A Master Like No Other #10

“One Brief Shining Moment”

Matthew 17:1-8; Mark 9:2-8; Luke 9:28-36
On the twenty-year anniversary of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, a book was published with the title, One Brief Shining Moment. For many who lived during that time, the sudden end of Kennedy’s life and presidency was a tragedy, leaving many to wonder what might have been.

Not to stretch the comparison too much, some folks in the first century may have felt the same way about Jesus of Nazareth. Here was a young, energetic leader who spoke powerfully, filling people with promise and hope of a brighter future. Their time on the stage of history was similar—three years, give or take a few months—and their deaths were violent, unexpected, and seemingly unnecessary.

Except in the case of Jesus. His death was neither unexpected nor unnecessary. In fact, His death was the foremost reason He came to earth. But before His death, Jesus let a few of His disciples in on a magnificent display of His glory—one brief, shining moment, you might say. This event is recorded in the first three gospels—in Matthew 17, Mark 9, and Luke 9—but is not covered in the fourth gospel. Yet many years later, John recalled this event as the Spirit guided him to write in John 1:14, “We have seen his glory, the glory of the only begotten, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”

One scholar writes, “This glorious transformation of the appearance of Christ is the most significant event between his birth and passion.”
 Another adds, “The transfiguration of Jesus Christ is one of the most astonishing and perplexing of his earthly experiences. It is the one occasion in which the bright beams of His divine glory blazed through the sackcloth covering of His humanity.”

Yet few sermons are based on this noteworthy event in the life of our Lord. I don’t believe I have ever preached about this occurrence, and I can’t recall too many messages I have heard from any of these texts.

Perhaps this is because it is, to borrow from the above quote, as “perplexing” and it is “astonishing.” I’ve known about the transfiguration of Jesus for many years, but not until this past week did I dig into what actually happened, why it happened, and how it is applicable to us. I’d like to share with you what I discovered.

The Manifestation of the Transfiguration 

We begin with the manifestation of the transfiguration, dealing with such issues as where it happened, when it happened, and what actually took place.

Where did this occur? Matthew and Mark record that Jesus took His disciples to a “high mountain,” whereas Luke merely says, “a mountain.” Before we get into specifics, Max Lucado makes this observation:

The high points of Scripture seem to occur on the high points of earth. Abraham offering Isaac on Mount Moriah. Moses witnessing the burning bush on Mount Sinai. Elijah ascending to heaven from Horeb. Christ redeeming humanity on a hill called Calvary.

Traditionally the “mount of transfiguration” was identified with Mount Tabor, located on the border between Judea and Samaria. Modern scholars reject this, though, since the context of this story occurs in Caesarea Philippi (north of Galilee) while Mount Tabor is south of Galilee. Furthermore, it is not at all “high” (about 1,900 feet), and  according to Josephus it had a walled fortress at its summit.
 Not exactly the kind of place Jesus would take His disciples for some private time!

A couple of scholars propose Mount Miron, the highest mountain within Israel 3,926 feet above sea level, and on the way from Caesarea Philippi to Capernaum.
 But most point to Mount Hermon, immediately north of Caesarea Philippi, “whose snowy majesty towered over them 9,101 feet above sea-level. Often they had seen its cool heights more than a hundred miles away through the shimmering heat of Jericho and the Jordan Valley or reflected in the waters of the Lake of Galilee.”
 Mount Hermon was actually visible from the Dead Sea, over one hundred miles away!
 

While the answer to the question, “Where did this take place?” is varied, there is little doubt as to when it happened. Matthew and Mark state that the Transfiguration took place “six days later” than the events described previously, while Luke says “some eight days after.” There is no contradiction; Luke’s statement is the Jewish equivalent of “about a week later.”
 So this happened just a week after the famous incident at Caesarea Philippi where Peter had made that great confession: Jesus had asked who the disciples thought Jesus was, and Peter had blurted out, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”
 Of course, a very short time later Jesus had to rebuke Peter for trying to prevent Him from going to the cross, saying, “Get behind me, Satan!” Then Jesus described to His disciples that following Him would mean rejection and suffering in this life, similar to how He would be treated in Jerusalem.

At the end of that teaching, Jesus made a perplexing statement: “I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Matthew 16:28). Because of the chapter break immediately following this verse, we may not attach one with the other. But in fact Matthew 17:1–8 forms a unity with Matthew 16:28. Mark 9:1–7 makes plain that this is the way it should be read. Jesus said that some who were listening to Him would see His glory before they died, and His transfiguration followed soon after as the fulfillment of His statement.
 This all happened about a week after the conversation about who they thought Jesus was.

Now we get to what happened. Both Matthew and Mark state, “There he was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes became as white as the light.” Transfigured? What does that mean? Basically, that His appearance changed. For one brief shining moment, Peter, James, and John saw Jesus in His glorified state.
 

But there’s more. According to Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest,

The word “transfigured” is the translation of metamorphoomai [from which we get the word “metamorphosis”]. The simple verb refers to the act of giving outward expression of one’s inner character, that outward expression coming from and being truly representative of that inner character.

This Greek verb occurs only four times in the Bible (Matthew 17:2; Mark 9:2; Romans 12:2; and 2 Corinthians 3:18), and each time it means a radical transformation.
 This was an actual physical change in the bodily appearance of Jesus, not caused by some outward reflection upon Him, but by the shining forth of His deity from within.
 Hence C. S. Lewis speaks of “The Metamorphosis of Jesus” in referring to this event.

If the transfiguration of Jesus was a radical change, how do we describe what took place? How did He change? Lucado writes, “At some point while praying, the gentle carpenter who ate matzos and shish kebabs and spoke with a Galilean accent erupted into a cosmic figure of light.”
 Walter Kaiser adds, 

Thus, for a brief moment, the Shekinah glory itself broke out on the one who Himself was and is the glory of God. This was only a brief anticipation of that glory that was soon to be His on a permanent basis—a glory which He had had with the Father, but which He had voluntarily laid aside until He had finished the work His Father had sent Him to do.

Jesus was also joined by Moses and Elijah, whom Lucado describes as “the Washington and Lincoln of the Jewish people.”
 Commentators speculate as to why Moses and Elijah are featured and not other Old Testament notables. I agree with those who point to Moses representing the Law while Elijah represents the Prophets—the two major divisions of the Hebrew Scriptures. The two represent a way of saying that the whole of the Old Testament revelation found its fulfillment in Jesus.

These three—Jesus, Moses, and Elijah—were involved in a conversation when Peter, James, and John awoke from sleep and saw them. Luke records in verse 31, “They spoke about [Jesus’] departure, which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem.” Of course, we understand this to mean Jesus’ impending death on the cross, but the term used here is actually the Greek word for “exodus.” Peter employed the same term in 2 Peter 1:15, also referencing death. Jesus did not consider His death on the cross a defeat; rather, it was an “exodus”—He would deliver His people from bondage the way Moses delivered Israel from Egypt!
 His death was no accident; it was an accomplishment.

This would not have been a topic of passing interest for Moses and Elijah. Their own salvation, just as much as ours, depended on the outcome of what took place on the cross in Jerusalem. Their only hope lay where ours does—not in the merits of their deeds, but in the work of Christ on their behalf.

In the midst of the conversation, Peter speaks up. He didn’t know what to say, but he said it anyway! As Lucado quips, “Fire on the mountain became foot in the mouth.”
 He proposed building dwellings for these three distinguished persons on the mountain, to hold on to this moment of glory as long as possible.

Before he had finished speaking, a cloud descended and a voice came from it saying, “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” The full sense of listening includes obeying. When God is involved, the only true hearing is obedient hearing.
 Then, very significantly, Mark concludes, “Suddenly, when they looked around, they no longer saw anyone with them except Jesus.” The brief, shining moment had passed. 
The Meaning of the Transfiguration

So if this is what happened, why did it happen? What is the meaning of the transfiguration of Jesus? Three truths emerge from this incident.

First, the transfiguration speaks of the person of Christ. If the disciples had any doubts as to who Jesus was, this dispelled them. They saw Christ’s deity displayed as the glory of His divine person shone right through His natural body.
 They heard the voice from Heaven identify Jesus as the one and only Son of God. Hence John writes in John 1:14, “We have seen his glory, the glory of the only begotten, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” This was no mere man; this was God the Son in the flesh!

Second, the transfiguration speaks of the purpose of Christ. Jesus was well aware of what awaited Him in Jerusalem, and He had been sharing those details with the Twelve. This was the Father’s way of strengthening His Son for that terrible ordeal of being the sacrifice for the sins of the world. The Law and the Prophets (Moses and Elijah) pointed to His ministry, and now He would fulfill those Scriptures. The Father spoke from Heaven and assured the Son of His love and approval.

Third, the transfiguration speaks of the preeminence of Christ. Matthew records the words from Heaven as,  “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. Hear Him!” The word “beloved” means “priceless” and “unique.” There is none other like Christ. Not Moses. Not Elijah. Not Peter. Not Zoroaster, Buddha, or Muhammad. No one in heaven or on earth. Jesus, the Father declared, is not “a son” or even “the best of all sons.” He is the “beloved Son”

As great as Moses and Elijah were, Jesus outstripped them. If Moses and Elijah once witnessed God’s glory, Jesus was so transfigured that He displayed it. His were the clothes that “became as white as the light” and Moses and Elijah were talking with him. When the disciples were prepared to erect three shelters, lumping Moses, Jesus, and Elijah together, they are firmly told: “This is my Son, whom I love.... Listen to him!” And when the terror of the disciples slowly dissipated, they saw “no one except Jesus.” Jesus was central, and in certain respects He superseded the law and the prophets, while still being linked with them.

The Message of the Transfiguration

Finally we come to the message of the transfiguration, answering the question, “So what does this have to do with us?” I’d like to leave you with two truths.

First, one day we will be transfigured like Christ. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:51-53,

Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.

Notice the repetition of the word “changed.” This speaks of the resurrection, when our earthly, mortal bodies will be swapped out for eternal, glorified bodies. How do we know that we will have the same kind of body Jesus had? Philippians 3:21 speaks of Jesus, “who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.” The word “change” means to transfigure. The word “change” could not refer to the spiritual part of man, for, as Wuest says, “The word ‘change’ is the translation of a Greek word which speaks of an expression which is assumed from the outside, which act brings about a change of outward expression.”
 We’re talking about our human bodies, folks! It will be similar in that it will be recognizable (just as Jesus, Moses, and Elijah were to the disciples), but wonderfully changed. Hence death need not be feared by the Christian.

Yet, in another sense, today we are being transfigured like Christ. Earlier I mentioned the four occurrences of the Greek verb meaning metamorphosis. Two of them appear in Matthew and Mark, describing this incident, but the other two are found in the writings of Paul dealing with the Christian life on earth.

The first is found in Romans 12:2, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” The word rendered “transformed” is the same Greek word for “transfigured” in the Gospels. Instead of being conformed to the world from the outside in—“Don’t allow the world to squeeze you into its mold,” J. B. Phillips paraphrases—we are to be transformed from the inside out.

How is that done? We read in 2 Corinthians 3:18, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” Once again the Greek term is translated “transformed.” Notice that we do not perform the transformation ourselves; we are “being transformed.” By whom? This “comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” In other words, this transfiguration is something done to us by the Holy Spirit who lives within us. I like how Wiersbe summarizes this verse: “When the child of God looks into the Word of God [the glass, the mirror], he sees the Son of God, and he is transformed by the Spirit of God to share in the glory of God!”
 The more we become like Christ, the more His image becomes apparent in our lives. I am not suggesting that we will begin to physically glow, but rather His characteristics will become increasingly evident in our lives.

No wonder Paul could write in Philippians 1:21, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” Christians are in a no-lose situation! Whether we live or die, we are being changed into the image of Jesus. The best part is, according to Wiersbe,

We do not have to wait for heaven to share in this “transfiguration glory.” When we surrender ourselves to God, He will “transfigure” our minds. As we yield to the Spirit of God, He changes (transfigures) us “from glory to glory.” As we look into the Word of God, we see the Son of God and are transfigured by the Spirit of God into the glory of God.

What happened on the Mount of Transfiguration was one brief shining moment when Jesus’ divine glory was manifested. Our transfiguration is both a future hope and a present reality. While we live on earth, we are gradually transformed into the likeness of our Lord. One day, when Jesus returns, we will be instantly transfigured into a glorified version of this earthly body and be with the Lord forever.

Is your life being changed?
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