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GOSPEL:  Luke 9:28-36  

28Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and 

James, and went up on the mountain to pray. 29And while he was praying, the 

appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white. 30Suddenly 

they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. 31They appeared in glory and were 

speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. 32Now Peter 

and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, 

they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. 33Just as they were leaving 

him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three 

dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah”—not knowing what he 

said. 34While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were 

terrified as they entered the cloud. 35Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This 

is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!” 36When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found 

alone. And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had 

seen.  

 

A Confusing Event and Confusing Passage 

 How do you make sense of this gospel passage describing the Transfiguration? 

Or, to illustrate the challenge of putting words to this event, is the word describe even 

the right word? What I mean is, how do you describe what happened?  

I think that it is okay to admit that this gospel text is confounding or confusing. 

Here’s what’s going on in this passage:    

• It’s got the visibly changed appearance of Jesus:  

o the appearance of his face changed (v. 29),  

o and his clothes became dazzling white (v. 29). 

• It’s got just 3 disciples on the scene and even they who are eyewitnesses seem 

baffled by it all: 

o Peter wanted to create 3 tents or dwellings for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah 

(v. 33). It’s not clear why he wanted to do that. Perhaps it was a gesture of 

hospitality. Perhaps he wanted them to stay or he wanted to capture 
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something about the moment. The text only says he didn’t know what he 

was saying (v. 33 b).  What do we make of that?  

o At the close of this mountaintop encounter, “they,” meaning these three 

disciples, “kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they 

had seen.” Their silence is described in Luke without explanation. Contrast 

this with Matthew and Mark, in which Jesus instructs them not to say 

anything, which probably leaves us no less confused.  

• It’s got the appearance of Moses and Elijah, who are from generations ago and 

long since gone from this earth. Is there some acknowledgement that this is at 

the very least unusual when the text says, “they appeared in glory?” (v. 31) 

 

It is a confusing event and a challenging passage to understand. There is a lot of 

action going on in the passage with a lot of detail that could lead us in a variety of 

directions. 

Let’s try this approach:  

• How does Luke set this event in the larger story of what Jesus is doing? and  

• What are some features that are particular to Luke, as distinct from Matthew and 

Mark? 

Context: 

“Now about 8 days after these sayings. . .”  

Luke sets this event in a particular context. What sayings? What had Jesus 

been talking about? 

Understanding the context will help us understand this passage better. This 

placement or context is actually one commonality among Matthew (17:1-8), Mark (9:2-

8), and Luke:  They all place this after Jesus talks with the disciples what is means to be 

Messiah.  

• Jesus was walking and talking with the disciples and he asks them, “Who do the 

crowds say that I am?” (Luke 9:18) 

• They respond and then Jesus asks them more pointedly, “Who do you say that I 

am?” (Luke 9:20) and Peter responds, “The Messiah of God.” 

• This leads to Jesus talking about what being Messiah will entail: 

o 9:22“The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the 

elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be 

raised.” 

• So, you’ve got Peter confessing that Jesus is the Messiah, God’s anointed one, 

and then Jesus further saying, “This is what it means to be Messiah—it’s going to 

include suffering and rejection and death.”  
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Exodus 

 When Luke describes Moses and Elijah appearing with Jesus, talking with him, 

he says that they appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was 

about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (v. 31). 

 In the other gospel accounts, Matthew and Mark only say that Jesus was talking 

with them, without saying what that was. Luke alone adds that they were speaking of his 

departure, which he was about to accomplish. There is something else here, though it is 

a bit hidden to us in English: The word translated departure is literally exodus in Greek.1 

It’s the only time this word appears in the gospels.  

 If Luke only meant to refer to Jesus’ death, he could have used a different word. 

Instead, he used this word exodus which emphasizes the connection of Jesus to Moses 

and the whole journey out of Egypt.  

• Like Moses, Jesus is given an experience of God and God’s majesty.  

• Like Moses, in spite of being chosen, Jesus is not granted an easy journey. 

Remember what Jesus himself just said, that this journey will involve suffering, 

rejection, and death.  

• Like Moses who led the people out of slavery in Egypt to freedom, the mission or 

purpose of this journey is to bring about freedom. To connect Jesus to Moses 

and to the Exodus is to remind hearers/readers that God will deliver God’s 

people from slavery. Jesus’ cross is about release and freedom.  

Jesus’ Self-Description in Luke 4 

Back to themes which Luke develops—special emphases which are 

distinct from other gospel writers:  

 Remember how I’ve said in a sermon recently (probably more than once) to pay 

attention to the first thing in a sequence?  

• We talked about how Jesus’ first public act in John’s gospel is the wedding at 

Cana.  

 Do you remember Jesus’ first public act in Luke after he was tempted in the 

wilderness?  

• He went to the synagogue, as was his custom, and opened the scroll of the 

prophet Isaiah as it was given to him.  

 He read from the portion which says,  

18“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 

bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to 

 
1It is also interesting that the Greek word exodus is formed by the preposition ek or ex, which means out of 
or from out of and the noun hodos, which is way, road, journey or path.  
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the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 

free, 19to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 20And he rolled up the 

scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in 

the synagogue were fixed on him. 21Then he began to say to them, 

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  

 Luke is presenting a pattern to us: From Jesus’ first sermon in Luke 4 to talking 

about what it means to be Messiah (Luke 9:18-22), to emphasizing the connection to 

Moses and the exodus journey, Luke is saying that Jesus is the one to bring about 

release and freedom.  

Lastly: Jesus will not be deterred from this mission 

 There’s also a summary statement following this passage that further describes 

that Jesus is on this path that will lead to his death:  

• 51When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to 

Jerusalem. (Luke 9:51)  

• “Set his face” is an expression which means he was determined. He is on a path 

or a mission and nothing will deter him.  

Where’s the Good News? 

 Over time, you’ve heard me describe some of the questions I often use to help a 

group get at the meaning of a particular passage. In that same way, I like the question 

that Dale often asks in our Tuesday Bible study group that seems fitting here as we 

wrap up. He often asks, Where’s the good news in this passage?  

What do you think that is? What is the good news in this passage?  

We started out by acknowledging this Transfiguration is a baffling event, even for 

those who were firsthand witnesses to it. That event or this passage are confusing to 

us. Now, having worked through the context that Luke provides and identified the things 

he emphasizes over the course of the gospel, maybe we’re in a better position to 

answer the question, “What’s the good news in this passage? 

 

• The voice from the cloud identifies Jesus as the Chosen, God’s own son. His 

journey to the cross is a sure sign of God’s intent to bring release and freedom to 

all God’s people, just as Moses’ Exodus out of Egypt brought all the people of 

Israel to freedom.  

 

What’s the good news? God desires freedom and life for God’s people. God is 

with us and for us through all things. God loves us and all of God’s children more than 

we can imagine. God will do absolutely anything – including dying on the cross – to 

communicate this love and accomplish our release. 

Thanks be to God.  


