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A sermon preached at  
St Andrew’s Parish Church, Headington 

 
By the Rev’d Dr Tim Howles  

 
 
Reading: Matthew 17:1-8 
 

After six days Jesus took with him Peter, James and John the brother of 
James, and led them up a high mountain by themselves. 2 There he was 
transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his clothes 
became as white as the light. 3 Just then there appeared before them Moses 
and Elijah, talking with Jesus. 
 

4 Peter said to Jesus, “Lord, it is good for us to be here. If you wish, I will 
put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” 
 

5 While he was still speaking, a bright cloud covered them, and a voice 
from the cloud said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well 
pleased. Listen to him!” 
 

6 When the disciples heard this, they fell facedown to the ground, 
terrified. 7 But Jesus came and touched them. “Get up,” he said. “Don’t be 
afraid.” 8 When they looked up, they saw no one except Jesus. 

  
  

Our Gospel reading this morning comes from around the middle of Matthew’s account of 
Jesus’ life. And you don’t need me to tell you that, in this part of the narrative, things are 
getting darker. The clouds are gathering. Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem. He knows what 
will happen when he gets there: betrayal, suffering, death.  
 
But then, in the midst of that darkening trajectory, we find the story of the transfiguration, a 
story that’s about brightness and light and glory.  
 
And I think that contrast is intentional. Matthew has included the story of the transfiguration 
here as an interlude that helps us understand why the story is getting darker. Just for a 
moment, it’s as if the curtain is drawn back, the shutter is lifted up, and we’re given a clue. A 
clue the helps us understand who Jesus really is and why he has to die.  
 
So let’s look at those two things in turn. 
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1. The transfiguration helps us understand something of who Jesus is 
 
In the OT, God’s presence is often depicted in the form of a cloud and in the form of light.  
 
So in the book of Exodus, when God was leading His people out of Egypt, what form did He 
take? By day, it was the form of a cloud, and by night a pillar of blazing light.  
 
And we’re told that the presence of God in the cloud and in the light was unbelievably 
powerful and overwhelming. So for example, when the cloud settled over Mount Sinai the 
whole ground shook. And no-one could endure approaching it. And when Moses asked to 
draw close and see inside, God said: “you cannot see My face; for no man shall see Me, and 
live” (Ex 33:20). 
  
Now, fast forward many years, and what do we find in our story? We’re on a mountain. And 
here’s Moses. And, there’s a cloud and there’s light. Do you see? The same thing is 
happening! The glory of God has come down on this mountain, just as it did in the Old 
Testament. 
 
But look, something is different; did you notice it? Here, the glory of God is emanating not 
from a cloud or a pillar of fire, but from a person, from Jesus Christ himself. For look what it 
says in verse 2: “he [Jesus] was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and his 
clothes became as white as the light”.  
 
That’s astonishing. That has never happened before. Oh sure, there’s one occasion when 
Moses caught something of a glimpse of God, and in Exodus 34 we read that his face shone. 
But it was shining because of what he had seen. It was a reflected glory, like the light of the 
moon. But here we’re told that Jesus is the sun. The glory was emanating from him.  
 
And this is a depiction in narrative form of what the letter to the Hebrews later tells us 
directly and propositionally when it says: “He [Jesus] is the radiance of God’s glory and the 
exact representation of His being” (Heb 1:3). Jesus Christ is the unsurpassable expression of 
the overwhelming, infinite, shattering beauty, importance and superlativeness of God. Jesus is 
the glory cloud. He is the radiance of God’s glory, in human form. In fact, one of the disciples 
who was there that day later said: “we have seen His glory, the glory of the one and only Son, 
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). 
So let me ask you the question: what do you make of Jesus Christ?  
 
If you ask them, people will often be happy to say: Oh, he was a great man. He taught useful 
things. He set us a good example.  
 
But don’t you see, that won’t do! Jesus is not one more person pointing to God: He is God 
himself, “the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His being”.  
 
And that has radical implications for what we do with Jesus in our lives.  
 
Here’s how the NT scholar N. T. Wright puts it: 
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What the transfiguration reveals is the terrifying thought that the 
hurricane has become human, that the fire has become flesh, that Life 
itself came to life and walked in our midst. It is either the most 
devastating revelation of the deepest reality in the world, or it’s a sham, a 
nonsense, a bit of deceitful play-acting. Most of us, unable to cope with 
saying either of those things, condemn ourselves to live in the shallow 
world of the in-between.  

 
What about you? What are you doing with Jesus? Do you know that he is nothing less than 
“the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His being”? Or are you playing 
around with him, taking a bit of inspiration from him here-and-there when you fancy it.  
 
The story of the transfiguration doesn’t really allow that middle ground. “He came down from 
earth to heaven, who is God and Lord of all”. 
 
2. But secondly, the transfiguration helps us understand what Jesus came to do 
 
I’ve mentioned before that in the OT, no-one was able to come into direct contact with the 
glory of God.  
 
Why? Because the holiness, the majesty, the otherness of God is too much for us to bear. 
 
Before I was married, I lived in London for some years. And I used to work in an office in the 
King’s Cross area. One morning, I remember walking to work and there in front of me was a 
temporary scaffolding area that was covering the pavement, with a walkway underneath. And 
just as I was about to pass under it, a large, heavy iron girder crashed down from above and 
smashed into the pavement. It had fallen 4 or 5 stories from the roof of this construction site 
and landed about 2 ft in front of me. And the force of impact was such that it actually split 
one of the paving stones. I stopped. I looked up. And one second later, this face appeared on 
the scaffolding above me, with a hard hat on, looking rather worried. He looked down at 
where the girder had landed. He looked up to where it had come from. And honestly, he went 
like this (whistle). 
 
If that iron girder has hit me, I would not be here today. Its force, its weight, its impact would 
have been too great for me to bear.  
 
Time and time again, the Bible asks the question: what happens when sinful human beings 
come into contact with the holy God? And the answer may surprise you. Let’s look at some 
examples. When Isaiah catches a glimpse of God, he says: “woe is me! I am ruined! For I am 
a man of unclean lips, and yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty” (Isaiah 6:5). 
When Job catches a glimpse of God, he says: “my ears had heard of You but now my eyes 
have seen You; therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5). When 
Peter sees what God has done, he says: “depart from me, Lord; for I am a sinful man!” (Luke 
5:8). 
 
The Bible tells us that anyone that begins to get close to the presence of God begins to feel 
that unbearable difference. Why? Because we’re sinners, because we’re flawed, because 
we’re finite. His glory is too much for us to bear. It crushes us. In fact, the clue is in the word 
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itself, for the Hebrew word for “glory” (chabod) contains within it the idea of “density” or 
“weight”. God is the being of the ultimate weightiness.  
 
And the story of the OT is in many ways the story of how sinful, flawed, finite people like us 
can come into the presence of the glory of God. And that story (as you know) culminates in 
the construction of a tabernacle, or Temple, in which the glory of God can dwell. But 
remember, there is always a veil or a curtain. The people of Israel can never get close into the 
presence of God; there is always something separating them. 
 
Back to our story. What’s happening here? There’s the cloud and the light. The disciples 
come into direct contact with the glory of God. They fall to the ground, terrified. How will 
they possibly stand in that presence? So what happens? Verse 7: “Jesus came and touched 
them. ‘Get up’, he said, ‘don’t be afraid’. When they looked up, all they saw was Jesus” (Matt 
17:7-8).  
 
The Gospel of Matthew is trying to show us that Jesus is the answer to this problem. It is 
through Him that we can now stand, confidently, in the presence of God.  
 
You see, Jesus Christ is “the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His 
being”. But when he went to the cross, He gave that that up. “He humbled Himself and 
became obedient to death, even death on a cross” (Phil 2:8). And by doing that, something 
amazing happened for us. For right at the end of Matthew’s story, we read this: “at the very 
moment Jesus died, the curtain of the Temple was torn in two, from top to bottom” (Matt 
27:51). 
 
Do you see that point? Because of what Jesus has done, we can now stand in the presence of 
God. There’s no need for a curtain or a veil to shield us anymore. Jesus Christ was separated 
from God, so that we can come close. He was crushed, so that we could be saved. He gave up 
His glory, so that we could receive it. That’s why, in John 17, Jesus says: “Father, I will give 
them the glory that I had with you from before the foundation of the Earth” (John 17:24).  
 
That’s what the story of the Transfiguration means for us. It gives us a glimpse of the 
overwhelming, infinite, shattering glory of God. To be a Christian is not be crushed by that 
glory, but to have it come right into the centre of your life and radiate outwards.  
 
On 8th June 1942, C. S. Lewis ascended the steps at the University Church on the High Street 
in Oxford, and preached a sermon entitled “The Weight of Glory”. I would recommend it to 
you; it is easily available online. And I wish to close with some of his concluding words from 
that sermon: 
 

The promise of glory is the promise, almost incredible and only possible 
by the work of Christ, that some of us, that any of us who really 
chooses, shall find ourselves brought right into the beating heart of the 
universe, loved by God and delighted in as an artist delights in his work 
or a father in his son. It seems impossible, a weight or burden of glory 
which our thoughts can hardly sustain. But so it is. Let us be glad. 

 
Sermon preached on Sunday 13 February 2020 


