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As we listen to the story of the Transfiguration, we can simply be awed by what is 

happening and the impact it has on our faith and go no further. We also have the choice 

to go deeper and ask ourselves why Matthew is telling this story. What the meaning of 

the location and symbols are, and what the deeper message is that he is trying to relay to 

us through this story. I would like to draw our focus to these second set of questions and 

reflect upon the questions Matthew himself is inviting us to focus on: 

1. First of all, why does Matthew start by focusing on the timing of the event? He says, 

“after six days Jesus took with Peter, James and John up the mountain.” Why is this 

important? Matthew doesn’t always tell you how many days have transpired before 

an event happens in the Gospel. So, what’s the significance of it being after six days? 

2. Why does Jesus only take Peter, James, and John up the Mountain? Why doesn’t he 

take all twelve apostles? Or for that matter, reveal the transfiguration to all the jews 

and people of Israel?  

3. What does it mean when it says Jesus was transfigured? Why does his face shine like 

the sun and his garments become white as light? What is the meaning of this, and 

what would that have meant to a Jew in the first century, and to Peter and James and 

John in particular? So, what would be the symbolism, the significance, of this 

revelation of Jesus’ glory? 

4. Why does Moses and Elijah appear with Jesus to talk with him? Why does anyone 

appear at all? If Jesus is God, then why does he need anyone to acknowledge him, 

much less these two particular figures? 

5. What does Peter mean when he says, “Lord it’s good that we are here”? And why do 

he and the other disciples respond to the voice and the cloud in the way that they do? 

Then, after the bright cloud overshadows them, and the voice comes out of the cloud, 

and it says that the three were “filled with awe” and they fall on their faces. So, what 

is the significance of that cloud coming down on top of the mountain and why do 

they fall on their faces? 

6. Last, and most significantly for us today, after they go down the mountain again, why 

does Jesus tell them to not tell anybody until after the Son of Man has been raised from 

the dead? 

As I often like to say, when we read the gospels, it is important for us to understand 

them in the context of first century Judaism. When we do that, we see that many of these 

questions can be answered by recognizing that for a first century Jew, they would’ve seen 

several parallels between the Transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain and the Old 

Testament accounts of Moses on Mount Sinai. And it is these parallels that help answer 

the questions about why Matthew wants us to focus on this event.  
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So let’s begin with the first question, in the book of Exodus it says that Moses went 

up the mountain of Sinai on the seventh day. Matthew then is drawing a parallel between 

Moses and the Transfiguration. By both taking place after six days on top of the 

mountain, Jesus is seen acting as a new Moses. This shows us that the reason Matthew 

says they went up after the sixth day was to purposely draw a connection to Moses and 

Mount Sinai. But we could also ask why he’s doing this, which brings us to the second 

question, why just Peter, James and John? 

When Moses goes up the mountain of Mount Sinai, he takes with him three special 

companions: Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu. Aaron was the high priest and Moses’ brother, 

and then Nadab and Abihu were his two sons, they were brothers as well. So, what does 

Jesus do? He goes up the mountain with Peter, who is kind of like the high priest of the 

new covenant, he also brings up James and John, who are also brothers, just like Nadab 

and Abihu. Why does he mention these three? He does so because he’s preparing them 

for an experience like Moses had. Moses went up the mountain to meet God. Jesus brings 

Peter, James, and John up the mountain for the same reason, to understand Jesus divine 

nature as the son of God. 

Number three. When Moses went up the mountain of Sinai, it says that “when he 

came down his face shone with the glory of having been in the presence of God,” that it 

reflected the glory of God whom he had encountered at the top of the mountain. Whereas, 

in the Gospel, Jesus goes up the mountain, but his face is transfigured, and it shines like 

the sun with its own light. So, what is happening here? Mathew is revealing to us that 

Jesus is both similar to Moses, but is also greater than Moses, because he’s being 

revealed as the divine son of God. As the voice says from the cloud, “this is my beloved 

son; listen to him.” 

Fourth, why Moses and Elijah? This is particularly important, and people often 

miss it. When Moses went up the mountain in the Old Testament, it said that the glory, 

the glory cloud of the Lord, came down upon the top of Mount Sinai. This was the pillar 

of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night. It is the presence of God, the glory of the 

Lord, in the Old Testament. The same thing happens here in the New Testament. When 

Moses and Elijah appear and are talking with Jesus and the disciples see them, it said, “a 

cloud overshadowed them” and the disciples are filled with awe, and they fall on their 

faces. Why? Because they know as Jews that when the glory cloud comes down, God 

himself is coming down to be in their presence. So, this is a theophany, a revelation of 

God, an appearance of God happening on the top of the mountain. 

Finally, in the Old Testament, when the cloud descended, it says that “God spoke to 

Moses from the cloud.” And the same thing is true here, the voice of the father speaks 

from the cloud and says the words, “this is my beloved son, with whom I am well 

pleased; listen to him.”  
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So just like God spoke from the cloud in the Old Testament, and he does as well in the 

New Testament. What then is the Mountain of the Transfiguration? What is the mystery 

here? Well, the mystery is that this is like a new Mount Sinai, a new Moses. We are being 

told, however, the he is a new and greater Moses. Jesus is bringing the disciples up the 

mountain to encounter God, to enter into the mystery of God and to also reveal to them 

his divine sonship. Up to this point he’s only shown them, in a sense, the veil of his 

humanity. They see him eat, they see him drink, they see him get tired; but now he’s 

showing them that not only is he fully man, but he is also a divine person. He’s the 

glorious son of the Father, which is at the center of the mystery of the Transfiguration. 

Now, with all of that in mind, we can now answer the question, why are Moses and 

Elijah there? Many biblical scholars will give the explanation that Moses was the giver of 

the Law, and Elijah was considered the greatest of the prophets and stop there. However, 

when you think about it, it’s also fitting that Moses, who ascended the mountain in the 

Old Testament to encounter God, should also be present here at this revelation of God in 

the New Testament. As for Elijah, in the book of Kings, Elijah goes up Mount Sinai and 

also has a theophany of God, where he hears the still small voice, and he encounters God 

on the same mountain as Moses. So, these two figures who encounter God on the top of 

the mountain of the Old Testament are now present with Jesus for this revelation of God 

in the New Testament as well. 

With all of that in mind then, what is ultimately going on here? Well, this is a 

revelation, not just of the mystery of Jesus and Moses, it’s really a revelation of the 

mystery of the Trinity. To explain this, let me draw from the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church in paragraph 555, where it states that in addition to the baptism of Jesus, the 

Transfiguration of Jesus is one of the most important revelations of the Trinity. This is 

because all three persons of the Trinity appear in the Transfiguration. The Father speaks 

in the voice from heaven, “this is my beloved son.” The Son is revealed through that 

voice and through the transfiguration of his face on the mountain, where his divine glory 

is revealed. Then third and finally, but not least significantly, the Spirit is also revealed in 

the Transfiguration. But where is the spirit you might ask? The Spirit is in the glory 

cloud, in the pillar of cloud that comes down upon the mountain of Transfiguration just 

like in the Old Testament. But how do we know that it is the Holy Spirit? Because the 

Spirit is always depicted through images of cloud and fire in the Old Testament. So, all 

three persons of the Trinity, the Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit are being revealed. The 

Catechism says this exactly writing: “the cloud indicates the presence of the Holy Spirit.”  

So, just like we saw the Trinity at Jesus’ baptism: Father, Son, and the dove; now 

we see the Trinity in the Transfiguration: Father, Son, and the cloud of the Spirit. What 

that shows us here is that the Apostles have been given a great privilege.  
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That they have, in a sense, been brought into this experience of the revelation of the 

Trinity, which is why Peter says, “it’s good to be here.” He gives the implication there 

that he wants to just stay there. He wants to make the booths what we today would call 

tents, and just remain here in the glory of contemplating the Trinity, because that’s what 

we were ultimately made for, eternal life with the Trinity. 

But the final point of the Transfiguration, Jesus says though, is that they have to 

come down the mountain. It’s not time yet for them to enter into the glory of the Trinity. 

This is just a taste, a foretaste of Jesus’ divine glory. There’s another mountain, however, 

that he must first go and climb, and that is going to be the mountain of Calvary. So, he 

leads the disciples down the mountain of the Transfiguration, the mountain of the Trinity, 

and then toward the mountain of Calvary when he tells them, “don’t tell anyone about 

this until the Son of Man is raised from the dead.” But why does Jesus not want them to 

tell anyone? In his book, A Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture, Fr. A. Jones 

suggests that “Jesus tells them this because the glory has passed, and Jesus is once more 

the familiar friend. He enjoins silence: the vision is not to be spoken of until after the 

Resurrection, presumably to avoid premature and mistaken Messianic enthusiasm. Few, 

knowing of the Transfiguration, would learn to appreciate the necessity of the cross.” 

So, in the Second week of Lent, we are reminded that we too must be willing to 

come down from Sinai so that we too might go up with Christ to Calvary. “Arise and be 

not afraid” is a message for us as much as it is to Peter, James, and John. It’s one of the 

simplest instructions, but one of the hardest to do: be not afraid. As we read in St. Paul in 

2 Timothy, the revelation of Christ’s glory is what enables us to endure suffering and 

hardship. God grants us to behold the light of Christ by faith, and through that vision we 

are changed into his likeness. But let’s not forget the middle step. The light also 

strengthens us to bear the cross, as it did Jesus, and as it did the apostles. The cross is the 

only way forward. There’s no way around, only through. We can’t just skip from here to 

Easter. That’s the whole purpose of the liturgical year, and the place where we now stand 

in it –– we cannot understand glory without the Passion. We cannot forsake our fears 

until we rise up and follow Jesus the whole way through. God does not intend for us to 

blindly follow “cleverly devised myths.” He wants us to walk in the steps of his Son so 

that we can listen to his voice. He wants us to be eyewitnesses to his glory so that we can 

rise up, cast off our fear, and take up our cross. To follow him in this season of Lent as 

we journey to the triumph of Easter and ultimately toward heaven itself.  


