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The Word of the Lord from Mark 9:2: “And after six days Jesus took with Him Peter and James 
and John, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. And He was transfigured before them, and 

His clothes became radiant, intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them. And there appeared 
to them Elijah with Moses, and they were talking with Jesus.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

I. Three See Three. Twice. 
Three see three. Three witnesses see three men. Peter, James and John are with Jesus on a high 

hill, and they’re treated with a demonstration of who Jesus is. He is transfigured before them. His clothes 
are radiant—not just bleached, but intensely white with radiating light. Jesus is showing them a little bit 

of His glory—they’ve seen Him as man performing some incredible miracles, but now they see that He’s 

not only man. He’s God in human flesh. Where they might be thinking it’s not normal for a man to be 
radiating light, perhaps they would be better served by thinking that it’s not normal for God not to radiate 

His glory. Yet, in service to mankind, Jesus willingly conceals His glory and becomes flesh to dwell among 
us. He doesn’t give up being God while He’s man. He just humbles Himself and veils His glory with His 

human nature. Except for now. On this hilltop, He’s opened the door a crack and displays His radiance as 
the Son of God. 

 

He’s not alone, either. Moses and Elijah are there too. These are heavy-hitters, the top prophets 
of the Old Testament. They’ve each got mountaintop experiences of their own. Back in Exodus, Moses 

climbs up Mt. Sinai at the Lord’s bidding, when the Lord descends there. He makes more than one trip up 
the mountain and speaks with the Lord each time. God gives Moses His Law, the Ten Commandments 

and more; and when Moses comes down from the peak for the last time, his face is shining with light—

enough so that he wears a veil over his face until it fades away. But compared to Jesus in our Gospel 
lesson, that’s small potatoes. When Moses’ face shone, it was maybe like the moon reflecting the light of 

the sun: Jesus isn’t just reflecting, but shining like the sun.  
 

Elijah has got his mountaintop story too in I Kings 18, on top of Mt. Carmel. He’s hopelessly 

outnumbered by the prophets of Baal there, to the tune of 450 to 1. He’s challenged them to a contest: 
he’ll build an altar and they’ll build an altar. Each will put a sacrifice on the altar to be burned. Here’s the 

trick, though: they can’t set it on fire. Each has to pray that their god will ignite the sacrifice from 
heaven. The prophets of Baal go first. They pray, they fret, they dance, they wail and even cut 

themselves—they shed their own blood to try to make Baal respond, but nothing happens. When it’s 
Elijah’s turn, he has buckets of water poured on his altar to soak everything and make burning even 

harder. Then he prays, and the Lord responds. Fire comes down from heaven and consumes everything: 

the sacrifice, the wood, the water, even the stones. The Lord accepts the sacrifice and thus declares His 
faithfulness to His people. The prophets of Baal are killed.  

 
Those are both some serious mountaintop experiences for the resumes of Moses and Elijah, but 

our Gospel lesson isn’t about show-and-tell or one-upmanship. We know from the Gospel of Luke that 

Moses and Elijah are there to talk about Jesus, not themselves. It’s a further demonstration to Peter, 
James and John of who Jesus is: not only is He radiating, but the great prophets of the Old Testament 

bow to Him. As prophets, they pointed to the Messiah, and now the Messiah has come. 
 

To cap off the Transfiguration, God the Father arrives on scene. He overshadows them in a 
cloud; and that’s only fitting, because Moses and Elijah each had a cloud on their mountaintops, too. The 



Father speaks as the climax of this glorious sight, and He declares, “This is My beloved Son; listen to 

Him.” Just as He did at Jesus’ baptism, God the Father announces that His Son is going about His will, 
and the Father heartily approves. Then, suddenly, it’s all over. It’s three and one: Peter, James and John 

see Jesus only, even as the Father’s words echo in their ears—“This is My beloved Son; listen to Him.” 
And as they come down the mountain, they have something to listen to: Jesus tells them to tell no one 

what they’ve seen until He’s risen from the dead. 

 
Risen from the dead? That’s got to get them thinking. To rise from the dead, one would have to 

die; and how could the Son of God, just transfigured and radiant with glory, ever die? And why would He 
ever die? 

 
They’ll know the answer. Later on, those three will see three again on another hilltop. This one’s 

called Calvary or Golgotha, “the place of the skull.” They’ll see Jesus lifted up, but far from glorious. His 

clothes won’t be radiating light; they’ll be in the hands of a Roman soldier who just won them gambling. 
He’ll be with two men: not Moses and Elijah, but two robbers who are crucified with Him. They’ll be 

talking about Jesus—one will curse Him as he dies, and the other will call upon Him for salvation. That 
certainly looks like a lost cause: as the crowds shout out, how can Jesus save a robber if He can’t even 

save Himself? Furthermore, the Father is silent that day: the Son cries out, “My God, My God, why hast 

Thou forsaken Me?”, and there’s no response. On Mt. Calvary, the Father is not pleased with His Son.  
 

The hill called Golgotha is a far cry from the Mount of Transfiguration. It’s hard to believe that it’s 
the same Jesus in both places. In fact, it’s impossible to believe that the once-transfigured Son of God is 

the crucified One who is transformed from living to dead in such a brutal defeated way. That’s why 
James sees all of this at best from a distance (Luke 23:49), why Peter denies Jesus and runs away during 

the trial. John makes it to the foot of the cross and sees the suffering up close. But none of it looks like 

victory. That’s why their courage fails.  
 

That’s also why the Father told them at the Transfiguration that they should listen to Jesus. 
Implicit in that command is, “Listen to My Son no matter what you see.”  

 

What’s happening at Calvary is what Jesus came to do, and the mountaintop experiences of 
Moses and Elijah pointed to this one. On Sinai, Moses received the Law from God, who declared that His 

people must be holy or else they would die for their sin. On Calvary, Jesus fulfills that Law. He’s lived a 
perfect life, actively keeping all of God’s Law. Now, the Holy One of God is keeping the Law passively: the 

Law declares that the wages of sin is death, so Jesus is keeping that part of the Law, too. He’s collecting 

the wages earned by sinners as they’ve defied God’s Law—He’s suffering God’s sentence of death for the 
sins of the world. 

 
As for Elijah on Mt. Carmel: on that mountaintop, the Lord accepted the sacrifice to show He 

remembered His people and so that evil might be defeated. On Mt. Calvary, God the Father accepts the 
sacrifice of His Son for the sins of the world. When Jesus declares “It is finished” before His death, it is 

the declaration that the Father’s justice is satisfied: He accepts that His Son has paid the price for the 

sins of the world.  
 

It doesn’t look like a victory, but that’s the victory over sin, death and devil. It’s life and salvation 
for you. No wonder the Father commanded, “Listen to Him.” Looking back, Peter, James and John would 

see that, had they listened to Jesus, they would have known all along that the Transfiguration was 

leading straight to Calvary. They’d have known that the One on the cross was the glorious Son of God, 
doing the work that Moses and Elijah prophesied. They’d have known that, while God’s glory is seldom 

seen in this world, His Word remains forever. 
 

II. 3 Witnesses for You 



His Word remains for you. You don’t see Peter, James and John. You don’t see Moses, Elijah and 

Jesus. You don’t see Sinai, Carmel and Calvary. Yet the Lord does not leave you without His presence 
and comfort. He leaves you three witnesses that you might be kept and strengthened in the faith. It is no 

great secret to you who these witnesses are, I hope, for they are all witnesses within the Father’s 
command, “This is My beloved Son: listen to Him.”  

 

The first witness is the Word. Never forget that, in the words of Hebrews 4:12, "The Word of God 
is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of 

joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” Never forget that, in the 
Words of Romans 1:16, the Gospel is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.” You’re 

tempted constantly to think something like, “In this world, seeing is believing; and as Christians, we’re 
stuck only with the Word of God because we can’t do any better than that.” My friends, there is no better 

than the Word of God: where does God ever say that miracles you witness are the power of salvation? 

Where does God ever say that faith comes by seeing? He doesn’t. He says “faith comes from hearing, 
and hearing through the Word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). It is not that the Word is a second-rate witness 

that we’re stuck with because we’re deprived of miracles: we’ll take the Word of God over wonders any 
day because God saves by means of His Word.  

 

While we speak of His Word, two more quick points. One is that the world, and even other 
Christians, will look at you as a member of little ol’ Good Shepherd Lutheran Church and say, “We want 

proof that you’re alive in Christ and that you’re filled with the Spirit! Show us your miracles!” You’ll be 
tempted to hang your head and mumble something like, “We’re Lutheran. We’re really not into miracles.” 

There’s a far better reply. If someone says “Show us your miracles,” you say, “You bet! Let’s take a look 
at Matthew, Mark, Luke, John and Acts for starters!” Jesus doesn’t have to keep proving Himself by 

performing more miracles—He already has! Furthermore, what does it mean to be alive in Christ? It 

means to have faith—and faith comes by hearing the Word, not by seeing wonders. And what does it 
mean to be Spirit-filled? So many get this wrong: as Jesus makes abundantly clear in John 16, the Spirit 

works by the Word. If you want to be filled with the Spirit, be filled with the Word of God.  
 

So we’ll take miracles over the Word any day. Now, by miracles I mean visible signs and 

wonders, because this leads me to my other quick point: remember, remember that the greatest miracle 
of all is the forgiveness of sins. You have that in abundance, because Jesus gives that to you, and He 

gives it to you by means of His Word.  
 

So the Word is the first witness. Add Word to water and you get the second—Holy Baptism. 

There is no greater witness that Christ’s cross was to save you, because—in a miracle unseen by the 
eyes—Holy Baptism joins you to the death and resurrection of Jesus. You would have to die for your sin 

forever; but in Baptism Jesus says, “No! I’ve already died that death; and by water and the Word, I make 
My death to be yours, so you don’t have to die it for yourself.” There’s no greater comfort than this: the 

devil, the world and your own flesh will do everything and fill your eyes with all sorts of sorrow in order 
to make you doubt God’s commitment to you. That’s when you make the sign of the cross and say, “I am 

baptized.” If you are baptized, you have the assurance that Christ has redeemed you, that He is with you 

always even to the end of the age. 
 

If the Word and Holy Baptism are the first two witnesses, the third comes as no surprise at all: 
add the Word to bread and wine, and you have the Holy Communion, the Lord’s Supper. This also 

testifies to you of God’s grace and salvation: for in miracle unseen and mystery incomprehensible, the 

Lord Jesus comes to give you His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. You know this to be true: 
not because you see, but because you hear. Because you listen to Him. 

 
So you come to a mountain, too. You come to Mt. Zion. Zion was the hill on which Jerusalem was 

built—where the temple was built; so Zion came in Scripture to mean the place where God is present 
with His people. So Hebrews 12:22-24 proclaims,  



 

You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to 
innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in 

heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to 
Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word 

than the blood of Abel.  

 
You don’t see all of that, but the Lord is present in this place. And while you do not see the innumerable 

angels or the assembly of the firstborn, you sing here with angels and archangels and all the company of 
heaven. You don’t see Jesus transfigured here, but by His presence and grace you are transformed: from 

sinner to child of God, from unholy to holy, from dead to living. 
 

By the way, the very next verse in Hebrews continues, “See that you do not refuse Him who is 

speaking.” The Lord sends us from what we do not see right back to His Word, and so you rejoice. In His 
Word is life and salvation. In His Word, He proclaims that heaven is yours. By His Word of grace, you are 

transformed. By His Word of grace, you are forgiven for all of your sins.  
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


