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after the Epiphany 

The Transfiguration of our 
Lord 

 

 Divine Surprises 

When we were small children, the word surprise was usually 
a fun word.  It usually meant something good was going to 
happen.  As we grow older we learn that surprises are not 
always good things.  A surprise quiz in school is usually not 
a pleasant experience.  If you are in the military, a surprise 
attack is a bad experience if you are on the receiving end of 
the surprise.  When we talk about surprises we realize that 
there are wonderful surprises and then there are nasty 
surprises. 

 The phrase mountain top experience is similar to the word 
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surprise.  Generally speaking, when we talk about mountain 
experiences, we have a positive attitude toward them.  If the 
phrase mountain top experience comes up in an informal 
conversation, we are inclined to think of a positive 
experience.  Sometimes, people will describe some event in 
their life as a mountain top experience.  We often think they 
had an experience that was exciting, thrilling, ecstatic, and 
so forth.  Some people think it would be thrilling and fun to 
have a mountain top experience of God. 

If you were to ask one of the people in the Bible about their 
mountain top experience with God, they would disagree.  
Ask Peter, James, and John about the mountain top 
experience in today's Gospel.  Our Gospel for today comes 
from Peter's disciple, Mark.  When Peter told Mark about the 
experience he did not use words like fun.  Instead, he used 
the word terrified.  

Ever since Noah and his family landed on Mount Ararat, 
mountains have played quite a role in the Biblical narrative.  
God told Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac on a mountain.  
Moses saw the burning bush on a mountain.  Later Moses 
went up on Mount Sinai and received the law from God.  At 
the end of his life, Moses stood on a mountain and looked 
into the Promised Land.  The Lord spoke to Elijah in a still 
small voice on a mountaintop.  The devil showed the riches 
of the world to Jesus on a mountaintop.  Jesus preached a 
Sermon on a Mount.  These are few examples of mountains 
in the Bible.  

The readings today, tell about people seeing a smidgen of 
God's glory on mountains.  The Old Testament and the 
Epistle both talk about Moses and the glowing face he had 
after He met with God on the mountain.  The Gospel tells of 
Jesus taking the inner circle of His disciples to a 



mountaintop to witness a bit of His glory. 

Whenever people meet God in even a bit of His glory, there 
is a common theme - terror and fear.  When Moses 
encountered the burning bush that didn't burn, he hid his 
face in fear.  When the Israelites heard God thunder out the 
commandments from Sinai, they were afraid.  Even when 
Elijah heard the still small whisper, he hid his face.  The 
disciples in today's Gospel were certainly terrified.  Meeting 
the God of glory on a mountain top or anywhere else for that 
matter is a frightening thing.  Today's Old Testament reading 
tells us that even the reflected glory from Moses' face was 
frightening. 

When God reveals His glory to us - even just a bit of it - His 
alien nature comes shining through.  He is beyond our 
understanding.  His holiness, power, and justice are things 
we can't handle. 

Now, when we think about having our mountain top 
experience in a hypothetical way - a theoretical way - we get 
very thrilled and excited.  We deceive ourselves into thinking 
that all those attributes of God are there for our use - sort of 
like God is our own personal super hero.  We tend to think 
that God is going to make everything into sunshine and 
rainbows for us. 

When we study the meetings that people had with God in the 
Bible whether on a mountain top or somewhere else, we see 
a different story.  Having a mountain top experience with 
God exposes us to the perfect holiness of God and His 
perfect justice.  In that holiness, we see the total depravity of 
our sin.  We can only be terrified in the knowledge that we 
are sinners and deserve to die and experience eternal 
punishment.  Isaiah, who saw God in the temple, said it best, 



[Isaiah 6:5] "Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of 
unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean 
lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!" It 
seems that a mountain top experience is very thrilling in 
theory, but the reality is terrifying. 

The mountain top is where Moses received the law and it is 
the law that accuses us.  Read the laws God gave through 
Moses.  God told us to love him with all our heart, soul, 
mind, and strength.  He told us to love our neighbor the 
same as we love ourselves.  How do we keep these 
commandments?  We often love ourselves with all our heart, 
soul, mind, and strength.  We love our cars, our houses, our 
sports, and our pleasure.  We love the praise of our 
neighbors.  Otherwise, we love them only if they love us 
back.  As far as God is concerned, we think of Him as our 
great big vending machine in the sky. 

Elijah, Moses, and the other prophets warn us.  They tell us 
that our sins earn death here on this world and eternal 
punishment in the next life.  That's why meetings with God 
are scary things.  That's why people who meet God begin 
their meetings with their faces down on the ground.  No one 
who is a sinner can stand in the presence of God's glory, not 
even if it is just a smidgen of His glory. 

When Jesus led Peter, James, and John up into a mountain, 
He gave them a small vision of heaven.  For a short time 
they saw a bit of Jesus' glory.  They understood Jesus was 
the Messiah, and they were terrified.  Their understanding of 
the Messiah was incomplete.  They did not yet understand 
the comfort of the Messiah. 

The comfort of the Messiah lies in the other mountains that 
were waiting for Jesus.  Soldiers will arrest Jesus on the 



Mount of Olives.  Those soldiers will lead Jesus to 
Jerusalem on Mount Zion.  There, Jesus will suffer trials, 
beatings, and flogging.  Then Jesus will carry a cross to 
Mount Calvary.  There Jesus will sacrifice Himself for the 
sins of the whole world. 

Peter, James, and John didn't understand what they saw on 
the Mountain of Transfiguration.  For that reason, Jesus 
commanded them to tell no one until they watched Jesus 
endure these other mountains.  It wasn't until after Christ's 
death and resurrection that they understood that Jesus is the 
Messiah and that the Messiah must suffer, die, and rise from 
the dead.  They understood that the Messiah's rule is not 
here on earth, but that He rules all things from heaven.  They 
understood that the Messiah does not rule only in time, but 
He also rules in eternity.  They understood that the Messiah 
came to earth to serve us and save us from sin.  It was only 
then that they understood the glory they saw on the 
mountain. 

Today is a time of change in the church year.  This 
Wednesday is Ash Wednesday - the start of Lent.  During 
Lent we will see how the holiness of God exposes our sin 
and terrifies us.  Then we will remember Christ's mountains 
of arrest, trial, suffering, and death.  We will see Christ's 
death on the cross as a victory - a victory that empowers our 
Christian life.  We will see the victory of Christ on the cross 
as the foundation of our sacraments and the authority that 
enabled His resurrection.  As we remember that 
resurrection, we will also remember the promise that we too 
shall have eternal life.  During Lent we will go into these 
mountains again.  We will again see the beauty of salvation 
in the ugly shame of the cross.  Then we will better 
understand the glory of Jesus on the mountain of 
transfiguration.    


