
Seeing God’s Glory (Luke 9:28-36)

Sunday school February 5, 2017

I want to call your attention to READ Luke 9:28-36. Last week we studied the confession
Peter made regarding who Jesus is. There were many misconceptions going around Israel
at this time about who Jesus was. Some thought He was a prophet, Elijah, or John the
Baptist, or another Old Testament prophet risen from the dead. But aided by the Father,
Peter clearly and correctly says that He is The Christ of God. As a consequence, Jesus goes
on to talk about why He has come (to suffer many things and be rejected by the Jewish
elites at Jerusalem) and what they should do as a result of who He is and what He will do:
deny themselves, take up their cross, and follow Him. In other words, He tells them that
they are right: He is the Christ of God.

In this scene, Jesus doesn’t just tell them that they are right; He shows them in an irrefutable
way that they are right: He is the Christ of God. Most of the time showing something is
better than telling something. Well done is better than well said. In my line of work, if I
tell a student how to solve a math problem, my lecture won’t be very effective. If I pick up
a whiteboard marker and show them how to do it in a clear simple-as-possible way, that’s
more effective as a teaching method. So today what we are going to study is Jesus showing
them that He is The Christ of God.

Transition: So let me HAND OUT OUTLINES. First point...

I. Jesus’ Face and Clothes Changed READ v. 28-29 The scene starts with Jesus
praying...again. I’ve mentioned before that Jesus prayed a lot during His earthly ministry,
and this is the second time He has prayed this chapter. It’s interesting that verse 29 starts
“And as he prayed,” meaning that His face and clothes changed while He was praying. I’ve
never had that happen to me while I was praying (I guess I haven’t prayed hard enough),
but it happens on this occassion to Him because of who He is.

On this occasion, He took three disciples to pray with Him: Peter, James, and John. These
are the same three disciples He took into the room when He raised Jairus’ daughter from
the dead back in chapter 8. So we see an inner circle of Jesus’ closest followers starting to
develop. You have the crowds, who have serious misconceptions about who Jesus is, then
you have His followers who know Him a little better, then the 12 He chose back in chapter
6, and now these three who seem to be with Him constantly. That got me to thinking: how
closely am I following Jesus? Of course I want to be in the inner circle of 3, and hopefully
you do too. The best indicator is how much time you spend with Him. If you only meet
with Him once per week (or a lot of Christians these days even less), you’re not following
Him very closely. If you meet with Him in prayer and Bible reading every day, that’s a little
closer. As Jesus described in what we studied last week, there is a cost to following Him, a
cost in terms of denying ourselves and what we want in favor of what He wants. The issue
is: are we willing to pay that cost?
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Verse 28 also says they went up into a mountain to pray. It doesn’t tell us which mountain.
Traditionally it was Mount Tabor, although no surviving source identifies it as such until the
3rd century. Mount Tabor is a low hump-like mountain in southern Galilee, or the southern
part of northern Israel. For those of you who know some geology, it is a monadnock, or a
mountain that stands by itself as opposed to part of a larger mountain range. Mount Tabor
was a relatively developed and accessible mountain: on Jewish Holy days and new months
they would light beacons on the top of mount Tabor to inform the villages in Galilee of
the occassion. Today, there is a large building constructed by the Roman Catholic church
called the Church of the Transfiguration atop Mount Tabor, but the location is only a guess.
Some modern scholars think it was Mount Hermon because it is taller and more remote than
Mount Tabor, but they are both just guesses because scripture does not tell us.

Regardless of where it was, what happens is almost unique in scripture. We call it the trans-
figuration of Jesus, and that’s fine as long as you understand that Jesus wasn’t transformed
into something different or something new, something that He wasn’t before. Rather, the
glory Jesus has had on the inside all along comes out for Peter, James, and John to see. It’s
like trying to keep a secret, or trying to not show someone what you really think about that
new girlfriend of theirs because you know it’s going to cause a problem. You can keep up the
ruse for a while, but eventually the truth usually comes out. It’s not that Jesus is trying to
keep it in in this case, but who He has been all along comes out. Some 50 years later, when
John receives the revelation on the Isle of Patmos, he sees a similar person. In Revelation
chapter 1, John turns around to see the great voice like a trumpet that was talking to him
from behind him. He describes the person he sees with the words: “and his countenance was
as the sun shineth in his strength. And when I saw him, I fell at his feet as dead.” That’s
part of Revelation 1: 16, 17. John didn’t have to ask that person who He was because he
had seen that once and probably only once before: here at Jesus’ transfiguration.

There is also a case in the Old Testament where something similar happens. READ Exo-
dus 33:17-23 This is another case where a person sees, at least in some form, God’s glory,
or who God really is. It’s important to understand that the body part language God uses
here is figurative not literal. God’s a spirit being. He doesn’t have a physical face to see, or
a physical hand to cover the cleft of the rock, or a physical back the Moses could see. It’s
a metaphor for His glory. He’s saying to Moses, ‘I will show you a glimpse of my glory, but
not the fullness of it because that would kill you.’ If we take the last part of verse 20 “for
there shall no man see me, and live” to be universal truth, as we probably should, then the
disciples didn’t see the fullness of His glory either because they lived to tell about it. But
they saw enough to confirm irrefutably who He is: the Christ of God.

Transition: Back in Luke 9, next point...
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II. Moses and Elijah Talked READ v. 30-31 Apparently the disciples can hear the
three of them talking; that might be what wakes them up in the next verse. The most
interesting thing to me is what they talked about. I’ve often wondered how much the Old
Testament saints such as Moses and Elijah knew about Jesus and what He would come to
do and how their sin would get paid. Certainly they knew more than nothing, and certainly
they realized that, as Hebrews 10:4 tells us, the blood of bulls and goats cannot take away
sin; only God can do that. Deuteronomy 18:15-19 talk about a Prophet (with a capital P)
God would raise up who would speak “all that I shall command Him.” With the completion
of God’s word, we understand that that Prophet is Jesus. At this point, Moses and Elijah
are in glory, so by this point they also realize that that Prophet is Jesus, the One whom
they are speaking to.

They also realize He was the One who would pay for their sins. Jesus’ sacrifice was a new
and living way for us, but it was not new to God. That’s what God had in mind since before
the world began. So this event also provides continuity between Jesus and what He has come
to do and the Old Testament. He is ushering in a new era with a new body of God’s people,
namely the body of Christ, but it is rooted in God’s plan from the beginning. So this scene
gives a physical, visible connection with the Old Testament.

Transition: Next point...

III. Peter, James, and John Dozed READ v. 32-33 Luke is kind of hard on the
disciples with that last phrase “not knowing what he said.” Basically Luke says that Peter
didn’t know what he was talking about. That’s somewhat true of course, and we sometimes
also criticize the disciples for falling asleep. But you have to remember the disciples were
probably at the end of a long day, and they had just woke up from dozing. You can argue
over whether they should have been dozing, but that’s the situation they were in. When
I first wake up, it takes a few minutes for me to mentally get my bearings and become
functional. Last semester, I taught a heavy Tuesday/Thursday schedule. My first class was
at 8am, then I had some office hours for students to come by, then I had 1 free hour before 2
more classes, the last of which did not end until 3:30. I learned very quickly that if I didn’t
take that 1 free hour, close my office door, and just mentally reset for the afternoon, the
lecture I gave in that last class would be nearly incoherent because my brain was going to
shut down. That’s not in the best interest of my students. That’s what the disciples are like
here: they are just waking up and not thinking clearly yet.

There are a couple of places in what Peter says where you can see he’s not thinking clearly.
First, Peter starts speaking “as they departed from Him.” The “they” there refers to Moses
and Elijah. They were getting ready to leave, and Peter suggests making tabernacles, or
tents (temporary dwelling places), to encourage them to stay a little longer. So he forgets
that Jesus, the one who they were with daily at this point, was the one whose countenance
was changed and clothing shined. They didn’t need to be with Elijah and Moses; the One
they were with daily was greater than either of them. Second, notice he addresses Jesus as
“Master.” That’s an address of respect but nothing more. In particular, it doesn’t convey
that Jesus is the Christ of God, as his confession only 8 days earlier had correctly done.
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Transition: So here the disciples are drowsy and not thinking straight, but the last bit
makes the meaning of this scene for them entirely clear. That’s...

IV. The Father Spoke READ v. 34-36 Clouds are often used in the Bible as symbols
for the presence of God. When I taught up at Liberty, the university is located at the base
of a mountain (a large hill really). On cloudy, foggy mornings when you couldn’t see the
mountain because of the clouds, we had a saying: “the cloud is on the mountain again.”
That would remind us that He is here. God isn’t here only when it is cloudy, but it is a
physical reminder of God’s presence.

In this case, God the Father speaks out of the cloud. What He says is very similar to what He
said at Jesus’ baptism in Luke 3:21-22 but slightly different. At Jesus’ baptism, the Father
said, “Thou art my beloved Son; in thee I am well pleased.” That’s second person, God the
Father speaking directly to God the Son. He didn’t speak that for Jesus’ benefit. Jesus knew
He was the Son of God from day one, but it showed to the onlookers the special relationship
Jesus had with God the Father. Here, God the Father says, “This is my beloved Son: hear
him.” That’s third person. God the Father is speaking to the disciples and confirming what
Jesus had told them and what He had just shown them was in fact true. Jesus is the Son
of God, and He is God the Son. The disciples get it from an irrefutable source: God the
Father. Therefore, because of who Jesus is, the Father tells them that they need to listen to
Him. What Jesus says is just as reliable as if the Father Himself had said it: they are two
persons of the same God. He is the Prophet from Deuteronomy 18 who will speak all that
the Father commands Him. In the last verse, the disciples keep this information silent, for
now. They didn’t understand enough yet, and they wouldn’t until after the resurrection.

Conclusion

As a closing thought, the disciples get a glimpse of Jesus’ glory, therefore showing them who
He is. There will soon come a day when we too will will see God’s glory. As I was preparing
this lesson, I was reminded of the hymn “When We See Christ.” It’s #70 in the old hymnal,
although it’s not that old: it dates to the early 1900’s. The chorus goes, “It will be worth it
all; when we see Jesus. Life’s trials will seem so small; when we see Christ. One glimpse of
His dear face; all sorrow will erase. So bravely run the race; till we see Christ.” The disciples
could not see His face then because it would have killed them and God had more for them
to do, but they see it now because they are with Him now. I look forward to the day I get
to see it too.
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