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Eyewitnesses to his glory – Matthew 17; II Peter 1:16-21 
Today is the day that we celebrate the Transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain.  

It was a moment in Jesus’ earthly ministry wherein he was transformed to manifest the 
glory of God to the disciples.  Peter later testifies to this event as the moment which 
confirmed all the promises of God to his people throughout history, as well as the 
moment that validated his own ministry in proclaiming Jesus Christ as God Incarnate (in 
the flesh), who came to save the world.   

God has a habit of revealing himself to his people and of making his will known 
to them. In the earlier days, God’s presence, was usually manifest by a physical element 
of his glory, or his holiness.  This glory guided the Israelites out of Egypt in a pillar of 
fire and in a pillar of cloud.  God’s presence was known in the cloud that descended on 
the tent that Moses built so that he could commune with God.  It was that same cloud of 
glory which came to rest upon Mount Sinai where Moses again encountered God and 
received the 10 commandments.  After Moses had encountered God in this tent or on the 
mountain, his face shone so brightly that he had to wear a veil so that the people could 
bear to look at him.  God’s glory rested on the Ark of the Covenant, and after the 
Israelites had inhabited the Promised Land, it resided in the temple.  During the temple 
era, God’s glory resided in the holy of holies, that inner sanctuary where only the most 
holy of priests could enter, and that only once a year.  If you recall our conversation last 
week about God’s holiness, you can see that God’s holiness and his glory go hand in had.  

The Hebrew word for majesty or glory is kabod which relates to heaviness or 
weightiness.  It connotes being laden with God’s presence.  The word also refers to God’s 
holiness, perfection, and righteous presence with his people.  Being confronted with 
God’s glory is nothing less than being brought into the presence of the most Holy God, 
and being transformed by it – so that our faces shine like the sun. To behold God’s glory 
or majesty is to find ourselves in the holy of holies, given admittance to the inner 
sanctuary of God’s life, and to participate in the goodness found there.  It is to find 
ourselves being made holy, and reflecting the holiness of God because of our proximity 
to such a God. 

Often in the bible, God’s holiness and glory are revealed in extraordinary ways on 
mountain tops.  Mountain Top experiences are those moments when we come face to 
face with God, his glory, his holiness, his faithfulness – and because of that we are 
changed forever and in unmistakable ways.  After those experiences the world around us 
is different because our perspective is different.  We are different and people notice.  
Think about some biblical mountaintops: Sinai, Carmel, Isaiah in the cleft of the rock on 
the mountain, Mt. of Olives, hill of Golgotha.  In each of these instances, people weren’t 
just confronted with some glorious manifestation of creation – a beautiful sunset, 
mountain range, wooded grove, etc…  And they weren’t just confronted with some 
glorious manifestation of human goodness – unexpected kindness or generosity.  They 
actually came into the unmistakable presence of a holy God – God’s glory. The holiness 
of God that compelled people to cover their faces. The thing that people fell down and 
worshiped as a result of.   A moment of transformation – of seeing God for who he really 
is, of seeing yourself for who you really are, of seeing the world for what it really is.  
Encountering God’s holiness and glory is an event that is marked by unmistakable 
transformation. 
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In the transfiguration, God’s glorious presence was manifest and was evidenced 
by Jesus’ shining face, dazzling clothes, the bright cloud and the voice from heaven. The 
disciples caught a glimpse of the divine in the human man.  The scene is not unlike Jesus’ 
baptism.  And while the revelation of God’s glory isn’t limited to special effects – shining 
faces, bright lights, clouds, and voices from heaven, the physical manifestations make 
God’s presence unmistakable.  Not only that, but the transfiguration drew Jesus’ disciples 
into God’s own presence – made them eyewitnesses to it.  The event was so compelling, 
that Peter thought he should build a tent for God’s glory to reside in – much like the 
Israelites had done in the desert. 

Being eyewitness to God’s majesty has certain implications.  For the disciples, it 
verified the claims that Jesus made about himself – in word and in deed – and secured in 
them the trust that Jesus was indeed the glorious presence of God Incarnate.  It confirmed 
in them that they hadn’t left everything to follow a lunatic around the countryside, but 
that they had certainly become intimate friends with God himself, which allowed them to 
proclaim with confidence that God had undeniably come to earth, reconciled humanity to 
himself, and restored the rift between humans and God.  And not only that, but that God 
had invited all to follow Jesus, and to be found in God’s own majestic/glorious presence. 
This is the message that Peter proclaimed – that God has revealed himself as the Triune 
God of grace, holy, righteous, and perfect, and that God, in Jesus Christ and by, with, in, 
through, the Holy Spirit, has welcomed sinners into his presence to be transformed and to 
participate in his ongoing ministry of reconciliation throughout the world.  In this way the 
transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain was about much more than his own 
transformation.  It was also about the transformation of his disciples and the impending 
transformation of the world. 

Peter’s authority for such a bold claim – for having seeing God’s glory - comes 
from the fact that he was an eyewitness to God’s glory, manifest in Jesus on that day on 
that mountain.  Peter contrasts his message with others that were floating around at the 
time. Peter and Paul both warned the new Christians about the false stories that were 
being told about Jesus and his disciples, and urged the churches to believe what had been 
proclaimed to them by those who had actually seen God – the eyewitnesses. 

Even today, there are many “cleverly devised myths” which have made their way 
into our society and into our churches.  There are the “ism” myths:  
consumerism/capitalism which suggests that happiness comes from getting stuff; 
individualism which tells us that the individual is the primary locus of authority and 
purpose; and a host of other “isms”. There is the myth of human progress – that humans 
are getting better and better and we will be able to solve our own problems with better 
science and technology. There is the myth of eternal life through long life, better 
medicine, exercise, and herbal remedies.   

Some of these myths have even worked their way into the church.  The 
privatization of faith is a prime example of the myth of individualism – that I am the 
centre of existence and my faith belongs to me.  We also have the myth of cultural 
relevance, which tells the church that it needs to change its message in order to be more 
acceptable to society.  In an effort to fill our pews and shore up the financial resources of 
our churches, we have watered down the message (which we have seen with our eyes) 
and have proclaimed not the Good News of God’s presence among us, but a false 
message of feel good church experiences.  We have perpetuated the myth of “getting 
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saved” as the most important objective for the church, and have forgotten that in Jesus, 
humanity has been saved from its sins and has been invited to share in God’s presence, 
majesty and glory, and that that salvation calls us to be reconciled to God and each other, 
and transformed through discipleship. 

But we too are eyewitnesses to God’s glorious presence.  We have seen God in 
Jesus Christ, made known to us through the work and testimony of the Holy Spirit among 
us.  Where, is God’s glory you ask?  Where is the bright shining light, where is the voice 
from heaven?  In fact, we usually relegate those who hear voices from heaven to the 
psych ward.  Well, look around you. This church, this communion of God’s people, 
reflects the glory of the triune God of grace.  This fellowship here bears witness to God’s 
reconciling work among humanity. Together (not individually) you reveal God’s 
presence to the world in Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit.  Whenever you come together in 
fellowship and mutual love, you bear witness to God’s glory.  Whenever you gather for 
worship in spirit and in truth, you testify to the reality of God’s glorious presence among 
us.  Whenever you pray for a friend in need, whenever you embrace the lonely, whenever 
you feed the hungry, whenever you work for justice and reconciliation, you proclaim the 
fact that you have seen and experienced the glory of God in your lives. 

We too are eyewitnesses. And because we have seen God’s perfection, holiness, 
and righteousness in Christ, and because we are welcomed to share in it, we proclaim not 
a cleverly devised myth, but we proclaim Christ – God Incarnate, crucified, risen, and 
ascended.  This is a great message, a majestic message, and it is what forms us into God’s 
people. It’s the only message that makes the church – this church – worth being called a 
church.  

Peter’s message to us this morning is that the church exists to reflect God’s 
glorious presence and work to the world.  It exists to participate in God’s kingdom work 
in every place.  It exists to be involved in Christ’s ministry – it’s Christ who ministers to 
his people, his community.  Bearing witness to God’s glory and knowing God’s real and 
actual presence among us in Jesus Christ means that we cannot buy into a message of 
easy grace, of feel good salvation, of cultural relevance, or of watering down the Good 
News of Christ.  Instead we must proclaim what we have seen – and in Jesus Christ, we 
have seen the glory of God and we even now we stand on that mountain top, invited by 
Jesus to witness the event of God’s presence among us, and we hear God’s voice – 
“behold, my son, with whom I am well pleased. Listen to him”.  If we listen to Jesus, 
what will we hear?  If we listen to Jesus, how will we be transformed more into his 
likeness?  If we listen to Jesus, what message will be proclaim?   Trusting the Holy Spirit, 
there is only one message to hear and one message to proclaim – Christ among us, 
transforming us, claiming the world for his kingdom 


