THE TRANSFIGURATION OF JESUS
Mark 9:2-13

Key Verse: 9:2

“After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John

with him and led them up a high mountain, where

they were all alone. There he was transfigured before them.”


What is the glory we see in Jesus? In this passage, Jesus revealed his glory to his disciples, especially Peter, James and John. It is the story of the transfiguration of Jesus. It is the story of Jesus talking with Moses and Elijah in front of his disciples. It is the one story in Mark’s gospel that reveals a peek of Jesus in this way. Then what is so glorious about this Jesus, who was transfigured before them? How can we see the glory of the Son today?

I.  “This is my Son; listen to him” (2-8)


Verse 2 begins with the words, “After six days.” What does this refer to? Most likely this was six days after Peter confessed Jesus to be the Christ, and after Jesus began to teach them the truth of the suffering and rejection of the Son of Man. Jesus’ initial teaching of the truth of the Son of Man was met with resistance and rejection even by Peter—the very one who confessed him to be the Christ. But Jesus would teach them the truth continually. From the time of Peter’s confession, Jesus moved in one direction, toward Jerusalem and the cross. Along the way he continually taught the truth of the Son of Man to his disciples, who could not understand the teaching. They were now six days into this phase of Jesus’ teaching and ministry. 

Now, at the first part of this last journey to Jerusalem and his suffering, Jesus brought his disciples away by themselves, far from Jerusalem. The place where Peter made the confession was 20-25 miles north of Galilee, and they were moving further still. Where were they headed and why? Verse 2a says, “After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led them up a high mountain, where they were all alone.” Jesus took his own to be all alone with him. He took them away from the crowds because he wanted to be alone with them. The mountain referred to here may be Mount Hermon, which was another 5 miles beyond the place where Peter made his confession. In this verse there is the specific mention of three disciples—Peter, James and John—who Jesus now took up this high mountain. Why did Jesus take only these three disciples with him? This was his choice, his sovereign choice. Peter, James and John were the top three of Jesus’ apostles, even among the Twelve. Jesus took them to be all alone with him. Also, verse 2a says, “Jesus led them up a high mountain.” There is a significance in the word “led” here, for up until now, Jesus has been portrayed by Mark as the Son of Man who came to live with his own, as a compassionate shepherd, to teach and to heal. The crowds would come and go, the disciples would follow Jesus, and the Twelve apostles virtually lived with Jesus. The point of all of this may be considered the revelation of Jesus to them as the Christ, for after the confession of Peter, there is a dramatic shift in Mark’s gospel. From this point, Jesus moves with a singular purpose toward Jerusalem and the cross. If the point of the previous chapters has been revelation, the point of the next chapters is fulfillment—the fulfillment of the truth of the Son of Man, who must suffer, be rejected and killed. (8:31) In light of this truth, those who follow Jesus must be led by him, or fall by the wayside, for Jesus will not be deterred from fulfilling the will of God. Those who are led by him to the end will know his glory—the glory of the Son of Man. As a first step, Jesus led Peter, James and John now up a high mountain.


What happened on the high mountain? Verses 2b and 3 say, “There he was transfigured before them. His clothes became dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them.” At this time, Jesus was transfigured. What does it mean to be transfigured? Certainly it was a glimpse of glory that was beyond anything earthly. It is humorous that the author compared his transfigured glory by discussing the appearance of his clothing. Very simply, the appearance of Jesus at this time was indescribable from a human point of view. But as much as it was indescribable, it was also indelible, especially for Peter. This one memory made such a lasting impression on Peter that he remembered it literally forever. When writing his second epistle, late in his life, Peter referred to the time when he was an eyewitness of Jesus’ majesty on the sacred mountain. (2Pe 1:16-18) Before his journey to Jerusalem, before his suffering and crucifixion, Jesus revealed himself to Peter, James and John by being transfigured, that they might see his majesty. Later, all three would testify that the one who was rejected and crucified was himself the Son of God, the Majestic Glory. In the context of Mark’s gospel, this is an absolutely necessary revelation for the understanding of Jesus as the Son of Man. From this point forward, Jesus will teach the disciples, who never understood until later, the truth of the Son of Man, his suffering and rejection. It is the glory of Jesus revealed to them here as the majestic one. How do we reconcile the glory revealed in the transfiguration with that revealed in the crucifixion? This is as impossible as describing transfiguration. To our eyes, and from a human perspective, they are irreconcilable. But to Jesus, the truth of glory revealed in both is exactly the same. What we see then in the truth of the Son of Man is another side of the majestic Son, for it is this same Jesus who now stood before their very eyes, in dazzling brilliance, transfigured.

Who else appeared with Jesus? Verse 4 says, “And there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus.”  What is the significance of these two—Elijah and Moses—appearing with Jesus and talking with him? Of all people in history, why these two? Why not Samuel or David or Abraham? We can’t be certain, but we can learn from the fact that it was Moses and Elijah. First, both Moses and Elijah lived lives of incredible suffering in order to serve God’s calling. Moses spent forty years of his life wandering in the desert with the rebellious people. He delivered the word of God to them, though they resisted and rebelled continually. In the same way, Elijah lived at a time when the kings of Israel did nothing but worship idols. He was called to deliver God’s word to these kings, who only wanted to take his life. At one point, he just wanted to give up, feeling as if he were the only believer left. So the suffering and the loneliness remind us of the truth of the Son of Man. Also, both had departures from this world that were unique. In Deuteronomy, Moses is described as being buried by the Lord himself, and Elijah was described as being taken up to God in a whirlwind. But Moses and Elijah are similar in one more way relevant to this passage: they were both allowed to see God’s glory. The Lord appeared to Moses as the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. (Ex 33:18-19; 34:6-7) This appearance changed Moses from a man who would smash the tablets of stone written by the finger of God when he saw the rebellion of God’s people, to one who bore their rebellion forty years in the desert. In other words, he learned the glory of this God, who certainly reminds us of the Son of Man, Jesus. What did Elijah learn? The glory of the Lord passed by him also. Elijah was a man who was very zealous for the Lord Almighty. But at this time, he learned that the Lord’s glory was not in the powerful wind, or earthquake or fire, but in the gentle whisper. (1Ki 19:11-13) He learned the glory of the God of Israel who had been bearing the idol worship and rejection of his own far longer than Elijah, even from before the time of Moses, but not through destroying them by his almighty power, instead by being faithful to send them suffering prophets like Elijah. Both Moses and Elijah were called to share this glory—the glory of God. Here we learn the necessity of Peter, James and John seeing the Son of Man transfigured. They would participate in his glory in the same way, as testimonies of the glorious Son, who bore the rejection and suffering on himself to death, and in this way revealed himself as the glory—the glory which sustains the life of his people and this world by his suffering. It is not a human glory; it is an indescribable glory. Jesus was calling Peter, James and John by an even greater calling than had Moses and Elijah, for he is the glory which both Moses and Elijah saw and worshiped.

What an unexpectedly beautiful scene! Jesus and Moses and Elijah, talking before them. What did Jesus’ top three disciples, the cream of the crop, think when they saw Jesus transfigured, when they saw him right before them, talking with Moses and Elijah? Did they eavesdrop on the conversation to hear what they were talking about? Look at verses 5 and 6. “Peter said to Jesus, ‘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.’ (He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.)” First, Peter referred to Jesus as, “Rabbi,” or teacher. In light of the fact that Jesus stood transfigured before them talking with Moses and Elijah, he could have chosen a more appropriate title, such as “Lord” or “Christ,” or as he testified later, “Your Majesty.” Second, he made an assumption that they would all be there indefinitely, and suggested that they make shelters. But verse 6 explains this as, “He did not know what to say.” There is no explanation as to why he felt the need to say anything if indeed he didn’t know what to say. They were all frightened. This gives us a beautiful glimpse at Peter, who could overcome his human fears, who could speak when he didn’t know what to say, who wanted to be with Jesus, to stay with Jesus and Moses and Elijah in spite of his ignorance. Peter is a beautiful example of one who wants to be with Jesus, even serve him with his best, even dwell with him now and indefinitely.

From this viewpoint, Peter seems most commendable. But what happened next? Verse 7 says, “Then a cloud appeared and enveloped them, and a voice came from the cloud: ‘This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!’” This is the word of God the Father. This is the confirmation that this Jesus standing before them is the Son of God. He does not belong to this world or to Peter. He is the Son of God, and he is loved by God the Father. What the disciples witnessed in the transfiguration, that indescribable glory, is truly the glory of God, not an earthly thing. How can we ever experience such glory? It is God given, in the words of Jesus, who is the Son of God. Jesus’ word is the word of the Son. Though we are busy to serve him like Peter, to do something to somehow taste his glory, even if it is building a house, the word of God the Father here tells us one more thing. We must listen to the word of Jesus. This is the word Peter needed to hear, for as much as he wanted to be with Jesus, he had no problem taking this same Jesus aside and rebuking him just a week before. To witness the glory of Jesus, it is necessary to know that he is the Son of God. Jesus came to dwell with Peter and James and John, with the Twelve, with this world. He called himself the Son of Man. He would humble himself to call and to serve sinners. But this Jesus is not belong to this earth. This Jesus, this Son of Man, is the Son of God. His words are the words of God. He is the one who is full of heavenly glory, the same glory expressed to us by his coming and his suffering and death. It is this same Jesus who was transfigured. The glory of Jesus is inexplicable, because it is the glory of the Father. Who can explain it? There comes a time when we learn the glory by being quiet, like Moses and Elijah learned, until the truth of the compassionate and gracious God, who bore all of the rejection on himself, until the truth of the Son of Man who suffered, was rejected and killed, becomes for us God’s glory. The call to “listen to him” is the call for us to rest, to take a break from trying to understand the incomprehensible, describe the indescribable, explain the inexplicable, which only serves to make God’s glory a human thing, which it can never be. When we listen to him, the Son of God and Son of Man, we learn his glory, for whom there is no problem reconciling the two, who came that Peter, that we who are definitely of this earth, may be of God. 

Verse 8 says, “Suddenly, when they looked around, they no longer saw anyone with them except Jesus.” The Lord spoke and that was it. His word was the climax and the finale and the point. “Listen to him!” was his command. And just as suddenly there was no more Moses, no more Elijah, no more bright clothing. The three were left with Jesus, and with the command of God to listen to him. From this point on there would be no more transfiguration. But there would be the continual word of Jesus, which they must listen to as a matter of their continual obedience to God. For them his word would most often be incomprehensible. But they were commanded to listen to him, and through listening to him the word would make them new and alive, the testimonies of his glory. Not everyone has the transfiguration, or supernatural revelation of Jesus. But the transfiguration doesn’t give life to us; Jesus’ word gives life. The word of Jesus sustained these three to eternity. According to verse 8, the three disciples weren’t left with the transfigured Jesus, not even a souvenir or patch of dazzling white cloth. In fact, the author says they no longer saw anyone with them except Jesus, not even the transfigured Jesus, but Jesus who called them and led them and would be crucified for them. They had nothing except this Jesus, and he would be the complete revelation of God’s glory to them, his word the words of life for them. The words, “except Jesus,” teach us that he alone is our Son of Man, our revelation of God’s glory, and the words of eternal life. The pursuit of anything other than Jesus and his word is foolish, for his glory is revealed to us fully by his coming and in his word. As the disciples were left with nothing “except Jesus,” we have been given everything we need to discover his complete glory.

II.  Jesus teaches of the Son of Man (9-13)

Verse 9 says, “As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus gave them orders not to tell anyone what they had seen until the Son of Man had risen from the dead.” In this instance Jesus commanded his top three disciples, the ones he called to be his witnesses, the witnesses of his glory, not to speak of this incomparably glorious event until the Son of Man had risen from the dead. Why would Jesus want his top agents to be quiet about such an extraordinary thing? Obviously the message of the transfiguration was not the main point of revealing Jesus and his glory, nor was it a main point of Jesus’ earthly life and ministry. The main point of Jesus’ life and ministry was his coming as the Son of Man to be killed and to rise again. Nothing should ever detract from this, not even the message of his transfiguration or the announcement by the voice of God himself, but rather all things must serve the purpose of revealing the glory of the Son of Man. Jesus commanded his disciples to keep quiet until the message of the transfiguration became for them subservient to the message of death and resurrection.

What did the three do? Look at verse 10. “They kept the matter to themselves, discussing what ‘rising from the dead’ meant.” According to verse 10, Peter, James and John kept the matter of Jesus’ transfigured glory and the voice of God to themselves. They obeyed the voice from heaven to “listen to him,” and in the matter of meeting Moses and Elijah, the dazzling clothes, the voice of God himself, they obeyed Jesus and kept the matter to themselves. This was the beginning for Jesus’ top disciples to listen to him. They began to fear God a little more than their desire to tell everything they saw with commentary. There is a marked change especially in Peter, for he was the one who could rebuke Jesus, he was the one who couldn’t help but interrupt even when transfigured Jesus, Moses and Elijah were talking. Now he kept the matter under wraps in obedience to Jesus, in obedience to the voice of God. What did they discuss among themselves? They discussed what rising from the dead meant. They had no clue. What does it mean, “rising from the dead?” We assume theirs was a stupid question or ignorance, but frankly, we don’t know what rising from the dead means. Nobody saw Jesus rise from the dead. Even later, these three would be left with nothing other than an empty tomb and some neatly folded grave clothes. But later they wouldn’t discuss what rising from the dead meant. Instead they would declare the praises of Jesus. They would testify to his glory, who by his suffering saved this world from the power of sin and death. What have we been pursuing? Is it the meaning of the gospel? Who knows what transfiguration or rising from the dead means? We are not called to pursue the meaning, but to pursue him who revealed himself to us in the gospel. The other matters we can keep to ourselves.

After this, the disciples came to Jesus with a question. “And they asked him, ‘Why do the teachers of the law say that Elijah must come first?’” The disciples had a question about what the teachers of the law said. After all, they were the experts. Now they accepted that Jesus was the Christ. Now they heard from the heavenly voice, “This is my Son.” If Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, then what about what the teachers of the law said regarding Elijah coming first. In fact, the teachers of the law intended to help others recognize the coming of the Christ, the Son of God, by pointing to the Scriptures about his coming. The idea that Elijah comes first is based on the prophecy at the end of the book of Malachi, the last book of the Old Testament. “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.” So the question was based on Scripture, based on prophecy. It was an important question, for God’s word was involved.

Jesus replied, “To be sure, Elijah does come first, and restores all things. Why then is it written that the Son of Man must suffer much and be rejected? But I tell you, Elijah has come, and they have done to him everything they wished, just as it is written about him.” Jesus did not belittle the question, nor did he deny the consequence of the word of God that must be fulfilled. That is why he said, “To be sure.” There is certainly a truth about Elijah and his coming, there is certainly a truth about the restoration which must take place. But for Jesus, Elijah had come, in the order of the prophecy. Most likely Jesus referred here to John the Baptist, who came in the spirit and power of Elijah, and to whom they had done everything they wished. (Mt 17:11-13)

Beyond the prediction or timing of the Son of Man, Jesus taught the truth of the Son of Man, who he is. Knowing the time is different than knowing the Son of Man himself. Knowing what the teachers of the law say is different than knowing the word of God. So Jesus asked them, “Why then is it written that the Son of Man must suffer much and be rejected?” This is the truth of the Son of Man, beyond the prediction of the time of his coming. The Son of Man must suffer much and be rejected. In this truth is the glory of God revealed to us. 

As Jesus taught, he is the Son of Man whose truth is in his suffering and rejection, death and resurrection. That is the truth of his glory. Everyone wants to know the glory of God. We learn from Jesus the Son of Man that his glory is in the truth of his suffering and rejection and death and resurrection. At the same time, this is his glory in the same way as his transfiguration, in the same way as his coming in fulfillment of the word of God. How can we know the glory today, who don’t have the transfiguration? Are we waiting for some display in this life, or waiting on a spectacular second coming? The cross is the glory, the same glory, the heavenly glory that we always become blind to. We have seen the glory of the Son of Man, who suffered and was rejected. This is the truth of God’s glory given to us.

