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

When Jesus was transfigured on the mountain, his appearance was changed, radiantly bright, shining out 

in all his divine glory. 

Normally, in his state of humiliation, Jesus concealed his glory when he when he walked on earth. But 

this was a special revelation, to show Peter, James, and John who Jesus really is, beneath the surface. A man, but 

more than a man. They see a glimpse of his divine majesty. 

But when the three disciples saw Jesus for that fleeting moment, no longer veiled in human flesh, but fully 

revealed, in his shining resurrection body, the living Son of God, they did not understand. They were 

overwhelmed. 

Peter didn’t know what he was saying. He blurted out, “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.” 

Now, when we read Peter’s words, we usually think he’s just so happy and excited, that he wants to make 

tents so they can stick around and enjoy Jesus and Moses and Elijah forever. He’s like a kid, wishing every day 

of the whole year could be his birthday. 

But that is not what Peter is saying. “I will make three tents here, one for you, and one for Moses, and one 

for Elijah.” Peter isn’t just talking about a fun camping trip. He’s talking about tabernacles, tents. Like the 

tabernacle of Moses, the tent where Moses entered before God’s presence and heard God’s commands, and spoke 

with God face to face, as a man speaks with his friend. 

Peter is saying, “Let’s build three tabernacles, three tents of meeting, three houses of worship. One for 

you Jesus, because now I see that you are far more wonderful than I ever realized. But also tabernacles for Moses 

and Elijah too. Because these are the two greatest prophets of the Old Testament. And here you are, all three 

together, the greatest men of history. Let’s worship all three of you.” 

And that was Peter’s error. Whether he knew what he was saying or not, Peter was suggesting idolatry. 

Because of the three, only one of them is to be worshipped. Only one of them is true God. The God-man, Jesus 

Christ. To him all the prophets, Moses and Elijah and all the rest. 

So the disciples must not worship Moses and Elijah. These men are great forerunners, but they are only 

prophets who point to Jesus. The Son alone is to be worshipped, with the Father and Holy Spirit, one eternal 

Triune God. 

So God cuts Peter off. While he’s still speaking, the bright cloud overshadows them, and the voice of the 

Father thunders from heaven, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him.” 

And when the disciples hear these words, they fall on their faces in terror. Because in that instant, they 

realize with horror who Jesus really is. He is the living God, the Second Person of the Trinity, to whom belongs 

all power and glory and worship and honor and praise. “He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact 

imprint of his nature.” 

And realizing this, realizing their idolatrous mistake, realizing whose presence they’ve truly been in all 

this time, the disciples are overcome with terror. They finally realize the magnitude of their sins, compared to 

Jesus, the holy, awesome, all-consuming, immortal God. 

Their reaction is exactly the same as the reaction of anyone in the Old Testament who also saw God. 

Whenever God’s people see him in the Old Testament, they are always terrified. They fall down before him in 

terror, expecting to be destroyed for their sin. And they’re right to be afraid. As God said to Moses, “You cannot 

see my face, for man shall not see me and live.” 

So when God appeared to Moses in the burning bush, Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. 

And when Gideon saw the angel of the Lord in Judges 6, he said, “Alas, O Lord God! For now I have seen the 

angel of the Lord face to face.” He expected to die. And when the Lord appeared to Manoah and his wife in 

Judges 13, Manoah said to her, “We shall surely die, for we have seen God.” 

As for us, today in the church, we should expect the same, whenever we come into God’s presence. We 

tend to approach God all too casually, ignorant of our sin, presuming on God’s mercy. But really, we should fear 
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his wrath. We should come before him with repentance and trembling. For wrath is what we deserve, what we 

should expect. 

And yet, in the Old Testament, many people do see God, and their lives are spared. It’s because they were 

seeing the Son, the Second Person of the Trinity, the visible God. As the Son said to terrified Gideon, when he 

appeared to him, “Peace be to you. Do not fear; you shall not die.” 

The patriarch Jacob also, when he wrestled with God all night long, it was the Son. And God did not put 

him to death. So Jacob marveled, as he limped away from Peniel. “I have seen God face to face, and yet my life 

has been delivered.” 

And so also Isaiah, on the day when he saw the Lord, high and lifted up, the train of his robe filling the 

temple, he saw the Son. And Isaiah was terrified. “Woe is me!” he cried out, “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!” And yet, one of the cherubim took a burning coal from the altar and touched his lips, atoning for his sin, 

so that Isaiah’s life was spared. 

The same was true when God spoke with Moses face to face, it was the Son. And when Moses came out 

from the glorious presence, his face shone with the reflected glory of God, the same glory the disciples saw on 

the mountain on the day of Transfiguration. 

The people of Israel were terrified to see Moses. Even the fast-fading reflected glory was too much for 

them. They begged Moses to cover his face with a veil, and he graciously did. God also graciously concealed his 

glory from them, veiling himself in the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire. And he veiled himself in the tabernacle, 

behind layers of curtains. And in the temple, behind walls of thick stone, all out of compassion, so the people 

would not be overwhelmed. 

But God also revealed himself, not only to Moses, but also the 70 elders of Israel. He invited them up on 

Mount Sinai into the cloud of glory, “And he did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; they 

beheld God, and ate and drank.” Their lives were spared. 

This is our deepest longing and desire: to see God, face to face, without fear, just as we were created to 

see him. To come into his presence, and eat and drink with him. 

Hopefully, now you understand why Peter, James, and John fell on their faces in terror. They realized they 

were seeing God, and they rightly expected to be destroyed. Yet amazingly, they do not die. Jesus comes to them 

in gentle mercy. He touches them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.” And when the disciples lift up their eyes, 

they see no one but Jesus only. 

Jesus only. He alone reveals our God. In him alone, we see God and live. For Jesus has come to tabernacle 

in human flesh, God veiled in the tent of a human body, in compassion for us. 

Jesus has come to bring us to God, to cover our sins and atone for them in his blood, so we might stand 

before God, cleansed and pure. He has come so we might see God once more, just as Adam and Eve were created 

to see him face to face. 

Seeing Jesus, we see God, not in terrifying majesty, not as a holy, all-consuming fire but in mercy, 

compassion, and perfect love. The God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to 

give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 

As Saint John so beautifully explains in his Christmas prologue, “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.” And then 

he adds, “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.” 

So Jesus has come to make God known. To manifest God’s love, lifted up on a cross, for all the world to 

see. See the eternal God, despised and rejected by men, with no form or majesty that we should look at him. His 

beaten, bloody body reveals the perfect love of God. His hands and his feet, and the spear thrust into his side, this 

is the love of God for you on full display. 

And see him also, Jesus your God, rising again for you on the third day, in his glorious, heavenly body, 

the same body the disciples saw when he was transfigured on the mountain. 

And see him also, Jesus your God, here in the church. He takes a burning coal from the altar, a piece of 

his own sacrificed body, and touches your lips, to atone for your sin. And he invites you to come eat and drink 

with him, and listen to his voice, through preaching and his word. 

By these means, the living God is transforming and changing you. He transfigures you from a corrupt, 

fallen creature, into a holy, new creation. A creation that can see God once more, face to face. As 2 Corinthians 
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3 tells us, “We all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image 

from one degree of glory to another.” 

Just as your Lord Jesus was transfigured in glory, you too are being transformed, through the work of the 

Spirit. Your old, dying, decaying bodies, bodies that suffer cancer and pain, old age and sickness, your bodies 

will be changed in an instant to be like his glorious body. 

Then, on that day, as Saint John promises, “When he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see 

him as he is.” 

This is your great hope, as you suffer in this life, waiting for him when he returns on the final day. “Though 

you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy 

that is inexpressible and filled with glory.” 

Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together. We shall see him as he is, 

fully revealed. And we shall be like him, to live with him forever, in perfect resurrection bodies. 

Therefore we say with Job, trembling with eager anticipation, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the 

last he will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, whom 

I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another. My heart faints within me!” Amen. 

Now the Lord bless you and keep you. The Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious unto. The 

Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. Amen. 


