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

 

Tonight we celebrate the feast of the transfiguration, that moment that is recorded in the 

gospels of St Matthew, Mark and Luke where Jesus and his inner circle of disciples, Peter 

James and John, go up a mountain, and while there is nothing unusual in that as Jesus often 

went to a quiet place to spend time with God, but it is what happened when they were up 

the mountain, that wasn’t usual.  While Jesus was a short distance away from Peter, James 

and John, he was joined by two people from the Old Testament, the first being Moses and the 

second Elijah.  While we may be familiar with some aspects of Moses and Elias as in the King 

James Version we heard tonight but more commonly known as Elijah but let’s look at them in 

more detail. 

 

Moses is a major character in the Old Testament and his entire life, from being the baby found 

in the Nile river by Pharaoh’s daughter to his death on mount Nebo is recorded in the books 

of Exodus and Deuteronomy and throughout his life there are several different aspects to his 

story but the one we are interested in tonight, is that of the law giver. 

As we heard in our Old Testament reading, Moses was the person who received the Ten 

Commandments on two stone tablets.  In Exodus chapter 34, we learn that Moses met God 

on top of the mountain to receive several laws and after he had received them, when he came 

down the mountain to the people his appearance had changed so that it was radiant and as 

a result the people were afraid, and therefore Moses had to veil his face, except when he met 

God on the mountain to receive more laws.   

 

Elijah’s life is not recorded in full details, in the 1st book of Kings we meet Elijah as an adult. 

There are several different prophecies and events in Elijah’s life, but his unique aspect is that 

he didn’t die, in the 2nd book of Kings, we are told that Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind 

accompanied by a chariot of fire and horses and his successor was the prophet Elisha.   

Because Elijah didn’t die, he has a special place in Jewish culture.  At Passover celebrations 

and some other Jewish family celebrations, there is an empty chair and that chair is for Elijah, 

so that when he returned there would be a space for him.  

 

Neither of these two different people lived at the same time and there was about four 

centuries separating them and they represented different aspects of the Jewish faith, the law 

and the prophets.  Moses and Elijah are very important people to the Jews, not just for who 

they are, the lessons they give us but also what they represent. The law and the prophets.  
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The law, is another name for the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament while the 

Prophets represent the major and Minor Prophets as well as the wisdom scripture (the books 

of Psalms, Proverbs, etc.). Together they make up the Jewish Scripture.   

 

If we turn our attention now to the New Testament, In Matthew’s Gospel, during the Sermon 

on the Mount, Jesus stated that he had not come to abolish the law and the prophets but 

instead to fulfil them1.   However this is not the only example of Jesus referring to the law and 

the prophets, in chapter 7 of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus reinforces his teaching of speaking to 

God, by stating that this sums up the law and the prophets2.  Jesus also explains that all the 

law and the prophets hang on what is known as the summary of the law, namely to Love God 

with all our heart, with all our soul and with all our strength and to love our neighbours as 

ourselves3;   

 

When Peter, James and John see Jesus with Moses and Elijah, they are overwhelmed and 

Peter’s first reaction is another aspect of Jewish culture, and that is to offer to build three 

tabernacles for each of them, referring to the Jewish festival of Tabernacles which reminds 

the Jewish people of the time that Moses lead them out of Egypt and they wondered in the 

desert and had to live in tabernacles.   However before Jesus could respond, God speaks and 

his voice is audible to everyone.    

 

Listening and obeying Jesus as God’s son while Jesus was in the company of two people 

representing the whole of the Jewish scripture and reinforces Jesus teaching in Matthew’s 

Gospel when he states that he has come to fulfil the law and the prophets and not to abolish 

them.  

 

What does this mean for us, while the obvious answer is that we need to listen and obey 

Jesus, it needs to be noted that Jesus, clearly stated that we also need to do more, and that 

is to ensure that we look at the whole picture. Jesus rooted himself in the Old Testament, and 

there were two main reasons for this 

 

Firstly, to ensure that God’s word in the Old Testament is fulfilled, it may take several 

centuries but to God, a thousand years are like a day. For us this means that we need to 

ensure that we also read, study and understand the Old Testament. The whole bible, and not 

just some parts of it,  when we look at the whole bible we see the full picture,  the one that 

                                                           
1 Matthew 5:17 
2 Matthew 7:12 
3 Matthew 22:40 



Exodus 34:29-35 Ps 99;  Luke 9:28-36 

tells us of God’s love for us,  the price that he paid when his only beloved son was put to death 

on a cross for us so that  we may be saved.   

 

 

Secondly, Jesus rooted himself in the Old Testament so that the people who were following 

him, who heard him speak could relate to him.  Jesus related his teaching, to the society in 

which those listening to him could easily understand and relate to, the passages today often 

seem mysterious to us because we are not familiar with first century Israel and it is sometimes 

very easy to overlook aspects of the culture in which the scripture is set and not see the whole 

picture.   The story of the transfiguration is one such example, Peter’s reference to build 

tabernacles may seem slightly strange to us, but it makes more sense when you look at the 

Jewish culture and festivals where it makes more sense, Peter was wanting to recreate the 

feast of the tabernacles, even though it may not have been the prescribed time of the year.  

 

If we are to apply the importance of the transfiguration to our lives then we need to ensure 

that we obey all of God’s word from the law, prophets and from his son, our saviour, Jesus to 

our lives and to do this we need to understand it and this sometimes means we need to look 

deeply at things which would have been far more obvious to the first readers of the passage.  

 

Lord help us to study and apply all your word to our lives.  Amen  

 

 

 

 

 


