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I. The Mountaintop 

 

Can it get better than this? Peter and James and John are on a high mountain. Jesus is transfigured: 

He's shining light from within, clearly confirming that He's the Son of God. Moses and Elijah are 

attending to Him, speaking to Jesus as their Lord and discussing His upcoming Exodus. This is 

marvelous. 

 

It's a glorious moment, especially considering that hiccup just six days before. When Jesus asked 

who the disciples thought Him to be, Peter correctly called Him the Christ, the Son of the living 

God. Well and good, except that Jesus then went on to speak some stuff about how He'd be betrayed 

and crucified and raised again. When Peter admonished Him for such an unimaginable twist of 

events (and what sensible disciple wouldn't?), Jesus rebuked him as Satan and set him back a fair bit. 

It was a bad moment for him, though he'll eventually know the Lord was right. No matter how much 

he spoke out of sincere concern, this is true: in trying to prevent Jesus from the cross, he was trying 

to prevent the salvation of the world. That was a low moment for Peter, not like this at all. This is a 

good deal. This is glory and triumph and the feeling that everything is okay.  

 

So let's keep it this way. Let's stay a while. Peter suggests, "Lord, it is good for us to be here; if You 

wish, let us make here three tabernacles: one for You, one for Moses, and one for Elijah." Jesus is 

present along with a couple of His greatest prophets, and there's no danger or threat to be found. It's 

truly a mountaintop experience, and Peter wouldn't mind if it lasted a good long time. 

 

But look out, because Peter's doing it again. There's no doubt that this Transfiguration is glorious, a 

cause for great joy. But if Jesus follows Peter's plan and camps out on this mountain for the 

foreseeable future, it means He's stopped going toward Jerusalem and cross. As glorious as the 

Transfiguration is, there is no sacrifice of sin here. There's no atonement or redemption. Jesus is 

here, but this isn't to be where He wins the victory over sin, death and the devil. That triumph is 

reserved for a little hill called Calvary. 

 

Peter's getting it wrong again: as it is true with all who are made of sinful flesh, Peter much prefers 

the glory to suffering. This glimpse of glory grabs him, and he surely wishes it could always be this 

way-with none of that betrayal and death stuff that Jesus has mentioned. But wishing doesn't make it 

so, and Peter must be set straight once again. This time, though, it's not Jesus who does the speaking. 

A cloud overshadows the mountaintop, and not just any cloud. This is a very Old Testament cloud-

the kind that led the people of Israel out of Egypt, the kind that filled the temple. God the Father has 

arrived, and it is He who speaks: 

 

"This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. Hear Him!" 
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You've heard the first sentence before, word for word. God the Father spoke from the cloud at Jesus' 

baptism by John in the Jordan. "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased," He said when 

Jesus was baptized, confirming that what Jesus was doing was in keeping with His Father's will. 

Now, Jesus wasn't baptized in order to be transfigured on this mountaintop. He was baptized in order 

to take the place of sinners, to have their sins washed onto Him so that He could carry that burden to 

the cross. "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased," said the Father back then, and He 

says it again now. His beloved Son is still on the road to completing the plan of salvation; and in 

doing so, He declares that the plan is still in effect. Jesus didn't become flesh to be transfigured; He 

was far more glorious in appearance before He became flesh. No, this glimpse of glory on the 

mountain is only a passing moment before the journey to Jerusalem, the Passion and the cross. 

There, Jesus won't look glorious at all; but there, as He says in His Word, He wins redemption for 

the world. 

 

Therefore, the Father adds one instruction: "Hear Him!" Listen to what Jesus declares, because what 

He says is His powerful, life-giving Word. In that Word, He'll declare to Peter everything he needs 

to know. As He has told him once, He will tell him again and again: He must be crucified, but He 

will rise again from the dead. Hear Him, because faith comes by hearing. The memory of Jesus' 

transfiguration will fade, even as Jesus' glorious light does now; but no matter what the appearance 

of things around, His Word remains true. 

 

This is the Father's beloved Son. Hear him. 

 

When Jesus and the three disciples come down the mountain, the jury is still out on Peter. He'll still 

be one for appearances over the Word. When Jesus predicts His cross again, Peter won't like it 

anymore than before; and when he sees that the cross is a few hours away, he'll even deny the Savior 

three times. 

 

But the Lord is merciful to Peter, and continues to speak His Word to him. And eventually, in his 

second epistle, Peter writes about the Transfiguration. Note carefully what he says by the inspiration 

of the Holy Spirit: 

 

16For we did not follow cunningly devised fables when we made known to you the power and 

coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of His majesty. 17For He received from 

God the Father honor and glory when such a voice came to Him from the Excellent Glory: "This is 

My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased." 18And we heard this voice which came from heaven 

when we were with Him on the holy mountain. 19And so we have the prophetic word confirmed, 

which you do well to heed as a light that shines in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning 

star rises in your hearts; 20knowing this first, that no prophecy of Scripture is of any private 

interpretation, 21for prophecy never came by the will of man, but holy men of God spoke as they 

were moved by the Holy Spirit. (2 Pet. 1:16-21) 

 

So, says Peter, he and the others saw the glory and majesty of Christ on the mountain, even as they 

heard the Father speak from the cloud. The voice from heaven confirmed the glory of the Son, and 

the Son in His glory confirmed the Word. Peter's hearers didn't see the Transfiguration, but Peter 

tells them they have something better: they have Scripture, the Word of God. They do not see the 

Savior. But they hear Him. 

 



40017001 Matthew 17 1-9 Good to be Here (TJP) – page 3 

www.scholia.net 

II. The Plain 

 

'Tis good, Lord, to be here; yet we may not remain. 

But since Thou bid'st us leave the mount, come with us to the plain. 

 

So we sang that concluding verse just before this sermon, words to take to heart; and this is not just 

to repeat Peter's phrase about a distant mountaintop. Dear friends, it is good to be here. Why? 

Because this place, this sanctuary, has something preciously in common with that mountaintop of 

Matthew 17. In both places, the Lord is present, working for the good of His people. That's why it is 

good to be here, because Jesus is here; and there is no better place to be than with Jesus. Throughout 

this Epiphany season, and especially with so few Sundays within, the Gospel lessons have been 

insistent on how the Lord makes Himself known to us today. He reveals Himself in His Word and 

Sacraments, the means of grace that are often taken so lightly today. They do not glow from within 

with the Lord's visible glory, but neither did Jesus except for this text. He is here, and He is here 

with life, healing and salvation. How do you know? Because He says so in His Word. In other 

words, how do you know?-because you follow the Father's command and you "Hear Him." In His 

Word, you hear He is here. 

 

Now, here's the danger: by nature, we look for God in a "mountaintop experience," an event that's 

memorable and exhilarating-a time that stands out as extra special. You may find yourself trying to 

discern God's will for you by an unusual event that happened today, rather than by searching the 

Scriptures. You may believe you have experienced God because of an emotional exhilaration in the 

great outdoors-a rugged mountain view or the glory of constellations on a clear night. You may 

judge the final quality of a worship service because guitar and drums got you feeling "up," or 

because the exquisite rituals were done to perfection. When serving a parish near Sun Valley, I was 

advised that all I had to do was make worship so exciting and sensational that skiers on the black 

diamond run said, "Hey, we're missing church!" Though Alpine skiers are no more sinful than 

anyone else, there was a fat chance of that happening.  

 

This is a real temptation: many experience something extraordinary and believe that they have 

finally found God, that He's was nearer there than anywhere else. And suddenly, page 5 and 15 are 

so routine that they then judge that God can't be there. 

 

It's the way human nature works: people want a constant mountaintop experience. When they return 

to the plain, it seems so…plain, too ordinary for God to be at work. 

 

Even before we hear the Lord in His Word, I would suggest that this is not even logical. 

Mountaintop experiences are, by definition, rare. If they are common, then they become routine and 

people will want something different. A silly example is a hit TV show: something that's exciting for 

one season must be tweaked and twisted; otherwise, what was so spectacular before just becomes old 

hat. 

 

Mountaintop experiences are rare in our lives: that's what makes them mountaintop experiences. So 

here's the question: do you really want a God so distant that He only comes to be with you 

occasionally, in the rare spectacular moment? Is it better to have a faith which says, "You 

encountered God once, perhaps if you're lucky you can find Him again?" Or is it better to have a 

faith where the Lord is constantly present with His people? 
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This is great cause for rejoicing: the Lord is constantly present with His people. He is present here 

by His means of grace. You and I will grow tired of the "routine" of worship, but keep in mind the 

reason for this: your Old Adam will seek to make you as bored and dissatisfied as possible, because 

your Old Adam doesn't want you to receive this constant dose of life and salvation. Don't fall for his 

temptations, lest you hold the present Lord in contempt. 

 

Hear Him-hear your Savior. Hear Him declare to you, "I baptized you in the name of the Father and 

of the Son and of the Holy Ghost," for then you hear Him adopt you as His own. Hear Him declare, 

"I forgive you all of your sins" in the Absolution, giving you the victory He won on the cross. Hear 

Him say, "This is My body, this is My blood…for the forgiveness of sins." By these means, the Lord 

is with you with grace and life. That is why it is so good to be here.  

 

Allow me to share another facet of joy in the Lord's presence, that He is with us in Word and 

Sacrament rather than mountaintop events, for there will times when you are far from mountaintops-

perhaps in the valley of the shadow of death. For instance, there is nothing glorious, for example, 

about the intensive care unit of a hospital. It's a place of sight and sounds and smells that nobody 

enjoys, because it's a place where people are seriously ill, often just hanging on. There is nothing 

glorious about a prison cell, where one has been sentenced to hard time and has only a narrow, 

barred window to the outside world. There's nothing glorious about the end of the day when you've 

lost a client, a job, a friend. There is nothing glorious about serious illness, chronic pain or terminal 

disease. 

 

Yet to those who are caught in such inglorious places, the Lord visits them. He speaks to them His 

Word, forgiving their sins, giving them life, promising eternal deliverance. He recalls to them their 

Baptism, that they are His beloved children. He feeds them His body and blood for the forgiveness 

of sins, to sustain them until the Resurrection of the dead. He does these things for His people. He 

does these things for you. 

 

Except for the occasional mountaintop, you are on the plain. But it's good to be here, because the 

Lord is with you here; and because He is with you here, you know that the mountaintop of the Zion 

of heaven awaits. He guides and sustains you with this promise: as He was transfigured to 

demonstrate His Godhead on that mountain, so He will also transform you from a dying body to a 

resurrected body forever. The glory is not seen yet, but it is yours; because you are forgiven for all of 

you sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


