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Let’s keep our Bibles open right there at Matthew chapter 17. This is our last week in Matthew
for a little while, but we’ll be back to it before long. Over the past few weeks, we have watched
Jesus embark on a journey toward Jerusalem, which he knows is going to culminate at the
cross. Last week, we read how Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem
and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the
third day be raised (Matthew 16:21). Everything in Matthew is now moving toward this climactic
end. Jesus is headed toward humiliation, suffering, and death.

But here in Matthew 17, before Jesus descends into this darkness, he ascends a mountain and
reveals his glory. And why would he do that? | agree with John Calvin, who writes, “I have no
doubt... that Christ intended to show that he was not dragged unwillingly to death, but that he
came forward of his own accord.” Calvin is referencing Jesus’s own words in John 10:18, where
he says, No one takes [my life] from me, but | lay it down of my own accord (John 10:18). This is
important to keep in mind. Because as Matthew progresses, there are moments when Jesus
appears very weak. But we should never think he has lost any control. Make no mistake: He
walks to his death willingly, without losing one ounce of his power and authority.

It reminds me of a scene from C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe. If you've
never read the book or seen the movie, there are some spoilers coming today. But the book
came out in 1950, and the movie was released in 2005, so you've had plenty of time! In The
Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe, a boy named Edmund is in big trouble. He has betrayed
his family, rebelled against the king, and an evil witch is demanding that he face justice and die.
But the king—a lion named Aslan—meets privately with the witch and agrees to lay down his life
in Edmund’s place. Then the witch asks him, “How do | know this promise will be kept?” And in
response, Lewis writes, “[Aslan] roared... half rising from his throne; and his great mouth
opened wider and wider and the roar grew louder and louder, and the Witch, after staring for a
moment with her lips wide apart, picked up her skirts and... ran for her life.” Aslan is going to
face humiliation, suffering, and death. But as he roars, he reveals his power and authority,
making it very clear that these things will only happen to him of his own accord.

And here in Matthew 17, as Jesus begins his journey toward the cross, he roars. He reveals his
power and authority, his glory and his supremacy. And he also demonstrates his mercy before
speaking once more of his suffering. So, as we move through this story, these are the things |
want you to see:

e The glory of Christ

o The supremacy of Christ

e The mercy of Christ

e The suffering of Christ

Let’s take those one at a time and consider what they mean for us.

1. The Glory of Christ

Let’s pick up the story in verses 1-2: And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James,
and John his brother, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. And he was transfigured
before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes became white as light (Matthew
17:1-2).

Peter, James, and John make up Jesus’s inner circle. Jesus loves all his disciples, but these
three enjoy an especially close relationship with Christ. And he leads them up this high
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mountain, because he wants to show them something. He wants them to see his glory. He
wants to roar, to reveal his power before he descends into death. And the revelation is stunning.
He is transfigured before them. His appearance is altered, and Matthew describes two key
changes: His face shines like the sun and his clothes become white as light. This is a revelation
of Jesus’s divinity. Yes, he is a carpenter’s son from Nazareth. Yes, he is an itinerant preacher
traveling the Galilean countryside. Yes, he is truly human and will soon die a human death.

But all the while, he is also God.

As we sing each Christmas, he is, Christ, by highest heaven adored, Christ, the everlasting
Lord... And, veiled in flesh the Godhead see; hail the incarnate Deity, Jesus is God, veiled in
flesh. He is the incarnate Deity. And here in Matthew 17, his divine nature is shining for Peter,
James, and John to see. That’s the significance of the light streaming from his face and his
clothes.

It makes me think of Psalm 104, where the Psalmist declares, Bless the LORD, O my soul! O
LORD my God, you are very great! You are clothed with splendor and majesty, covering yourself
with light as with a garment (Psalm 104:1-2). Or Daniel’s vision of God in Daniel 7, when he
says, As | looked... the Ancient of Days took his seat; his clothing was white as snow, and the
hair of his head like pure wool... A stream of fire issued and came out from before him (Daniel
7:9-10).

This is imagery picked up in Revelation 1, which describes Jesus’s face like the sun shining in
full strength. And why is it so bright? Because, as Paul says in 2 Corinthians 4, in the face of
Jesus Christ we see the glory of God. And here in Matthew 17, that's what Peter, James, and
John see. And they never forgot this moment! Later in his life, Peter would write, We were
eyewitnesses of his majesty... for we were with him on the holy mountain (2 Peter 1:16, 18).

Surely, this vision of Christ’s glory was one reason Peter, James, and John remained faithful to
Christ throughout their lives, even when many people despised and rejected Christ. They knew
the truth. They were eyewitnesses of his majesty. They saw his glory. And we need to see his
glory too. Now, we cannot see it with our eyes, not yet. But we can see his glory in the pages of
Scripture. And if we will recognize his majesty and divinity, his power and authority, we will find
the strength we need to remain faithful as well. We need that strength, because many people
continue to despise and reject Jesus in our day. Some are simply apathetic toward Jesus,
thinking he makes no difference whatsoever in their lives. Others are more antagonistic, finding
his ethics old-fashioned, and his teaching unattractive.

I'll just give you one example: think about Jesus’s teaching on the nature of true blessing in
Matthew 5. What he says is radically out of step with the predominant mood of our culture. We
live in a world full of pride and self-aggrandizement, but Jesus says, Blessed are the poor in
spirit. We live in a world of hype and the pursuit of non-stop happiness, but Jesus says, Blessed
are those who mourn. We live in a world of polarized opinions about everything, where the
loudest, meanest voice is the one that receives the most attention, but Jesus says, Blessed are
the meek. And there will always be those who hear this and wonder, “Who wants that? Who
wants to follow Jesus into meekness, mourning, and humility.” Well, we do!

Because, we have seen his majesty! We know that on the other side of humility, there is glory!
We know that on the other side of the cross, there is resurrection! And this transfiguration here
in Mathew 17 is a reminder of that reality. A reality which all people will recognize someday. For
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one day every eye will see him as Peter, James, and John saw him. And every knee will bow
and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord. One day, we will all see the glory of Christ.
And friend, it is infinitely better to bow before him now as a willing servant, than to bow in the
end as a defeated rebel.

Next, notice what this passage says about...
2. The Supremacy of Christ

Look at verse 3. Jesus is shining in the radiance of this heavenly glory, And behold, there
appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him (Matthew 17:3).

This is a fascinating moment! When this occurred, Moses had been dead for over 1400 years,
and Elijah had been gone for over 800 years. Elijah did not die but was taken directly into
heaven by chariots of fire. But here they both are talking with Jesus! It's a powerful reminder
that the end of our time on earth is not the end of our lives. Death—painful as it is—is a
departure to a new destination. In fact, in Luke’s account of the transfiguration, we learn that this
is precisely what Moses and Elijah talked about with Jesus. Luke tells us they appeared and
spoke with Jesus about his departure, his death, his resurrection, and his ascension into
heaven.

Always let that comfort you when you think of your believing loved ones who have died. They
have departed to a wonderful destination. They have gone to be with the Lord. Like Moses, and
Elijah, they are very much alive! Now, as you can imagine, there is a lot of speculation as to why
Moses and Elijah are the two Old Testament figures who appear with Jesus on the mountain. It
may be because both encountered God on mountains in their earthly lives, Moses on Mount
Sinai, Elijah on Mount Horeb. It may be because both are associated with the expectation of a
coming Messiah, who was to be a prophet like Moses, and preceded by a prophet like Elijah. It
may be because Jesus came to fulfill the Scriptures, the law and the prophets. And Moses
recorded God'’s law, while Elijah had a famous prophetic ministry. We don’t know exactly,
because the Bible does not tell us. But we do know that Peter is very excited to see these
heroes of the faith!

And verse 4 tells us, Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are here. If you wish, | will
make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah” (Matthew 17:4). If this
idea sounds a little strange to you, it's because it is strange. In their accounts of this story, Mark
and Luke both write that Peter didn’t know what to say, so he blurted this out.

When | was in my first year of seminary up at TEDS, | had a job at Caribou Coffee in Vernon
Hills not far from Hallas Hall where the Bears practice. And one day, Brian Urlacher walked into
our Caribou. Now, | cannot tell you what | said to him, because | was stunned to be in his
presence! And that’s just a big, famous football player. These disciples are in the presence of
Jesus and Moses and Elijah. They are stunned. And they don’t know what to say. But God has
something to say.

Look at verse 5. He was still speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a
voice from the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom | am well pleased; listen to him”
(Mathew 17:5).

As he manifested his presence on Mount Sinai in the Old Testament, God now overshadows
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the mountain in a bright cloud and speaks to Peter, James, and John. He speaks of Jesus’s
identity: this is my beloved Son, with whom | am well pleased. And then he speaks of Jesus’s
supremacy: listen to him. The Father is saying, “All your life, you have listened to Moses and
Elijah, along with all the law and all the prophets.” “And this is good. But now, above all, listen to
my Son.” He is greater than Moses and Elijah. He is in a class of his own. His voice is your
supreme authority. Listen to him.

And church, God says the same thing to us. As Hebrews 1:1-2 puts it, Long ago, at many times
and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has
spoken to us by his Son (Hebrews 1:1-2).

And his Son does not erase the Old Testament Scriptures or eliminate their authority, he fulfills
them all. He is the Scripture’s primary point and Scripture’s ultimate interpreter. And our
responsibility is to recognize his voice as the supreme authority in our lives. To listen to him,
more than we listen to any hero of the faith, more than we listen to anyone else. To open the
Word, the Word of Christ, and let him guide us into all truth. If you follow that straightforward
command—listen to him—it will transform your life.

So, we've seen something of the glory of Christ and the supremacy of Christ. Next, notice how
this passage shows us...

3. The Mercy of Christ

Look at verse 6: When the disciples heard this, they fell on their faces and were terrified
(Matthew 17:6).

This whole experience has totally overwhelmed the disciples. Jesus is shining like the sun.
Moses and Elijah have appeared. Now God has shrouded the mountain in a bright cloud and is
speaking directly to them. So, they fall on their faces in terror. And if you think you would have
had any other reaction, you’re wrong. People sometimes talk flippantly about meeting their
Maker. But whenever this happens in the Bible, no one is kidding around. Everyone is
overwhelmed. Because when a human being stands in the presence of the infinite and holy God
our finite and fallen nature becomes unmistakably clear. Whatever we may like to think about
ourselves, when we come close to God’s holiness, we will see the depth of our sinfulness.

So, for example, in Isaiah 6, when Isaiah sees the Lord upon his throne, he does not say, “Wow,
this is awesome!” He cries out in despair, “Woe is me! | am lost!” Or, in Luke 5, when Peter
begins to realize Jesus’s divine identity, he does not say, “This is great! God’s Son is here!” He
falls at Jesus’s feet and says, “Depart from me, for | am a sinful man, O Lord.” And here in
Matthew 17, with Jesus shining and the Father speaking, Peter, James, and John probably
thought they were all going to die. After all, death is what we deserve for our sin. But Christ
gives mercy. Watch what happens.

Verses 7-8: But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Rise, and have no fear.” And when
they lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only (Matthew 17:7-8).

This is beautiful. These three men are lying prostrate upon the ground, aware of how unworthy
they are to be in God’s presence, terrified of what may happen next. And Jesus came, he
doesn’t pull back from them; he draws near to them. And Jesus touched them. He isn’t repulsed
by them; he reaches out to help them. And Jesus said to them, “Rise, and have no fear.” He



The Orchard Arlington Heights March 8, 2026
The Promise Fulfilled: The Glory of Christ Pastor Brad Wetherell
Matthew 17:1-13

doesn’t condemn them; he comforts them.

And friend, if you recognize your sinfulness, and if you fall at Jesus’s feet, he will do the same
thing for you. He will draw near to you, he will help you, and he will comfort you. He will show
mercy to you. He will do this, because he came to save sinners just like you, and just like me.
And he has secured our salvation through his suffering.

Notice lastly, how this story leads us to reflect upon...
4. The Suffering of Christ

Look at verse 9: And as they were coming down the mountain, Jesus commanded them, “Tell
no one the vision, until the Son of Man is raised from the dead” (Matthew 17:9).

The vision of glory has passed. Jesus now leads his disciples down the mountain, to resume his
journey toward the cross. And he tells them, “Don’t tell anyone what you just saw until | am
raised from the dead.” Why? Because the time will come to proclaim the glory of Christ, but not
until after the suffering of Christ. Jesus’s eyes are fixed upon Jerusalem and his impending
death and resurrection. Until that work is done, he tells the disciples, don’t tell anyone who | am.
But once that work is done, he will tell the disciples, go and tell everyone. The disciples don’t
push back. But they do have a question.

Verse 10: And the disciples asked him, “Then why do the scribes say that first Elijah must
come?” (Matthew 17:10).

The Old Testament prophet Malachi declared that Elijah would come before the great and
awesome day of the Lord. So, the arrival of Elijah became associated with the arrival of the
Messiah. And Jesus affirms this, but not in the way the disciples expected. Look at verses 11-
13: He answered, “Elijah does come, and he will restore all things. But I tell you that Elijah has
already come, and they did not recognize him, but did to him whatever they pleased. So also
the Son of Man will certainly suffer at their hands.” Then the disciples understood that he was
speaking to them of John the Baptist (Matthew 17:11-13).

He’s saying, “John the Baptist, with his restorative ministry that led people to repent and turn to
the Lord, fulfilled the promise that Elijah would come before the Messiah.” John was a prophet
like Elijah. But people didn’t recognize this. In fact, they killed John. And now, they will kill the
Messiah too. ...the Son of Man will certainly suffer (Matthew 17:12).

And in these last moments, let’s think about his suffering. Let’s think about the cross. In his
excellent book, Knowing Christ, Mark Jones points out that there are several points of direct
contrast between the transfiguration and the cross. He writes...

At the transfiguration, Jesus was revealed in glory.
At the cross, Jesus was executed in shame.

At the transfiguration, Jesus’s clothing became radiant and intensely white.
At the cross, Jesus’s clothing was stained with his own blood.

At the transfiguration, Jesus stood next to two Old Testament heroes.
At the cross, Jesus hung next to two criminals.
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At the transfiguration, the mountainside was covered with the glory of God.
At the cross, the hillside was shrouded in darkness.

At the transfiguration, God spoke words of delight and affirmation about his beloved Son.
At the cross, Jesus cried out, “My God, why have you forsaken me?”

And we should ask, why this awful contrast? Why this suffering? Here’s Mark Jones’s answer:
“[Because] we cannot have the mountain without the hill.” Jesus could only bring us into the
heights of glory by descending into the depths of humiliation. He suffered to save us.

Conclusion

We began with that scene from The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe where Aslan roared
before going to his death. Well, after that display of power and authority, the lion laid down his
life. But he did not stay dead. And when his friends Lucy and Susan find him alive again, they
ask him, “What does it all mean?” And Aslan explains something the witch did not know. He
speaks of a plan put in place before the dawn of time... “when a willing victim who had
committed no treachery [would be] killed in a traitor's stead,” and how “Death itself would start
working backward.”

Church that’s our hope! Jesus reveals his true glory in this passage... he roars! But then he
descends the mountain and heads to his death. He was killed in a traitor's stead. He died in our
place, paying for our rebellion, and cleansing our sins. Then, he rose. And death started working
backward. For, one day all who trust in him will enter the joys of resurrection life. This is the
good news of Jesus Christ: He died so we can be forgiven, and he rose so that we can live.
See his glory. Submit to his supremacy. Receive his mercy. And praise him for his suffering.



