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Luke 9:28–36 

―28 About eight days after Jesus said this, he took Peter, John and James with him and went 
up onto a mountain to pray. 29 As he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and 
his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning. 30 Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared 
in glorious splendor, talking with Jesus. 31 They spoke about his departure, which he was 
about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem. 32 Peter and his companions were very sleepy, but 
when they became fully awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him. 33 As 
the men were leaving Jesus, Peter said to him, ―Master, it is good for us to be here. Let us 
put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.‖ (He did not know what 
he was saying.) 34 While he was speaking, a cloud appeared and covered them, and they 
were afraid as they entered the cloud. 35 A voice came from the cloud, saying, ―This is my 
Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.‖ 36 When the voice had spoken, they found that 
Jesus was alone. The disciples kept this to themselves and did not tell anyone at that time 
what they had seen.‖ 

 

On this second Sunday in Lent, I have chosen to talk about the Transfiguration of Jesus 
Christ.  In some ways, it is one of the most difficult passages in the whole of the gospels: 

 

 we discover characters from the Old Testament, alive and present in the New 
Testament 

 to handle the complexity, it has been thought of by some as a post-resurrection 
account 

 it is visionary in content and hence its language is very subjective … and difficult for 
us to imagine. 

  

To help my own understanding of what it has to say to us, I link it to Paul‘s practical words 
about the implications of reflecting the glory of God. 

  

I will return to that in a moment, but firstly let me tell you that my wife and I went out on a 
date on Valentine‘s Day to the Sydney Entertainment Centre to hear Carole King in concert.  
Before the concert, we walked around Darling Harbour and the number of young men 
walking with their partners carrying red roses was breathtaking.  The sales persons who had 
been selling roses must have had a good day! 

  

This reminded me of the story of the inattentive, workaholic husband who suddenly decided 
to surprise his wife with a night to remember.  He went to the department store and bought 
her the expensive dress she had been admiring.  He bought her a large bottle of perfume to 
go with it.  He ordered tickets for a play she had wanted to see for some time … and bought 
two dozen red roses, which he carried home under his arm. 

  

Upon arriving home, he exploded through the door, hugged his wife affectionately and told 
her what he had done.  ‗I just want you to know that I love you; I appreciate you; I adore you.



 
 

 
 

Instead of melting into her husband‘s arms, his wife started screaming at the top of her voice.  
‗This has been the worst day of my life,‘ she said.  ‗It was awful at the office.  We lost our   

biggest account; my colleagues have been obnoxious; clients have been totally 
unreasonable.  I came home to find the kids had broken my favourite lamp; the babysitter is 
quitting; the water heater has broken; and now, surprise of surprises, my normally sober 
husband has come home drunk.‘ 

  

Most of us are a little circumspect about surprises.  If things seem to be too good to be true, 
they usually are!  We even feel that way about religion.  Many of us in our own tradition like 
things to be done with decency and in order, so when the Bible starts talking about 
transfiguration and radiant faces in the context of glowing garments and visitors that have 
died, we are more than a little cautious. 

  

What is going on here?  Would someone explain it to us so we can get our twenty-first 
century minds around it?  All along the question remains:  Are we willing to let ourselves be 
engulfed in mystery, inspired by glory, transformed by encounters of a divine kind?  That‘s 
what the transfiguration of Jesus is all about. 

  

Let me take a closer look at this passage and ask whether the glory we see is fleeting and 
only here for a moment … or is it the kind that is enduring; that will outlast those things which 
are temporary and only for the moment. 

  

Recently I had to renew my driving licence and, as I looked at the photo, the thought came to 
mind:  ‗If you look like the picture on your passport or your driving licence, you ought not to 
be travelling or driving!‘ 

  

Our faces tell a story.  The experiences you have been through will shape your appearance.  
I know people who have been through ordeals that are reflected in their faces: 

 

 I think of the woman whose husband was in prison  

 I think of a person whose children had deserted her  

 I think of a wife whose husband is violent to her. 

  

On this Sunday, I refer to three scriptures:  Firstly, I reflect on the Old Testament.  Moses 
comes down from Mount Sinai with the tablets of stone, the Ten Commandments in each 
arm.  The people didn‘t notice the tablets because they were captivated by his face.  They 
knew something had happened and they could see it upon his face.  We are told Moses did 
not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God. 

  

In 2 Corinthians, Paul takes the Old Testament story and refers to the fact that Moses had to 
wear a veil over his face because people were afraid to look at him.  He goes on to say that 
we do not have our faces covered and continues, ‗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.‘  (2 Corinthians 3:18) 

  

Friedrich Nietzsche was a great critic of the Christian faith.  He said, ‗Christians ought to look 
more like the redeemed.‘  What is often not known is that he was brought up in church, the 
son of a Lutheran minister … he had obviously observed that what people see on the faces 
of Christians is very often not the glory of God. 

  

This passage in Luke‘s gospel is often considered just prior to Ash Wednesday and our 
Lenten season, but I want to preach it as part of our journey to the cross. 

  

Peter, James and John are with Jesus on the mountainside.  As he prays, his face is 
transfigured.  What we have come to know as ‗The Transfiguration‘ is a glimpse into what the 



 
 

 
 

future holds for Jesus—both in terms of suffering and glory—it acts as a confirmation to the 
disciples that he really is the Christ, the Son of God. 

  

This is the glory of what God is like 

  

The disciples find themselves not only in the presence of Jesus, but also the two most 
significant figures of the Old Testament:  Moses, who represents the Law, and Elijah, who 
represents the prophets. 

  

Peter wanted to capture the moment for all time and keep it in some physical way, but 
neither he nor we can do that. 

  

It is little wonder that the disciples wanted to build booths and stay on the mountainside in 
the presence of Jesus, Moses and Elijah.  Unfortunately, they are not given that option. 

  

Luke doesn‘t tell us how the face of Jesus changed, simply that it did.  He probably wants to 
communicate that it shone with the luminous transparency of God‘s majesty. 

  

Matthew, Mark and Luke tell the transfiguration incident with an almost equal amount of 
detail.  It is worth drawing our attention to the fact that each begins with something that is 
more than a passing mention of time … ‗About eight days…‘ 

  

This reference invites us to look over our shoulders in the gospel journey.  Earlier Jesus had 
asked his disciples what people were saying about him.  In response, Peter made his 
remarkable confession.  This is one of the great crescendo moments in the gospel as the 
Apostle declares that he is ‗God‘s Messiah‘ (Luke 9:20). 

  

Immediately Jesus leads them from such heights to what will feel like the lowest of depths.  
He tells them firstly not to share this with anyone and then, ‗The Son of Man must suffer 
many things and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and 
he must be killed and on the third day raised to life.‘ (Luke 9:21–22) 

  

This is part of our Lenten journey and our preparation for Easter, for the link between 
suffering and glory is deeply profound.  The distance between Good Friday and Easter Day 
is not merely a reflection on the ministry of Jesus, but a description of what life is like for so 
many. 

  

In such a short space of time, the disciples‘ great dream must have felt shattered.  There are 
no incidents recorded in the gospels between such a high moment of confession and the 
glory which is revealed on the mountainside. 

  

We can relate to this, I am sure: 

 

 high moments can be dashed and filled with disappointment  

 in the middle of our long nights, God gives us hope  

 dispirited lives can be renewed. 

  

The experience on the Mount of Transfiguration restored the disciples‘ sense of confidence 
and, particularly for this inner-circle of leaders, it was essential … for what they saw would 
sustain them in the days that lay ahead.  The experience enabled them to keep to the 
instruction that Jesus had earlier given them. 

‗The disciples kept this to themselves and did not tell anyone at that time what they had 
seen.‘ (Luke 9:36)  

 

 



 
 

 
 

This is the glory that calls for silence 

  

There seems to be little opportunity to escape noise in our world.  However, we are 
sometimes brought to a place of silence because the experience of God is too expansive or, 
to use a word that I don‘t often employ because of its misuse, ‗awesome‘ … and at the same 
time so ‗private‘ that it is hard to even begin to put it into terms that can be understood by all. 

  

Doubtless the disciples were stunned by what they saw.  For gospel readers, the voice from 
the heavens strikes memory chords, for we recall it at the baptism of Jesus. 

  

‗Glory‘ somehow describes the scene … and, as all house-hunters know, ‗location, location, 
location‘ is a priority … and here on a high mountain, we cannot help but perceive that 
something of supreme importance is happening. 

  

There are times which escape simple definition.  What was there to say?  There are 
experiences for which words are inadequate.  Just consider for a moment: 

 

 how can words express what you feel when you hold a new-born baby?  

 what words are adequate to comfort one who has lost their life‘s partner?  

 what can you say in the presence of the Living God? 

  

It should not surprise us that Luke tells us they ‗kept silence‘  and did not tell others … 
though it is of more than passing interest that we read in 2 Peter, words written to a suffering 
community:  

‗… but we were eye witnesses of his majesty.  He received honour and glory from God the 
Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying ―This is my Son, whom I 
love; with whom I am well pleased.‖  We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven 
when we were with him on the sacred mountain.‘ (2 Peter 1:16–18) 

  

Ralph Harper writes, ‗We know that serious things have to be done in silence.  In silence 
people love, pray, listen, compose, paint, write, think, and suffer.‘ 

  

Too many of us are afraid of silence.  We grow uncomfortable as the conversation wains.  
But there are occasions that demand silence … and silence is the best response when: 

 

 a moment exceeds our understanding  

 we are in the presence of someone greater than ourselves  

 we hear the call of God. 

  

One writer suggests that ‗the silence acknowledges the mystery of the event and the 
magnitude of its implications.‘ 

  

It is interesting to consider that we are called to ‗tell out‘ the good news … and yet the 
inspiration and source of the enthusiasm to do this lies in the intimate call of God in our lives 
that is often explored in a place that is beyond mere words. 

  

This glory has mulitple layers of meaning and endures for all time 

  

We live in a world which frequently wants to replicate those things which simply cannot be 
repeated.  We do it because we are part of a culture which copies for our own benefit.   

 

This incident is of huge importance in the gospels and is not a moment that can be captured 
by either mind or heart … but it can—and does—inspire our minds to understand the reason 



 
 

 
 

for our compassion for the world … and our hearts to reach out with hope and purpose, 
offering an alternative to the constant bad news and self-centredness of our world. 

All of us can gain fresh and invigorating power by uncovering the multiple layers of meaning 
and applying them to our own lives. 

  

Mountains are, of course, powerful metaphors of life: 

 

 seeking the summit can imply a quest to reach out for all that we can be 

 seeking the summit can often involve risks … there are far too many examples of 
those who have lost their lives in the quest for that which is beyond them 

 Jesus chooses the mountainside, just as he does at Gethsemane prior to his death. 

  

How can we avoid the words of Martin Luther King, who talked about having been to the 
mountain top and seeing the Promised Land?   

 

One person in a time of great need offered this prayer.  ‗God grant me to be silent before you 
that I may hear you, at rest in you that you may work in me, open to you that you may enter, 
empty before you that you may fill me.  Let me be still and know that you are my God.‘ 

  

I began by asking whether this glory is fleeting or enduring.  What this inner-circle of disciples 
experience on the mountainside was not a vision that would fade, but that which remained 
the anchor for their lives.  The three of them would have to face some of the most 
challenging experience, if not the most challenging that Christians would ever have to 
confront. 

  

When we really have a vision of the glory of God, we begin to see his glory all around us in: 

 

 the impossible circumstances of our own lives  

 the intricate complexity of the lives of others  

 the intense call to a broken world. 

  

In one sense, the glory of God is fully expressible, but its power to transform the way we see 
the world is earth-shattering. 

 


