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Talk on Mark 9: 2-9 – the Transfiguration      ASSF, 14 February 2021 
 
The readings 
 
OLD TESTAMENT - Exodus 24 and 34 selected verses (24:1-2, 15-18, 34:29-30) 
 
24:1Then the LORD said to Moses, “Come up to the LORD, you and Aaron, Nadab and 
Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel. You are to worship at a distance, 2 but Moses alone 
is to approach the LORD; the others must not come near. And the people may not come up 
with him.” 
15 When Moses went up on the mountain, the cloud covered it, 16 and the glory of the LORD 
settled on Mount Sinai. For six days the cloud covered the mountain, and on the seventh day 
the LORD called to Moses from within the cloud. 17 To the Israelites the glory of the LORD 
looked like a consuming fire on top of the mountain. 18 Then Moses entered the cloud as he 
went on up the mountain. And he stayed on the mountain forty days and forty nights. 
34:29 When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the covenant law in 
his hands, he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the LORD. 
30 When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to 
come near him. 
 
THE GOSPEL – Mark 9:2-9 – The Transfiguration 
 
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. 3 His clothes became 
dazzling white, whiter than anyone in the world could bleach them. 4 And there appeared 
before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus. 
5 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.” 6 (He did not know what to say, they were so 
frightened.) 
7 Then a cloud appeared and covered them, and a voice came from the cloud: “This is my 
Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” 
8 Suddenly, when they looked around, they no longer saw anyone with them except Jesus. 
9 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. 
 
TALK – By Andrew Thompson-Smith 
 
What a strange passage this Gospel reading is! 
 
Up to this point Mark has been writing about things that we easily identify with. 
 
He's written about Jesus' preaching tour around the villages of Galilee  
Choosing disciples. 
Telling parables 
Having arguments with the religious authorities 
And facing growing opposition 
 
To be sure Mark has written about miracles,  
plenty of them  
But even the miracles have had an earthy feel to them  
A leper cleansed 
A paralytic man healed 
A storm stilled 
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A hungry crowd fed 
 
But the transfiguration is different. 
lt's something that none of us have experienced. 
 
How should we approach it? 
 
What did this event mean for Jesus - and for the disciples?  
What did it mean for Mark - and his early readers? 
 
To answer those questions, we’ll have to do a bit of study - 
And we'll discover that it probably meant a great deal more for them than it means for us. 
 
Because lots of what happened on the mountain echoed important events in their Scriptures - 
Echoes that they would have been heard, but which we may not. 
 
The first echo the disciples and Mark’s readers would have heard was of our OT reading  
Moses going up a mountain to meet with God. 
 
The two events are remarkably similar. 
 
Both Moses and Jesus take with them three named followers  
Moses’ skin shines after talking with God - Jesus is transfigured and his clothes become 
radiant white  
God is present on occasions - but veiled in cloud  
In both, a voice speaks from the cloud  
The people are afraid to come near Moses after he descends from the mountain – and the 
people are astonished when they see Jesus after he comes down. 
 
Mark expects his readers to see the connection between the two events. 
  
What happened to Moses on Sinai sheds light on the meaning of Jesus’ transfiguration.  
 
And there was a surprising Jewish tradition about the meaning of what happened to Moses 
on Sinai - 
it saw it as Moses’ enthronement.  
In this tradition Moses says: 
“I had a vision of a great throne on the top of Mount Sinai and it reached till the folds of 
heaven.  
A noble man was sitting on it, with a crown and a large sceptre in his left hand.  
He beckoned to me with his right hand, so I approached and stood before the throne.  
He gave me the sceptre and instructed me to sit on the great throne.  
Then he gave me a royal crown and got up from the throne.  
I beheld the whole earth all around and saw beneath the earth and above the heavens. ….. 
Then I awoke from my sleep in fear.” 
 
This tradition was known in Mark’s Jewish circles and, without endorsing the tradition,  
Mark is saying that something similar is going on in the Transfiguration 
 
One scholar puts Mark’s message like this,  
“Like the Moses of Jewish legend, Jesus is a king —  
indeed a king who participates in God’s own rule.” 
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This is one of the main things that Mark wants his readers to grasp about Jesus. 
 
He also wants them to learn from the strange presence of Elijah and Moses 
A presence highly significant for the disciples and for Mark’s Jewish readers  
 
These two Old Testament figures symbolized everything that the Jewish people held dear. 
Moses was about release from slavery in Egypt and their sacred Law - 
the two things which marked them out as God's people. 
 
Elijah stood for the prophets whose writings made sense of their past and gave them hope for 
the future 
 
So Moses and Elijah meeting with Jesus showed that Jesus was fully part of their sacred 
story.  
But the fact that Moses and Elijah say nothing, and then disappear, shows Jesus as eclipsing 
them and ushering a new chapter in the story.  
 
But more than that, both Moses and Elijah point to the coming of God’s Kingdom 
 
The book of Deuteronomy promises that God would send a prophet like Moses to liberate 
Israel.  
And the book of Malachi has God saying: 
“See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes.” 
 
So the presence of Elijah and Moses with Jesus on the mountain rouses Jewish hopes about 
the final redemption of Israel  
 
It suggests that the time has been fulfilled.  
The kingdom of God has drawn near 
And it’s centred on Jesus 
 
This too is what Mark’s readers would hear from this mountain top event. 
 
But Mark wants them, and us, to understand that there’s another side to the story. 
 
The climax on the mountain top is the voice from the cloud:  
“This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” 
 
There’s an irony in this. 
Mark’s account has placed so much emphasis on what they saw - 
Jesus robed in brilliant white,  
Elijah and Moses appearing with him,  
the overshadowing cloud —  
yet the voice does not command them to look at him, but to listen to him. 
 
But on the mountain top Jesus says nothing.  
 
What then are they to hear?  
Mark makes it clear. 
 
His transfiguration account begins by telling us that it took place “after six days.” 
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That’s very unusual for Mark. 
He normally makes no attempt to give times or dates for the events he describes. 
But this reference to six days deliberately draws the reader back to something that happened 
six days previously - 
to something that had been said - by Jesus 
 
After Peter had made his great statement of belief “You are the Messiah”.   
Jesus “began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by 
the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after 
three days rise again.  
 
And almost immediately after they have come down from the mountain Jesus, for the second 
time, predicts his arrest, his death and his resurrection. 
 
These are the words of Jesus that the disciples are to listen to. 
 
And they found them very hard to accept. 
 
So these verses from Mark are like a hologram 
 
Look at them one way and you catch a glimpse of divine glory - 
a foretaste of the time when God will gloriously enthrone Jesus  
 
But from a different angle Mark shows that the way to this glory is through suffering and death 
 
There’s no short-cut. 
 
There was no short-cut for Jesus. 
To stay on the mountain top as Peter suggested was not the way. 
 
He had to come down and make his way to Jerusalem and the cross 
 
And, six days before, Jesus made clear that there was no short-cut for his followers either. 
 
“He called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: ‘Whoever wants to be my 
disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  
For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the 
gospel will save it. 
 
Jesus’ appearance on the mountain top -  
bathed in divine glory,  
attended by the great saints of old,  
heralded by the voice of God -  
may take away the sting of these announcements about suffering. 
It offers assurance of ultimate vindication.  
 
But it does not remove the necessity of suffering – neither for Jesus  
Nor for all those who follow him. 
 
So help us Father, God 
 
Amen 


