Bible Study of Mark’s Gospel

Mark 9:2-13 The Transfiguration of Jesus

Discussion: Can you think of any significant OT characters and what is it that makes

them stand out, or makes them important in your view?

Mark 9

Matthew 17

Luke 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.

The transfiguration

After six days Jesus took with
him Peter, James and John the
brother of James, and led
them up a high mountain by
themselves. 2 There he was
transfigured before them. His
face shone like the sun, and his
clothes became as white as the
light.

The transfiguration

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.

4 And there appeared before
them Elijah and Moses, who
were talking with Jesus.

3 Just then there appeared
before them Moses and Elijah,
talking with Jesus.

30 Two men, Moses and Elijah,
appeared in glorious
splendour, talking with Jesus.
31 They spoke about his
departure, which he was about
to bring to fulfilment 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.

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.)

4 Peter said to Jesus, ‘Lord, it is
good for us to be here. If you
wish, | will put up three
shelters — one for you, one for
Moses and one for Elijah.’

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.)

7 Then a cloud appeared and
covered them, and a voice
came from the cloud: ‘This is
my Son, whom | love. Listen to
him!’

5 While he was still speaking, a
bright cloud covered them,
and a voice from the cloud
said, ‘This is my Son, whom |
love; with him | am well
pleased. Listen to him/!’

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 |
have chosen; listen to him.’

6 When the disciples heard
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this, they fell face down to the
ground, terrified. 7 But Jesus
came and touched them. ‘Get
up,” he said. ‘Don’t be afraid.’

8 Suddenly, when they looked
around, they no longer saw
anyone with them except

’ 8 When they looked up, they
saw no one except Jesus.

36 When the voice had
spoken, they found that Jesus
was alone.

Jesus.

Comparison

e After six days (“about eight” in Luke) Jesus takes Peter, James and John up a mountain.

e Jesus’ clothes become dazzlingly bright and his face shone (Matthew) and changed
(Luke).

e Moses and Elijah appeared. Luke informs us that the topic of their conversation was
Jesus’ “departure”, to be “fulfilled at Jerusalem”. It woke the three Disciples up!

e Peter addresses Jesus as “Rabbi” in Mark, “Lord” in Matthew, and “Master” in Luke, but
is frightened and blurts out that he would like to build a shelter each for Jesus, Moses
and Elijah.

e Cloud covers them, voice of God says “this is my Son” and “listen to him”. Mark and
Matthew add “whom I love” while Luke has “whom | have chosen”. The additional
“with him | am well pleased” in Matthew is followed by describing how they fell to the

ground in fear, but Jesus reassures them. Moses and Elijah had disappeared.

Context

e This scene is a theophany (which means the appearance of a deity to a person). There is
an OT example of this when God “passed in front of Moses” (Exod. 34:6).

e |tisalso an epiphany, which can mean a “revealing scene or moment” but also the
manifestation of a deity. In the Christian calendar, Epiphany is the celebration of the
Jesus the Christ-child being revealed to the Magi, who were Gentiles. Interestingly, the
Eastern church refers to the festival of Epiphany as Theophany.!

e The face of Moses became radiant after that encounter with God (Exod. 43:29-35).
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Key Points

Ss{RIA
Peter’s confession was made after mili:;____;__;z___izi___éz i
leaving Bethsaida “on the way” to Caesare:e,rmon
the region of Caesarea Philippi Tyre Phi"ppi__,d\
(Mark 8:27). Six days later Jesus <f v
takes three Disciples up a “high Mediter i 5 &
mountain” where they would be = : \j’\} l?e\
alone.? While tradition locates the f; ; é—’
Transfiguration at Mt. Tabor, it is S}H* -

Capernaum_,‘bof

O .
GennesaretQ~ Bethsaida

/ Sea of T.\r —
\\Galilee Gergesa

]

unclear from Mark’s Gospel at

which mountain it occurred.?

Many scholars question Mt. Tabor Nazareth Mt Tabor |
O \

7

N
_ =

because, while it is theoretically {‘\ Dl:‘c;q
. o . ‘o
possible to travel there in six ‘%gz %
r:JZ'O
days, Jesus’ next stop was to be 12
Capernaum, a journey which Figure 39: Caesarea Philippi and Mount Hermon

makes little sense.* Furthermore, Mt. Tabor is not particularly high, plus its peak was
inhabited meaning they would have been less “alone”.

While other mountains have been proposed (i.e. Mts. Meron and Carmel), the most
likely favourite is Mt. Hermon.> The pagan nature of the region has already been noted,
but if Jesus sought a spiritual significance for where the Transfiguration ought to be
located, Mt. Hermon is the site where a sin occurred that so offended God, he brought
the Flood upon mankind (Gen. 6:1-2 , 1 Enoch 1-16). Some scholars argue it is not
important where it took place, but rather, what took place.®

The six days echoes the Moses’ six days waiting on Mt. Sinai prior to the revelation from
God (Ex. 24:16).” Elijah also experienced his theophany on Mt. Horeb, another name for
Sinai. (1 Kings 19:9-18). This scene is a new Sinai theophany.? The cloud that covered
the Disciples is a sign of God’s presence, which was also experienced by Moses at Sinai.’
Matthew’s account states that Jesus’ face “shone like the sun”, reminding us Moses’
face was so radiant after his encounter with God that it needed covering with a veil (Ex.

34:29-25).
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e For a brief moment, the veil of Jesus’ humanity is lifted and he is seen in his divine
nature.’®!! However, only Jesus was seen in this glorified state, not Moses or Elijah.

e The sequence of Elijah and Moses appears incorrect, such that Matthew and Luke
‘correct’ the order of their names. Moses is always mentioned first, as a traditional
shorthand reference to “The Law and the Prophets” (Acts 10:43).1> Some scholars
suggest this deliberate reversal has meaning, elevating Elijah’s role in this scene, with
Moses simply accompanying Elijah as a second witness testifying to Jesus’s character
and mission.'>* Elijah’s prominence points to the terrible Day of the Lord and his
appearance heralds its arrival (Malachi 3:1, 4:4-6).2> Together, these two prophets
therefore represent the coming of the End Times, the Parousia (mentioned in 8:31).1®

e Luke states the topic of conversation as the “departure of Jesus” from Jerusalem, but
what was discussed is not important to Mark or Matthew, only what happened has
significance.!” Jesus is shown as supreme in comparison to Moses and Elijah. Only he is
glorified. Moses’ face was radiant only because he reflected the glory of God, but here it
is Jesus that is being revealed, shining in that glory. When Jesus descends the mountain
at the end of this scene, he “is himself” once again, unlike Moses was.®

o  Peter’s first error was to address Jesus as “Rabbi” which simply implies a human
teacher.® But worse, this implies an equal status upon Elijah, Moses and Jesus, with his
suggestion of erecting booths, while at the same time hoping to prolong the experience
of their arrival .2° Peter was not being entirely foolish in this, as God will one day
“tabernacle with his people” again, as in Exodus.?! Peter fails to see that Jesus is himself
the new tabernacle of God, dwelling with humanity right in front of Peter’s own eyes.

e Jesus’s words reveal the will of God.?? In their lifetimes, both prophets had delivered
the Israelites (Moses from Egypt, Elijah from the false gods of Baal), and yet find their
earlier work fulfilled only in Jesus Christ.2> God spoke to the Disciples, recalling his
pronouncement at the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan, saying “listen to him” (rather
than to the Law or the Prophets).?*?> When Elijah and Moses disappear, it is Jesus who

stands alone to carry the mission forward. The time for witnesses has passed.?®

Discussion: After everything the Disciples have seen and witnessed up to this point in the

ministry of Jesus, what extra did seeing the Transfiguration add to their faith, if anything?
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Mark 9

Matthew 17

Luke 9

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.
10 They kept the matter to
themselves, discussing what
‘rising from the dead’ meant.

9 As they were coming down
the mountain, Jesus instructed
them, ‘Don’t tell anyone what
you have seen, until the Son of
Man has been raised from the
dead.’

The disciples kept this
to themselves and did
not tell anyone at that
time what they had
seen.

11 And they asked him, ‘Why do
the teachers of the law say that
Elijah must come first?’

10 The disciples asked him,
‘Why then do the teachers of
the law say that Elijah must
come first?’

12 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? 13 But | tell you, Elijah
has come, and they have done
to him everything they wished,
just as it is written about him.’

11 Jesus replied, ‘To be sure,
Elijah comes and will restore
all things. 12 But | tell you,
Elijah has already come, and
they did not recognise him,
but have done to him
everything they wished. In the
same way the Son of Man is
going to suffer at their hands.’

13 Then the disciples
understood that he was talking
to them about John the
Baptist.

Comparison

e Mark and Matthew offer more detail about the Disciples descent from the mountain.

Jesus instructs them that the events they witnessed at the Transfiguration must not be

spoken of until he has “risen from the dead”, a concept which Mark informs us they did

not yet understand.

e They ask why the scribes teach that Elijah must come first, before the Messiah, and

Matthew shows us that they recognise John the Baptist as having been in that role.

Key Points

e The program is announced as already underway, with the arrival of John the Baptist.

e Thereis more for them to learn before they can disclose what happened at the

Transfiguration, and they have to wait until Jesus “is raised from the dead” before they

will understand enough of the mission to be in a position to explain and share it.?’
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e The confusion on the part of the three Disciples is that being raised from the dead was
anticipated as being at the very end of time, before the great judgment, so they could
not make sense of what Jesus was saying.?®

e They know that Elijah must come first, prior to the Messiah. So if Jesus is the Messiah,
the sequence of events seems difficult to explain. Why has Elijah not yet come??°
Perhaps the fact that Elijah has not come yet could mean messianic suffering does not
need to happen.3®3! Jesus both affirms their understanding of Elijah coming first, and
explains that he has already come!

e That Elijah “restores all things” refers to restoring the people by calling Israel to
repentance.3?

e Jesus then adds a question of his own. He wants them to think beyond simply the
teaching of the scribes.3® He asks “why it is written that the Son of Man must suffer”
and be rejected (or, despised or held in contempt in the Greek). While it is not clear,
many scholars suggest Jesus was referring to the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53:3.34
Elijah also had to suffer, and that has now been done, both in Elijah’s lifetime and as
repeated in the life of John the Baptist.

e Being raised from the dead also implies that Jesus must die first. If the Disciples were
basking in the “afterglow” of the Transfiguration, even perhaps experiencing some
sense of triumphalism, then this dialogue brings them back to reality.

e Matthew concludes with the three Disciples now recognising that Elijah had already
come in the person of John the Baptist, but that they alone understood this, and the
manner in which they were now seeing the scriptures unfold in the correct sequence.3®

Jesus draws a direct link between John’s death and his own.

Discussion: Can you relate to the suffering of Jesus? Does it appear to be part of the

Christian journey in your experience?
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