
Theological Context

The Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-13) is a profound event with rich theological symbolism. Here are 
key elements to consider:

• The Cloud: The bright cloud that enveloped Jesus and the disciples symbolizes God’s divine 
presence and serves as a recurring motif of divine interaction throughout Scripture. In biblical 
tradition, clouds are often depicted as manifestations of God's glory and majesty. For instance, 
during the Exodus, God guided the Israelites through a pillar of cloud (Exodus 13:21-22), 
signifying His protective presence and leadership. Similarly, on Mount Sinai, God’s presence 
descended in a thick cloud (Exodus 19:9), marking the sacred encounter where Moses received 
the Law. At the Transfiguration, the cloud not only highlights God's active presence but also 
acts as a divine affirmation of Jesus’ identity as His beloved Son, emphasizing the continuity 
and fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan.

• The Voice of God: The voice from the cloud declaring, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am 
well pleased; hear ye him” (Matthew 17:5, KJV) underscores Jesus’ divine authority and 
fulfillment of God’s plan. This divine pronouncement not only affirms Jesus' identity but also 
bridges the foundational moments of His ministry. Similar words were spoken at Jesus’ baptism 
(Matthew 3:17), signifying the beginning of His public mission, while the Transfiguration 
serves as a pivotal confirmation to the disciples of His divine sonship as He prepares for the 
cross. The command to "hear Him" is an imperative to prioritize Jesus' teachings, elevating His 
words above those of Moses and Elijah, and marking Him as the ultimate revelation of God’s 
will and the definitive voice of divine truth for all generations.

• The Disciples' Fear and Awe: The disciples' reaction of fear reflects the overwhelming nature 
of divine encounters, which often transcend human understanding. Throughout Scripture, 
encountering God's presence evokes profound awe and reverence, as seen in Isaiah’s vision of 
the Lord’s holiness (Isaiah 6:5) and John’s encounter with the risen Christ in Revelation 1:17. 
Their fear underscores the sacredness of the moment, confronting them with the reality of Jesus’ 
divine identity and mission. This holy fear not only heightens their recognition of Jesus’ true 
nature but also transforms their understanding of their calling. Witnessing such glory marks a 
pivotal shift in their journey, preparing them to boldly carry forward Jesus’ teachings, even 
amidst persecution and challenges, as they later bear witness to His resurrection and ascension.



Connections to the Old Testament

The Transfiguration is deeply rooted in Old Testament imagery and themes, underscoring Jesus’ 
fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets:

• Moses on Mount Sinai: Like Moses, who ascended Mount Sinai to receive the Law and whose 
face shone with God’s glory (Exodus 34:29-35), Jesus ascends a mountain and is transformed in 
radiant glory. This parallel emphasizes Jesus as the new and greater mediator of God’s 
covenant, surpassing Moses in both role and essence. Moses’ radiance was a reflection of God’s 
glory, indicative of his role as a servant and lawgiver, temporarily bearing the divine light as a 
sign of his encounter with God. In contrast, Jesus’ transformation reveals His intrinsic divine 
nature, shining with a glory that emanates from within, underscoring His unique identity as the 
eternal Son of God. This distinction not only highlights Jesus’ superiority but also affirms His 
role as the ultimate fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan, bridging heaven and earth in a way 
that Moses could only foreshadow. The disciples witnessing this moment were given a glimpse 
of the unveiled glory of Christ, a foretaste of His resurrection power and His exalted position in 
the Kingdom of God, further solidifying their faith in His divine mission and eternal kingship.

• Elijah’s Encounter with God: Elijah’s mountaintop experience at Mount Horeb (1 Kings 
19:11-13), where he encountered God in a gentle whisper, provides a striking contrast to the 
dramatic display of God’s glory at the Transfiguration. In both instances, Elijah represents the 
prophetic voice of God that calls for faithfulness and renewal, pointing toward the fulfillment of 
God’s promises. His appearance alongside Moses at the Transfiguration underscores the unity of 
the Law (Moses) and the Prophets (Elijah) in pointing to Jesus as their culmination. Elijah’s 
presence also serves as a tangible reminder to the disciples of God’s unwavering faithfulness in 
fulfilling His promises across generations. Prophesied to return as a forerunner of the Messiah 
(Malachi 4:5-6), Elijah’s role at the Transfiguration affirms Jesus as the promised Savior who 
bridges the Old Covenant with the New. This profound moment encapsulates the continuity of 
God’s redemptive plan, highlighting the seamless transition from Old Testament prophecy to its 
fulfillment in Christ, who embodies the ultimate revelation of God’s glory and purpose.

• The Fulfillment of the Law and Prophets: Moses and Elijah’s presence affirms Jesus as the 
culmination of God’s redemptive work through the Law and the Prophets. Their conversation 
with Jesus, as recorded in Luke 9:31, centers on His impending sacrifice in Jerusalem, a pivotal 
act that would bring reconciliation between God and humanity. This moment highlights Jesus’ 
mission to bring salvation not as a distant theological concept, but as a personal, transformative 
reality for all who believe. By engaging with Moses and Elijah—representatives of the Law and 
the Prophets—Jesus demonstrates that His mission does not abolish the truths of the Old 
Testament but instead fulfills and transcends them. Their presence also provides a bridge for the 
disciples, connecting their familiar religious heritage with the unprecedented reality of Jesus’ 
divine purpose. This scene vividly illustrates that God’s redemptive purposes reach their 
completion through Jesus’ death and resurrection, an act of ultimate love and sacrifice that 
opens the way to eternal life for all who follow Him.



Cultural Background

Understanding the cultural and historical context enhances the significance of the Transfiguration for a 
first-century Jewish audience:

• Mountaintop Experiences: In Jewish tradition, mountains were often seen as places of divine 
revelation and encounter, where the earthly and the divine met in powerful ways. Significant 
biblical events, such as the giving of the Law at Mount Sinai, where Moses spoke with God and 
received the Ten Commandments (Exodus 19:20-25), and Elijah’s encounter at Mount Horeb, 
where he experienced God in a gentle whisper (1 Kings 19:11-13), highlight mountains as 
sacred spaces. These settings represent thresholds to divine wisdom, where God’s voice is heard 
and His presence is made manifest. The location of the Transfiguration not only reinforces the 
sacredness of the event but also symbolizes continuity with these earlier divine encounters, 
aligning with the Jewish expectation of mountains as sites of profound revelations and 
covenantal renewal. Furthermore, this mountaintop experience foreshadows Jesus’ ultimate 
victory and glory, as He prepares His disciples for the redemptive events to come.

• Witnessing God’s Glory: For Jewish audiences, the radiance of Jesus’ appearance would 
vividly recall God’s Shekinah glory, the luminous presence that dwelled in the Tabernacle and 
later in the Temple, signifying God’s holiness and closeness to His people. This radiance, far 
surpassing any earthly light, emphasized that Jesus not only reflected God’s glory but 
intrinsically embodied it, underscoring His divine nature and unity with the Father. Such a 
manifestation would evoke the splendor of God’s presence that guided Israel in the wilderness 
(Exodus 40:34-38) and filled Solomon’s Temple upon its dedication (1 Kings 8:10-11). For the 
disciples, witnessing Jesus in this transformed state provided a profound foretaste of the coming 
Kingdom of God—a vision of eternal glory where Christ reigns supreme. This moment not only 
affirmed Jesus’ divine identity but also solidified the hope of resurrection and eternal life, 
assuring believers of the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promises.

• Messianic Expectations: Moses and Elijah’s appearance alongside Jesus would resonate 
profoundly with Jewish messianic expectations, deeply rooted in their understanding of 
salvation history. Moses, revered as the great lawgiver and deliverer of Israel from bondage in 
Egypt, prefigured a future prophet like himself who would lead God’s people into a new 
covenant (Deuteronomy 18:15). Elijah, equally significant, was a prophetic figure associated 
with renewal and restoration, as he was prophesied to return before the great day of the Lord to 
prepare the way for the Messiah (Malachi 4:5-6). Their presence at the Transfiguration does 
more than validate Jesus’ identity; it vividly unites the overarching narrative of the Law and the 
Prophets in His person and mission. This moment underscores that Jesus is the fulfillment of 
their roles—He is the ultimate mediator of God’s covenant, the herald of divine restoration, and 
the culmination of all messianic hopes. Together, Moses and Elijah symbolize the continuity of 
God’s redemptive plan, now revealed fully in the glory of Christ, who transcends and fulfills 
both the Law and the Prophets.
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