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Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and his brother John and led them up a high 
mountain, by themselves.  And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, 
and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, 
talking with him.  Then Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here; if you wish, I will 
make three dwellings here, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”  While he was still 
speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud a voice said, “This is 
my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen to him.” When the disciples heard this, 
they fell to the ground and were overcome with fear. But Jesus came and touched them, saying, 
“Get up and do not be afraid.” And when they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus himself 
alone.  As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus ordered them, “Tell no one about the 
vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from the dead.” 
 
 If you are a news junkie like I am, I suspect that you have been glued to your 

favorite screen watching your favorite news source lately. There is something 

fascinating about this transition as one administration moves out and another 

administration moves into the White House. 

 Moving Day at the White House has been a barometer of our success as a nation. 

I’m sure you remember the words of George Washington who said, “What is most 

important in this grand experiment, the United States, is not the election of the first 

president but the election of its second president. The peaceful transition of power is 

what will separate this country from every other country in the world.” 

 Washington was in the room to see it happen. George Washington was not a 

candidate in 1796. When the Electoral College votes were tallied, John Adams the 

Federalist candidate had 71 votes and became President while his Republican rival 

Thomas Jefferson received 68 votes and became Vice President. On Inauguration Day, 

March 4, Washington, Adams, and Jefferson entered Congress Hall in Philadelphia – 

then the nation’s capital. It was there that John Adams took the oath of office as the 

new president of the United States. Afterward, as they got ready to leave, the story 
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goes that Adams stepped aside at the door to allow Washington to go through first. But 

Washington was well aware of the historic significance of the moment. He stopped 

and asked Adams to leave first. After all, he said, Adams was now president of the 

United States, and Washington was now just a private citizen. Adams led, followed by 

Jefferson, and Washington went last. 

 That moment marked the first time in human political history that power was 

transferred between two common citizens without the death or violent overthrow of 

the person losing power. 

 The three servants of God standing on the mountain together in our scripture 

today represents another memorable summit. There was Moses who delivered the Law 

of God to a rag tag coalition of former slaves selected by God for a holy mission. 

There was Elijah the fearless prophet who had defeated 450 pagan priests at Mount 

Carmel, and there was Jesus, the God’s Word-made-flesh-and-blood. Three of the four 

gospels record this meeting on the mountain. The Book of Common Prayer suggests 

that we consider this scripture on the Sunday before the season of Lent because it is 

after this event in the public ministry of Jesus that he sets his face for Jerusalem. 

Surely those who intend to take up a cross and follow Jesus through the season of Lent 

need to experience the glory of Christ before the journey begins. 

 I learned something this week while I was working on this sermon. First let me 

tell you about a trip to Jerusalem with members of Cypress Creek Christian Church. It 

was in June and our tour guide explained that morning that there would be crowds in 

the city early in the morning coming from cruise ships docking at Tel Aviv so that 

passengers could make a day trip to Jerusalem. In order to avoid some of the 

congestion on the Via de la Rosa, our tour guide who was not a religious man 

proposed that we begin at the last station of the cross and visit the stations in reverse 

order. It made perfect sense to him. Did I mention that he was not a religious man? 
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If a trip to Jerusalem in still on your bucket list, let me encourage you to make that 

holy pilgrimage properly and not like a salmon swimming upstream. 

In the same way, it’s tempting for 21st century Christians to read the gospels 

through the lens of the resurrection. For example, we come to the passage in front of 

us this morning, the story of the Transfiguration of Christ, and think, “Well, of course 

Jesus could summon Moses and Elijah and anyone he wanted to talk to meet with 

living or dead. He was divine after all. But the witness of the gospels existed centuries 

long before any Christian doctrine of incarnation—the teaching that Jesus was fully 

human and fully divine. The way Matthew tells this story, the manner in which it was 

received by the early church, is not a story about the divinity of Christ. All that will 

come later. Matthew wants us to understand that Jesus is the Messiah, that he is the 

one God has promised who will claim the throne of King David. 

 Here’s how we know that Matthew offers this account as a Messiah story: 

1. Matthew tells us in verse 2 that Jesus’ face “shone like the sun.” It is the same 

language Matthew uses in chapter 13 when Jesus explains the parable of the 

weeds. Jesus tells the crowd in chapter 13 verse 43 that the righteous “will shine 

like the sun in the kingdom of their Father.” When Jesus’ own face shines like 

the sun it is because he is righteous not divine. This righteousness is what 

qualifies Jesus (in the words of Hebrews 12:2) to be “the pioneer and perfecter 

of our faith.” That’s clue #1. 

2. We know this is a Messiah story because Jesus is completely passive in this 

story. It is a summit meeting. Jesus confers with two colleagues, all three of 

them headliners to be sure, but they’re just talking. No divine power is exhibited 

by Jesus. 
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3. Finally, we know this is a Messiah story because of how the disciples react to 

what is happening. You know that in scripture there is always abject terror when 

humans come into the presence of Almighty God. We see that happen in verse 5. 

While Peter was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them and 

from the cloud a voice said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with him I am well 

pleased. Listen to him!” When the disciples heard this, they fell to the ground and 

were overcome with fear. 

The fear comes with God’s voice but prior to that the disciples are calm observers, 

they are independent witnesses, they are not afraid. 

 For Matthew, this is most definitely a Messiah story. We are encouraged to 

receive this testimony in the same way Matthew offers it. 

 Did you notice the word Jesus uses as he and his disciples head back down the 

mountain? Jesus refers to what happened as a vision. 

Verse 9: “Tell no one about the vision until after the Son of Man has been raised from 

the dead.” 

That particular word “vision” is unique to Matthew who suggests that day at the 

summit God gives to Peter, James and John the ability to see what might otherwise be 

invisible to humans. This word for “seeing” that Matthew uses is the same one used by 

Stephen in Acts 7:31 when he tells the story of God’s call to Moses who sees/has a 

vision of a bush that burns but is not consumed. There are times, it seems, when our 

gracious and miraculous God gives to his children the ability to see for just a moment 

that God is present, that God is at work nearby. It is holy ground. 

 Matthew tells us that the three disciples could see Moses, Elijah and Jesus at 

their summit but Luke adds that Peter, James and John could also hear that Moses and 

Elijah were talking with Jesus about his departure. Of course on their way down the 

mountain Jesus swore his disciples to silence until after the resurrection. But imagine 
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how important this story was following the resurrection as the apostles and other 

followers of the risen Christ tried to piece together what had happened. When Peter, 

James and John shared this account it confirms that what seems confusing was all part 

of God’s plan. Even Moses and Elijah were in on it. They knew in advance how God 

was going to bring salvation to the world. 

 Can you think of a time when God gave you the ability to see in a particular way 

that God at work around you, when for an instant you had a glimpse of the kingdom 

here on earth? That’s what we pray for every Sunday. God, let your kingdom come on 

earth. I believe it is the work of the Holy Spirit to keep us alert, to nudge us awake so 

that we won’t miss what God is doing. 

 Let me give you an example of what I’m talking about. Twenty years ago not 

long after I had graduated from seminary I planned a summer mission trip for adults 

and high school students from First Christian Church in Duncanville. We would travel 

to the Four Corners area near Bloomfield, New Mexico and spend a week at a school 

on a Navajo reservation. We would have assorted work projects during the day and at 

night various artists from the local tribe would teach us to make some of their 

beautiful crafts. We were so excited and did a lot of research in the weeks before the 

trip. One more detail—we would share the week with a mission team from a Disciple 

congregation in Ohio. They were making their second or third trip to this location, to 

work with this same community, and their pastor assured me that he would have all 

the details planned by the time we arrived. 

 Turns out that was code language for “we’ll take the interesting work and give 

you what’s left over” and “maybe there won’t be any supplies for what you need to 

do.” Every morning after breakfast I would have to run after the pastor as he was 

loading his kids into the vans to ask him about our assignment. The worst assignments 

were the result of a million government regulations regarding construction on 
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reservations. For example, a swing set had been installed on the playground the 

previous summer and now it needed to be moved 3 inches to the right in order to be 

the authorized distance for the sidewalk. 

 I was disappointed that we didn’t mix the two mission teams together so that we 

would get to know each other during the week. I was frustrated by the busy work 

related to government regulations. (We also had to repaint all the curbs with the 

regulation yellow paint.) I was irritated by the complete absence of collaboration on 

the part of the other pastor who didn’t believe in communicating anything in advance. 

By the middle of the week I was ready to give our mission a C- and I was ready to 

head for home. 

 That night after supper I sat on a bench waiting for the evening workshops to 

begin. For just a moment or two I took a break from trying to fix things. And here’s 

what I saw: 

 The women from our group were scattered across the lawn, sitting on benches 

with women from the tribe, enjoying the evening breeze and talking and laughing 

together. Over on the playground our teenagers were pushing Navajo children on 

swings and playing a game of tag. Men from both groups were swapping stories on the 

porch and helping the artists carry supplies into the rooms for the workshops. In the 

distance I could see the moon rising over one of mesas which are sacred mountains 

linked to the Navajo creation story. In that moment I could see that God had been at 

work among us along. 

 As we prepare to move into the holy season of Lent, may God give to each of us 

the ability to see and the willingness to participate in his kingdom unfolding all around 

us. 


