
Notes on Matthew 17 : 1 – 13  ‘Jesus – a tale of the unexpected Coming’ 
 

  At what times in your life was your life turned upside down? Was it due 
to exam success or failure? Was it when someone said yes, or maybe no, 
to you? What of the joys of pregnancy or the sorrows of difficult 
diagnoses? All of the above are times when our life is put into perspective, 
we ask searching questions of God and the meaning of faith. Such 
perspective is what the Transfiguration is all about. It puts Jesus, his 
vocation as Son of God, as Servant, as the New Moses into a new light for 
at the Transfiguration we see one Mountain echoing another we find in 
Matthew 27. In Matthew 17 we have a mountain covered in light, whereas 
the other is clothed in darkness. In Matthew 17 his clothes become as 
white as light, whereas in the other he is naked. In Matthew 17 Jesus’ two 
companions are Moses and Elijah, whereas for the other he has two 
thieves. In Matthew 17 it is God who says ‘Behold the Son of God’ and in 
the other it is the Centurion. The Mountain and the Hill describe how glory 
and suffering are not opposites but are both wrapped up in the strange 
purposes of God we see so clearly in Jesus. The question of perspective is 
resolved in the command to listen as this was how Moses defined Israel in 
the giving of the covenant at Sinai, for Elijah as he sought to renew it at 
Carmel and why Jesus said what he did in verse 7.  
 
  The perspective of the Transfiguration is not to say that Jesus is divine. 
For example, in Luke’s account of the Transfiguration both Moses and 
Elijah are glowing too, and this speaks of how they all equally share in the 
glory of heaven. Instead, the perspective the Transfiguration gives about 
Jesus is that as the Son of God, that is as the King, he alone is the one who 
makes Israel’s story whole. Jesus is talking with Moses and Elijah to fulfil 
the words of Malachi and in particular chapter 4 verses 4 – 6. These words 
over the next 400 years both energised and transfigured Israel’s 
imagination of what God would do because of them. Moses had now 
become an immovable object dominating Israel’s heart and mind through 
the gift of the Law at Sinai, its content and how it had fired the heroes of 
the faith who lived it out and the martyrs who had died for it. The gift of 
the law was Israel’s greatest privilege as no other nation had been given it 
and so no other nation would be able to live lives of true, or genuine 
humanity. Elijah was not just a prophet who stood tall against Israel’s 
enemies and called Israel back to God. He would be the one who would 
prepare the way for the Messiah, but Israel had missed him because they 
were looking in the wrong direction. Elijah’s role had been fulfilled 
through John the Baptist but he had been killed because he was the wrong 
sort of Elijah as much as Jesus would be killed because the was the wrong 
sort of Messiah. 



  On the Mount we hear three voices who give three different perspectives 
on what is happening. Peter’s is filled with the Old Testament. He speaks 
of building shelters which echo the Feast of Tabernacles when Israel 
returned to the place of their first love to God when they walked in 
devotion, in loyalty, of a heart and soul inspired by God. This feast was 
much like Ramadan to the Muslim or Christmas, Easter and Pentecost to 
us. Peter’s voice is a great voice, but it sounds too much like that of 16 
verse 22 and Peter is still not seeing what God is up to. We hear God’s 
voice which is a voice of new creation, of new beginnings, of a new identity, 
of a new vocation, of a new story and a new ending but such newness is 
not heard as Good News as what was done to John the Baptist will happen 
to Jesus. Finally, we hear the voice of Jesus. His is a voice of love, comfort, 
assurance, gentleness and humility lifting us up when are hearts are filled 
with terror or fear. His voice is also a voice of warning that the story has 
to run its course if Jesus is to live and be shown to be indeed Son of God. 
 
  How does this story of Transfiguration mould how you think about the 
coming of Jesus? The story involves Moses and especially Elijah whose 
coming had already happened unexpectedly through the ministry of John 
the Baptist. But the story is really about Jesus which the disciples would 
not understand until Jesus been raised from the dead. For it is only from 
the hill of the cross and tomb are we able to have a true perspective on 
who God is and the meaning of the faith we are to live by.  
 
Questions on Mt 17 : 1 – 13  ‘Jesus – a tale of the unexpected Coming’ 
 
1. What perspective does the Transfiguration give to you about Jesus? 
 
2. Why is the Transfiguration not about Jesus’ divinity as such but his  
    vocation as Son of God and Servant? 
 
3. What do you think Moses represents here in the story? 
 
4. What do you think Elijah represents here in the story? 
 
5. What does each voice in the story mean and how does it give you a  
    fresh perspective about Jesus and our following him?  
 
6. Why will the disciples only really understand what the Transfiguration  
    is about when Jesus is raised from the dead? 
 
7. What perspective does the Transfiguration now give to you about  
    Jesus? 


