
Matthew 17:1-13
A taste of things to come

Listen to him

Jesus’ glorious appearance reminds us of his nature, and the voice of God
confirms that his mission, including the cross, is rightly oriented.

I guess that kids nowadays grow up thinking that everyone around knows all about
the TV programmes that they are particularly into.  So over the last few years we’ve been
introduced to the wonderful world of

Octonauts
Paw Patrol

But I suspect that those programmes, in years to come, will quite specifically date the
main watchers.  Probably you will only really remember

Deputy Dawg

If you’re quite close to me in age.  It doesn’t even have to relate to particularly young
ages, either, come to think of it.  Do you remember tuning in for the weekly installments of
Jim Hacker and 

Yes Minister (1980, 3 series)?

I  shared a room at  college with  a guy who was  wild  about  the 2 series and 12
episodes of

Fawlty Towers (later 70’s)

But as I was thinking about some of the key questions arising from this passage in
Matthew’s Gospel, I started having memory glimpses of a programme I had forgotten for
decades.  I think it was the cartoon series called 

Journey to the Center of the Earth

though I might have got that wrong; it  might have been a different series that I’m
confusing it  with.   But  in whichever  series it  is  that started to hover on the edge of  my
memory, there was some overall story-line running through it.  The main characters of the
story were trying to follow in the footsteps of some hero of theirs.  I mean footsteps almost
literally.  They were trying to find what had become of him, where he had ended up.  And
there was the worry that maybe the events of each episode of the series had somehow
taken them off that path that they were meaning to follow.

And  yet,  at  the  end  of  every  episode,  there  was  that  little  encouragement  and
confirmation that they were still on track.  Their hero usually managed to inscribe his initials
somewhere that they would find, as the 30-minute programme drew to a close.  I can still
hear the echoes of those voices hushed in awe as they, of course, had to read it out:

A.S.

Arnie Sachnussen - I think that was the name.  Arnie Sachnussen  had been here.
They are still on track.



And I think that is one of the big take-away things from this passage about what we
call “The Transfiguration”.  There is that voice from the cloud:

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.”
(Matthew 17:5)

This Jesus has just, a few verses earlier, been teaching about the Cross.  Here we
have a sneak preview of the eventual Crown.  And there is that confirmatory voice, which
we’re only told came “from the cloud” - but we can work out whose voice it is, for sure - Yes,
this IS my son.  He IS on the right track.  The Cross will lead to the Crown.  Implication, not
just for Peter and James and John: listen to him.

That’s where we will of course end up today: listen to him.  But I think we could do
with looking through the passage in a bit more detail, too.  There’s a lot of good stuff going
on here to learn from, as well as this big bottom line.

The mountain
The mistake
The message

● The mountain (1-3)

I think we need to pick up the story first of all, rather than just diving on in.  The first
few words here are actually a bit unusual.  We don’t often get specifics of time like this in the
Gospels - which suggests that when we do, there’s a particular reason for it.

And after six days ...
(Matthew 17:1)

You know the question to ask, don’t you?  Six days after what?

Now when Jesus came into the district  of  Caesarea  Philippi,  he  asked his
disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”

(Matthew 16:13)

There’s Peter’s statement of dramatic, God-given insight:

Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
(Matthew 16:16)

But Peter very quickly shows that he might have got Jesus’ job  title right, but he is
still way off-target with his understanding of Jesus’ job description.  So when Jesus starts to
move them on, teaching them what “the Christ” really means …

From  that  time  Jesus  began  to  show  his  disciples  that  he  must  go  to
Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and
be killed, and on the third day be raised.

(Matthew 16:21)

That isn’t something that fits into Peter’s preferred worldview.  “Christ” - for Peter -
means conquering and kicking out the Romans, not ending up on the wrong end of the
appallingly brutal Roman means of execution.  He’s looking for coronation, not crucifixion.

And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you,
Lord! This shall never happen to you.”



(Matthew 16:22)

And then Jesus teaches Peter and the rest of them, insisting that it must be the way
of the Cross.  For him … and for his followers.

Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny
himself and take up his cross and follow me.”

(Matthew 16:24)

And yet there is still going to be glory, he says, too.  Not as soon as you might want
or expect, Peter, but it’s part of the deal, on the far side of that Cross.

“For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his Father,
and then he will repay each person according to what he has done.”

(Matthew 16:27)

The previous chapter finishes with a tantalising little hint, though.  It’s not entirely
clear what Jesus was meaning - or we certainly can’t pin it down to just one thing:

“Truly, I say to you, there are some standing here who will not taste death until
they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.”

(Matthew 16:28)

When we looked at it last time, we came down to this suggesting that there will be
foretastes of that eventual kingdom and glory.  It’s got to start within a few decades, at most,
if there are people around when Jesus said this who will still be alive to witness it.  So that
would fit in the range of the resurrection, and Pentecost, and the early years of the church.
But I  wonder if  the start  of  chapter 17 is the first  entry of this new tune in God’s grand
symphony of salvation.  Folks, listen carefully.  Here is 

Title

The tide  is  not  yet  turning.   The storm is  not  yet  at  its  height.   But  there  is  a
momentary pause, a slackening of the wind, a break in the clouds, and a glimpse of the sun.
A glimpse of the glory of the Son of God.  And only six days from the giving of that promise.
Here’s how it goes.

And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James, and John his brother,
and led them up a high mountain by themselves.

(Matthew 17:1)

Nothing very spectacular by itself, though perhaps some of the other disciples might
have wondered what was up.  So might Peter and James and John, for that matter.  But hey,
Jesus is the rabbi, he’s the Master … so we just follow along, don’t we?  Not that they could
have had the slightest inkling of what was going to come.

And he was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his
clothes became white as light.

(Matthew 17:2)

We can only really imagine what this was like.  Matthew doesn’t give us a whole lot of
details.  But I guess it was all pretty dazzling and overwhelming.  And imprinted onto their
memories, for sure.  Peter and John both make reference to it in their later writings.

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory,



glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.
(John 1:14)

… we were  eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honour and
glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory,
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,” we ourselves heard this very
voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain.

(2 Peter 1:16-18)

It’s got to have been picked up again in the final book of the Bible, too, when the
risen Jesus appears to John again in that vision:

… his face was like the sun shining in full strength.
(Revelation 1:16)

But Matthew has used the “behold” word three times in this section (although the
ESV only translates it twice) - and it isn’t about Jesus’ appearance.  The first is about the
appearance of these two other characters:

And behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him.
(Matthew 17:3)

We’ve got an inkling as to what that conversation was about, reading Luke’s account:

And behold, two men were talking with him, Moses and Elijah, who appeared in
glory and spoke of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem.

(Luke 9:30-31)

Interesting word, that “departure”.  It’s literally “exodus” - and remember that that OT
book we call Exodus describes the OT’s key liberation event, the release of God’s people
from slavery in Egypt.  So what kind of new exodus is Jesus’ death and resurrection going to
accomplish, do you think?

But why does Matthew throw in that “behold” at this point?  Because Moses and
Elijah, you could probably say, represent those two major divisions of the OT, the Law and
the Prophets.  So, at the very least, this links Jesus with the whole of the OT message.
Matthew has already flagged this up:

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not
come to abolish them but to fulfil them.”

(Matthew 5:17)

Fulfilling them by that forthcoming exodus, I would imagine that implies.

But there are some specifics about Moses and Elijah, too.  Their disappearance from
this world was rather unusual - I’ll leave you to check that as a bit of homework.  And Elijah,
we’re specifically told, was due some kind of reappearance before … well, before something
significant.

“Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day
of the LORD comes.”

(Malachi 4:5)

The rabbis were specifying that that would be before Messiah arrives.  And that’s the
background to that last chunk of today’s passage, which we won’t have time to cover.  But
there was something about Moses, too.  Or something about someone like Moses.



“The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you,
from your brothers — it is to him you shall listen — …”

(Deuteronomy 18:15)

So Matthew’s “behold”, I reckon, that in-effect exclamation mark in the middle of the
sentence, is that the presence of  these two guys points to  this Jesus being the precise
fulfilment of those two OT promises.  He is The Prophet Like Moses.  And he is The One
Preceded By Elijah.  Behold indeed!

What do you make of that?  Hopefully, not what Peter did!

● The mistake (4)

Got to feel sorry for Peter at times, haven’t  you?  He has this uncanny knack of
saying the wrong thing.  He certainly does here.

And Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are here. If you wish, I will
make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.”

(Matthew 17:4)

Actually, I say the mistake, but there are at least two here.  The first, I reckon, what
you might call trying to prolong the moment.

Oh, it’s all very understandable.  This is such a stupendous sight.  I would imagine it
would have felt  like the high point  of Peter’s life.   Curing thousands of sick people was
spectacular enough,  but this electrifying vision of something like “the real Jesus” … and
standing  right  before him,  right  next  to  that  transfigured Jesus,  are those two  men that
everyone knew from their Bibles, but who were hundreds of years gone.

Folks, there may well be, or have been, moments in your life that you want to go on
and on and just never end.  But you can’t.  By all means, savour that moment, and take
plenty of pictures.  But things in this life are of a season, and seasons change.  And wisdom
is to go with this flow that God appointed for us nowadays … even it at  times that also
means rolling with the punches that come our way.

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a
time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is
planted; ...

(Ecclesiastes 3:1-2)

A time to converse with Moses and Elijah … and a time to descend the mountain and
start walking again towards that exodus.  But also, looking ahead … a time for the cross …
but then, finally shattering the rhythms of this world, an eternity for the crown.

But I don’t see this as Peter’s major mistake here.  It all seems very nice and polite
and deferential, but there’s actually something glaringly wrong in his suggestion, of

“three tents ..., one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.”
(Matthew 17:4)

You might well have an interesting debate - though pretty pointless - about which of
Moses and Elijah were the greater.  But the problem is not that Peter equates them with
each other, but equates them both with Jesus.  Three tents, three equal tents.  Of course
Peter is on a



Learning curve

here.  He is having to move on from seeing Jesus as merely a teacher, merely an
amazing teacher … a worker of miracles.  What does that make him?  A prophet, maybe?
And then that word that God himself suddenly inscribes upon his thinking: that Jesus is the
Christ.  Which is … just what, really, in the big scheme of things?  Up there with, maybe,
Moses and Elijah?

So when Peter sees Jesus and Moses and Elijah, he leaps to a wrong conclusion.
His estimation of Jesus has risen, I would have thought, risen a whole lot.  But not enough.
As the following

● The message (5-8)

 - given all very graciously, it seems to me - makes totally clear.  The correction could
have been made a whole lot more fiercely.   You could imagine the cloud darkening and
rumbles  of  thunder  starting,  the  ground  starting  to  shake.   But  none  of  that.   Though
probably quite enough to be more than a little bit scary.  There are two beholds in this next
verse - I’ve added the hidden one into the ESV for you.

He was still speaking when,  behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and
[behold,] a voice from the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well
pleased; listen to him.”

(Matthew 17:5)

Several points I want to make here, and the first is very general, just about how we
may sometimes relate to one another.  Peter has made actually quite a serious theological
error here, but just see how he isn’t corrected here.  I don’t mean that he isn’t corrected at
all, but I’m talking about how he is.  In fact, we are left to infer his error.  We have to work the
negative from the positive that was said.

So what about when you or I slip up in our thinking?  Or, even worse, we blurt out
that faulty thinking?  How are we to react to something like that?

First, there’s the question of whether it actually needs to be specifically pointed out at
all.  Do you need to make a statement of Hey, that is wrong at all?  Can’t you perhaps - in
the initial stages, particularly - just respond by stating truth more clearly, correcting only by
implication?  In fact, do we sometimes step in even where we might not need to at all?
Remember Paul’s line on some matters?

Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think
otherwise, God will reveal that also to you.

(Philippians 3:15)

But I think I’d still say that if it is about something as serious as precisely who Jesus
is, yes, it does need bringing into line with the truth of the Scriptures.  It’s just a question of
how best to do that in a way that is still gracious.  And what an example we have of that here
in Matthew’s Gospel.   It’s  all  amazingly economical.   Peter’s misunderstanding is clearly
addressed.  And Jesus’ mission is incontrovertibly affirmed, too.  In just three phrases.

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.”
(Matthew 17:5)

The first  two take us back to Jesus’ baptism, 14 chapters and a couple of years



earlier.

And when Jesus was baptised, ...; and behold, a voice from heaven said, “This
is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”

(Matthew 3:16-17)

Pretty much identical words.  Can get it much clearer than that, can you?  Jesus is
absolutely  on target.   He has now started to teach his disciples that his mission  has to
include the cross

From  that  time  Jesus  began  to  show  his  disciples  that  he  must  go  to
Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and
be killed, and on the third day be raised.

(Matthew 16:21)

 And, crazy though it might initially seem, that now gets heaven’s specific approval,
first with (behold!) Moses and Elijah popping up, and (double behold!) the voice from within
the cloud.

The third phrase takes us much, much further back.  It might have slipped under the
radar, even though you’ve already seen it on screen not long ago.  Remember that “prophet
like Moses but greater”?

“The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you,
from your brothers — it is to him you shall listen — …”

(Deuteronomy 18:15)

Notice that last phrase, and see how it ties in with God’s audible voice: listen to him!

Folks, can I ask, who are we listening to nowadays?  I don’t mean which radio station
you tune into, are you a Radio 4 or a Radio 2 person?  I mean who or what do you really pay
attention to?  Whose views are you likely to take most seriously?  In practice, who do you
treat as speaking with authority?

Because there are plenty of people around who will  give a nod in the direction of
Jesus and the Bible, but, when it comes down to it, those sources do not have the final say.

Think of some of the big moral issues doing the rounds nowadays in this country.
The stuff about gender and redefinition of marriage has been making most of the recent
headlines, but there’s the ongoing open sore of abortion still so frighteningly prevalent in our
modern society.

Folks,  some people  have clearly decided to give up listening to Jesus -  perhaps
because the voice of the world is shouting so insistently.   Just this week I read that the
former evangelical Steve Chalke is yet again warning people and churches like us - most
generous of him to do so, I thought - that we need to give way on those issues of gender
and same-sex marriage.  While there was I thinking that there was something that  Jesus
said on the matter!

“But  from  the  beginning  of  creation,  ‘God  made  them  male  and  female.’
‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the
two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one flesh.”

(Mark 10:6-8)

Folks, are we prepared to listen to Jesus, to make him in more than name only our



Lord - the ruler, the caller of the shots, the setter of the budget, the revealer and standard of
what is true and right for our lives?  Or, in practice, are we listening to someone else?

And you know, there is even the danger of this happening in the church, too.  Many
years ago, a very ardent - though I don’t think particularly bright - guy came to our church in
Harlow, a friend of one of the regulars.  And he began spouting off about how what we were
doing wasn’t right.  He had been to various meetings by - and I won’t give this man’s name;
it doesn’t add any to the story - by this well known Charismatic speaker of those days.  And
this speaker had said this.  And this speaker had said that.  And this speaker had said all
sorts of things.

And I wonder whether that person visiting our church had crossed out, in practice,
the word  “him”  from his  Bible,  in  Matthew 17:5,  such that  it  read,  in  practice,  listen  to
[someone else].

We can do it so easily.  Our talks and our reasonings can point to so many people
other than Jesus.  Spurgeon said.  Calvin said.  John Piper says.  Hendriksen says.  Folks,
I’m not saying that we should despise godly teachers with profound understanding speaking
gracious words of truth.  But do we start to build tents on the mountain top for Jesus and that
other hero, when it comes down to it?  If we ask someone for their perception of whose
teachings are the real drivers in our lives … would they say that we “listen to him” (with, for
once, a capital H), or listen to him or him or him … or even her?

But now look at not just how great this Jesus is, but how gentle, too.  The cloud did
not spit thunderbolts at Peter … though he plainly got the message that he was well out of
order in what he said.  And so we find the three disciples their faces - not in worship, but out
of full-on, undiluted fear.

When the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified.
(Matthew 17:6)

And now just look how Jesus raises them graciously to their feet again.

But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.”
(Matthew 17:7)

Because this is Jesus, John - the John who was there and whom Jesus raised again
to his feet - who wrote later

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory,
glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.

(John 1:14)

Do you need to remember that wonderful little word rather more often?  Grace.

More full of grace than I of sin.

Not coming to put the boot in, to remind you of your sins, to make you grovel over
their memory yet again, over and over, but full of grace as well as truth.

And Matthew finishes this part of the account - where we’ll leave it this morning, too -
with what could seem to be merely the fact of the matter: Moses and Elijah had vanished.
But the way it is written makes it seem full of further meaning.

And when they lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only.



(Matthew 17:8)

Is that saying, perhaps, that when we see clearly, we will see Jesus only?  As in the
phrase we have in English, “I only have eyes for you”.  You are at the centre of my universe.
Not that there are no planets and moons, but I am looking at the sun.  Jesus, only.

Does that fit with that picture of, I think we’re probably talking about here, conversion,
if we’re precise?

“Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead
will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live.”

(John 5:25)

And we will open our eyes, and see Jesus only.

Thou and Thou only, the first in my heart
High King of heaven, my treasure Thou art

And is it also saying, perhaps, that at the last day, when, we’re told

“... an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and
come out, …”

(John 5:28-29)

And those who have seen saved by

“... the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”
John 1:29

find themselves in the New Jerusalem - whatever that precisely is.

No longer will there be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the
Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him. They will see his face, and his
name will be on their foreheads.

(Revelation 22:3-4)

There it is, the final but Jesus only/  Folks, open your spiritual ears, and listen to him.
Open your spiritual eyes, look up … and see him only.


