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Epiphany begins and ends with gospel stories in which is heard the Voice of God. 

On the first Sunday in Epiphany we heard the story of the baptism of Jesus, 

with its climax in the Voice of God speaking to Jesus, "You are my beloved. In 

you I am well pleased." And then on the last Sunday in Epiphany, today, 

immediately before Ash Wednesday and the beginning of Lent, we hear the 

Transfiguration story in which Jesus and the inner core of his disciples ascend to 

a high mountain. And this time it is the disciples who hear the Voice of God 

saying, "This is my beloved son. Listen to him."  

 Matthew’s version of the Transfiguration is more understandable if one 

knows the background and purpose of his writing of the gospel. It was written 

near the end of the first century CE, during which time many Gentiles had 

become Christians and Christians were enduring intense persecution. The Jewish 

nature of the early church was fading as the Gentile following grew, so Matthew 

is trying to present Jesus as a Messiah for everyone, not just Jews.  Roman law 

did not allow the formation of any new religions, so Matthew’s intention was 

also to demonstrate that Christianity was a development from the Jewish 

religion which was allowed by Roman law. In order for Matthew to justify 

Christianity to the Roman authorities, he had to present Jesus as the fulfillment 



  2 

of Judaism; Matthew is the most Jewish of the four gospels. By doing so he also 

opens the Christ to the Gentiles, as Jesus commands his disciples to do at the 

gospel’s end.  

 Hence, in this gospel telling of the Transfiguration, Jesus is seen in the 

company of Moses and Elijah, representatives of the Law and the prophets. 

Moses led his people from bondage to freedom; Matthew presents Jesus leading 

his people from bondage into the Kingdom of God. In Luke’s version of this 

vision, Moses and Elijah talk with Jesus about his approaching death, or more 

literally, the word in the original Greek, his “exodus,” a powerfully symbolic term. 

But it is the figure of Moses which Matthew uses to pattern his presentation of 

Jesus’ journey and mission; Matthew wanted to portray Jesus as a new and 

greater Moses, the chief representative of the prophetic tradition which would 

reach out to include Gentiles. Jesus is seen with Moses and Elijah as fulfilling the 

Hebrew tradition but also as transcending it.  

 The meaning for us today, it seems to me, lies in watching the response 

of the disciples. The disciples represent us. The disciples in the story see three 

glorified figures, but it is the cloud, associated with the awesome presence of 

God as in the passage from Exodus read this morning, that frightens them. And 

the Voice from the cloud, echoing the words at Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan by 

John, points them, and us, to Jesus: “Listen to him.” Moses and Elijah vanish; it 
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is Jesus, God’s Beloved Son, who is left, moving alone to his personal exodus--it 

is Jesus who is to be heard and obeyed above Moses and Elijah. He has been 

transfigured, figuratively speaking, glorified, idealized, spiritualized. The Law, 

given to Moses and the people of Israel on Mount Sinai, and the prophetic 

tradition, are now embodied in the life and spirituality of the man Jesus. For the 

disciples and us, the focus is on Jesus. The parallels between the Old Testament 

story of God speaking to Moses on Mount Sinai and the New Testament story of 

Jesus’ Transfiguration “on a high mountain,” remind us that the Bible is not 

recording historical events but rather making theological connections. For 

Matthew the Torah will find its ultimate meaning and its fulfillment in the life and 

teaching of Jesus; that is what he is claiming. 

 Here, at this point, prior to the events of Holy Week, the disciples are 

properly silent in awe and wonder. But later, after the resurrection, the disciples 

will receive the Spirit of the Lord at Pentecost; they will be empowered by the 

Holy Spirit, to continue Jesus’ ministry. The disciples, then and now, who 

witness the glory of the risen Christ, are transformed by the experience; in a 

sense they and we are transfigured, changed, made spiritual, by our encounter 

with Jesus. Matthew’s version of the Transfiguration is not only about the 

change in Jesus but also about the change in those who follow him. Just as 

Jesus is transfigured, transformed, after Easter, so are we changed and 
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spiritualized when we are baptised with his Spirit, assured that we are God’s 

beloved children. And then it’s a lifelong process of becoming who we are. We 

are made in the image of God; God is Love; we find ourselves in Love. 

 This emphasis on the disciples’ experience and vision seems to me to be 

the thrust of the second letter of Peter: “when we made known to you the 

power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, we had been eyewitnesses of his 

majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice 

was conveyed to him . . . saying, ‘This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am 

well pleased.’ We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven, while we were 

with him on the holy mountain. So [therefore] we have the prophetic message 

more fully confirmed.” These short verses confirm the thrust of Matthew’s 

story, that God’s message of love is now extended to the Gentiles through the 

witness of the apostles and followers of Jesus. For us today, on this day when 

we all confirm our baptismal vows, there is no lovelier image to finish on than 

the one which closes today’s reading from 2 Peter: “You will do well to be 

attentive to this as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and 

the morning star rises in your hearts.” May the Lord rise in all our hearts and 

transform our lives each and every day. 

  

 


