurrence has to have some kind of logical scientific explanation, can we really believe that 

there’s another realm out there—what the Bible calls eternity—and that it’s there all the time, 

even though we can’t see it or touch it or feel it? 

 Well, let me tell you, for Peter, James, and John, it was more real than you could ever 



 2 

imagine! 
 

Jesus’ transfiguration 

 Tradition says that Jesus’ transfiguration took place on Mount Tabor, which lies about 11 

miles southwest of the Sea of Galilee near the eastern end of the Valley of Jezreel. Tabor is not a 

particularly high mountain, but it’s very prominent because it’s the only mountain there. Since 

Jesus and his disciples had been near Caesarea Philippi, northeast of the Sea of Galilee, just six 

days earlier, some scholars think that the mountain Mark is talking about is Mount Hermon to 

the north of Caesarea Philippi. It truly is a high mountain, with an elevation of about 9,000 feet. 

Which mountain it was isn’t really that important. What was important was that Jesus took with 

him these three disciples, who formed sort of an inner circle of those he was closest to, as he 

went up on this high mountain, where they were all alone (9:2). He loved to go into the 

mountains to pray. 

 And no wonder! After all, in Scripture, significant events, particularly events where God was 

revealing himself, took place on mountains. In fact, this story has strong parallels with the story 

in Exodus 24:12-18 about Moses and Joshua as Moses went up on Mount Sinai to receive the 

tablets of the Law. 

 But why did he only take three of his disciples with him? Well, as I said, these three formed 

sort of an inner circle for Jesus—the three he was closest with and to whom he would trust 

leadership after his death and resurrection.  

 But the number three may be significant for another reason. In the Old Testament, the Law 

stated the requirement for multiple witnesses: A matter must be established by the testimony 

of two or three witnesses (Deuteronomy 19:15). This was particularly true in the case of 

convicting someone of a crime, but the principle applied more broadly to establishing truth 

claims as well. 

 So here were Peter, James, and John—three witnesses —with Jesus, when something 

absolutely astounding took place. Right before their very eyes, Jesus was transfigured, 

transformed into his eternal, glorified state. The Greek word Mark uses here is the root from 

which we get our English words “metamorphosis” and “metamorphosed.” You know what they 

mean—through metamorphosis, a caterpillar becomes a butterfly, and when a rock has been 

metamorphosed, one kind of rock has become a totally different kind of rock!  

 Can you imagine what it must have been like for them? Jesus’ clothes became dazzling 

white, and he appeared in his majestic, glorified state. Mathew tells us that as well as Jesus’ 

clothes’ becoming as white as the light, his face also changed and shone like the sun (Matthew 

17:3). Luke’s description says that the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became 

as bright as a flash of lightning (Luke 9:29). They knew it was Jesus, but they’d never seen him 

like this! And on top of it all, Elijah and Moses appeared before them, holding a conversation 

with him, representing the Prophets and the Law. Luke tells us they were talking about his 

departure (literally his exodus), which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem (Luke 

9:31). 
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 Peter knew something big was up; in fact, he may have thought that the kingdom had come, 

and that the nations were ready to come for the Feast of Tabernacles as the Scriptures prophesied 

in Zechariah 14:16. He really didn’t know what to say, because they were so frightened; but you 

know Peter—he just had to say something! So he said, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here! Let 

us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah” (9:5). Then Mark 

adds in parentheses, He did not know what to say, they were so frightened. 

 When Peter said that, a cloud appeared and covered them—the cloud of God’s shekinah 

glory that led the children of Israel through the wilderness and would settle on the tabernacle and 

on the temple when Solomon dedicated it. Out of the cloud came a voice, a voice that could only 

be the voice of God. It was the same voice that had spoken to Jesus at his baptism (Mark 1:11). 

Jesus was the only one who heard that voice then. But this time it addressed the disciples, saying, 

“This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” (9:7). And then, just as suddenly as it had all 

begun to happen, they looked all around, and saw no one with them except Jesus. 

 They saw Jesus that day as they’d never seen him before. In a few fleeting moments, they 

saw what would be the outcome of his obedience to the Father, and the Father’s glorious 

approval of the path he had chosen. They saw a foreshadowing of his resurrection and his eternal 

glory. As Peter put it in 2 Peter 1:16, they had become eyewitnesses of his majesty. But they 

didn’t understand all this until after he was raised. 

 A number of scholars suggest that the reason Jesus took Peter, James, and John with him for 

this experience was that it was these three who were having the hardest time “getting it” in terms 

of who Jesus was and what he was about! Their concept of the Messiah was still bound by one or 

more of the various views held among the Jews of their day. Most of those views had in common 

that the Messiah would deliver the Jews from Rome and restore the kingdom to Israel as in the 

days of David’s glorious reign in Jerusalem. 

 But now, things were different for them. They still didn’t get it, but they would never again 

be content with what they had thought of Jesus to this point.  

It had been a dramatic moment about a week earlier when Jesus had asked his disciples who 

he was, and Peter had boldly declared, “You are the Messiah” (Mark 8:29). 

 Now Jesus’ declaration later that same day, and this experience nearly a week later, had 

turned what Peter thought his confession had meant on its head! Even in the midst of this 

revelation of Jesus’ glory, the Father’s voice from heaven had commanded these three disciples 

to “listen to him,” especially to what he had recently told them about his coming suffering, 

death, resurrection, and exaltation, and about what it means to follow him.  

While Peter, James, and John kept this experience to themselves until after Jesus’ 

resurrection, just as he had commanded them to do, you can be sure that it was constantly on 

their minds as they mulled it over and discussed its meaning time and again.2 They had seen his 

glory. They could never see him in quite the same way again! 
 

Eyewitnesses 

Now ancient Christian scholars almost universally held that Mark’s account of the Gospel 
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was based on Peter’s teaching and recollections.3 

If that’s the case, then what Mark reports to us is based on Peter’s recollection of Jesus’ 

transfiguration. It was his eyewitness account. 

In 2 Peter 1:16, Peter said that they had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. Think about that 

description for a minute.  

What was it that he and James and John saw? How did they see Jesus that day? How did 

Peter describe his and James and John’s experience on the mountain?  

When God briefly pulled back the veil between time and eternity, and Jesus was transfigured, 

what did they see? They saw his majesty, his majestic glory that his incarnation temporarily 

veiled! They saw that as the Messiah, he was more than a man. He was divine! His eternal divine 

glory was veiled by his human flesh in his incarnation until his resurrection when his body was 

transformed and his ascension when he was exalted in glory. They witnessed his divine majesty 

and glory!  

As Peter tells about this in his second letter, his purpose is to emphasize to his readers that 

when he and the other apostles told them about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ in power, 

they were not following cleverly devised stories or myths (RSV, NRSV, ESV) or fables (KJV, 

NKJV). No, they saw it themselves, they were eyewitnesses (not just one, or two, but three of 

them!) to what he said and did, and to what happened on the mountain that day! The saw his 

majesty and glory firsthand with their own eyes, as God pulled back the veil for those few 

fleeting moments. They themselves heard with their own ears God’s voice from heaven, from 

the Majestic Glory, giving honor and glory to Jesus as he declared, “This is my Son, whom I 

love; with him I am well pleased” (2 Peter 1:16-18). 

 

 So, brothers and sisters, when we hear this eyewitness testimony of the apostles in the New 

Testament, or should the veil be pulled back, and the portal opened to us for a fleeting moment, 

and we see him as he really is, remember these words from the Father: “This is my Son, whom 

I love. Listen to him!” (9:7).  

MEG 

 

 
1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® 

(2011 edition). 
2 These commentaries were helpful in my interpretation of this text: James A. Brooks, “Mark,” in The New 

American Commentary: An Exegetical and Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture, Vol. 23 (Nashville: Broadman, 

1991); Sharyn Dowd, Reading Mark: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Second Gospel (Macon, GA: 

Smyth & Helwys, 2000); Robert H. Stein, “Luke,” in The New American Commentary: An Exegetical and 

Theological Exposition of Holy Scripture, Vol. 24 (Nashville: Broadman, 1992); Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke: 

A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Third Gospel (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2002); Malcolm O. 

Tolbert, “Luke,” in The Broadman Bible Commentary, Vol. 9 (Nashville: Broadman, 1970). 
3 Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, New Testament II, Mark, Thomas C. Oden and Christopher A. 

Hall, eds. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), xxi-xxviii. 


