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A TALE OF TWO MOUNTAINS 

Luke 9:28-36 | Transfiguration of Our Lord | February 28/March 3, 2019 

A voice came from the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.”  

J.J.  

Dear brother and sisters in Christ, 

For the past few weeks my wife and I have 

been watching a show on Amazon Prime 

called Everest: Beyond the Limit. It’s a 

documentary about mountaineers who 

climb the world’s tallest peak. Mt. Everest 

stands 29,029 feet above sea level – about 

the cruising altitude of a jetliner. To say 

that climbing Everest is risky is a huge 

understatement. Some of the dangers 

include: frostbite and hypothermia from 

extreme cold, altitude sickness – swelling 

of the lungs and brain – from lack of 

oxygen, and, of course, falling to your 

death. Just how dangerous is it to attempt 

a summit on Everest? Well, currently 

there are about 300 bodies on the 

mountain, preserved like freeze-dried 

mummies. Some of them are used as 

waypoints. 

So here’s the big question: If it’s so 

dangerous, why do people climb it? Why 

do they spend tens of thousands of 

dollars for the privilege of literally risking 

life and limb to stand on that famous 

summit? Some have answered: “Why 

climb Everest? Because it’s there.” I’ll be 

honest: None of it makes sense to me. 

People don’t climb Everest to deliver life-

saving medicine. They don’t risk their lives 

to save other lives or to achieve some 

great good for humanity. Most do it just to 

say they did it. I would say that most of 

these climbers, many of whom have 

families, risk it all for personal glory. 

In the text before us today Jesus climbs 

not one but two mountains: the Mount of 

Transfiguration and the mount called 

Calvary.  Neither comes close to the 

altitude of Everest. He didn’t climb them 

for personal glory. He didn’t climb them 

just because they were there. He 

summited these mountains to accomplish 

a great good for humanity. He climbed 

them for us and for our salvation. Today 

God’s Word presents to us A TALE OF 

TWO MOUNTAINS, a tale that brings 

comfort and peace to our sin-sick hearts. 

I. The Mount of Transfiguration 

The events of our text happened eight 

days after Peter’s famous confession of 

faith: “You are the Messiah, the Son of 

the living God,” Peter said (Matthew 

16:16). Jesus then predicted that, as the 

promised Messiah, he would go to 

Jerusalem to be rejected, suffer, die and 

rise again. But before he did that, before 

he climbed Mt. Calvary, Jesus climbed the 

Mount of Transfiguration. On that 

mountain something amazing happened. 

[Jesus] took Peter, John and James with 

him and went up onto a mountain to 

pray. As he was praying, the appearance 

of his face changed, and his clothes 

became as bright as a flash of lightning. 
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It didn’t surprise those disciples that Jesus 

wanted to get away for a time of quiet 

prayer. They’d seen him do that many 

times. But this time, as Jesus was praying 

something spectacular happened. His 

appearance changed radically. Their 

teacher began to shine as bright as the 

noonday sun. Jesus gave them a little 

glimpse of his glory as the one true God. 

That’s not the only amazing thing that 

happened. Two men, Moses and Elijah, 

appeared in glorious splendor, talking 

with Jesus. Two of the greats from Israel’s 

history appeared and had a chat with our 

Lord. Moses, the great law-giver, was 

talking with the One who came to redeem 

humankind from the curse of the law. 

Elijah, the great preacher who did battle 

with the prophets of Baal, was talking 

with the One who came to do battle with 

the devil and destroy his wicked work. 

These men wrote and preached about the 

Messiah. They pointed forward to his 

coming.  

And now they spoke about his departure, 

which he was about to bring to 

fulfillment at Jerusalem. Their prophecies 

– indeed the entire Old Testament – were 

about to be fulfilled. Soon the promised 

Messiah would go to Jerusalem where he 

would be “pierced for our transgressions” 

and “crushed for our iniquities” (Isaiah 

53:5). The circumstances didn’t seem to 

fit the conversation. They shone in glory 

while they talked about Jesus’ humiliation 

and shame. They blazed with bright light 

while they discussed the day when God 

would cause the sun to stop shining as his 

Son suffered for the world’s sin. 

How did Peter, James and John recognize 

Moses and Elijah? We don’t know. We just 

know that they didn’t really want the 

experience to end.  Peter and his 

companions were very sleepy, but when 

they became fully awake, they saw his 

glory and the two men standing with 

him. 33 As the men were leaving Jesus, 

Peter said to him, “Master, it is good for 

us to be here. Let us put up three 

shelters—one for you, one for Moses and 

one for Elijah.” (He did not know what he 

was saying.) 

Have you ever had a moment that you 

didn’t want to end? Maybe it was when 

you looked into your loved ones eyes as 

you said, “I do.” Perhaps it was when you 

first held your beautiful little girl in your 

arms. Maybe it was a special moment of 

joy: unwrapping presents under the 

Christmas tree, camping with dear 

friends, soaking up the sun on a beautiful, 

tropical beach. 

Peter felt this way. Now he was so blown 

away but what was happening on that 

mountain that he was babbling, but it’s 

clear he didn’t want the moment to end. 

He was ready to put up some tents and 

camp out for a while.  

Sometimes we take our desire for the 

good times to keep rolling a little too far. 

We forget that Jesus said, “In this world 

you will have trouble” (John 16:33). We 

ignore what he told his disciples about a 

week before the transfiguration: 

“Whoever wants to be my disciple must 

deny themselves and take up their cross 

daily and follow me (Luke 9:23). We like 
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to think that what Paul and Barnabas 

preached won’t actually be true for us: 

“We must go through many hardships to 

enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).   

And so when trouble comes we act 

surprised, we grumble and complain as if 

we’re getting a raw deal, we behave as if 

we deserve better. We don’t. We are 

sinners who deserve only God’s 

everlasting anger and eternal 

condemnation in hell. 

But God is so gracious to us. In the midst 

of our lives in this broken world, as we 

bear our crosses, he gives us little 

glimpses of glory to sustain us. He gives us 

moments when we can just sense his 

generosity and everything is right with the 

world. It can be moments of earthly joy 

with family and friends like I mentioned 

before. It can also be times of deep 

meaning when we have a keen sense of 

God’s grace. Your confirmation. Your 

child’s Baptism. A special service of 

celebration. A sermon that hit you right 

between the eyes. Words of forgiveness 

that lifted a terrible weight from your 

heart. Each one of these reminds us of the 

pardon and peace that Christ has won for 

us and the eternal glory that is ours 

because he did. 

That’s what the transfiguration was all 

about. A little glimpse of glory. A preview 

of the peace and grandeur of heaven. It’s 

something that Jesus’ disciples needed. 

It’s something that we need. Because, you 

see, Jesus left that glorious mountain to 

go to another that – at least at first glance 

– is not so glorious: Mount Calvary. 

II. A Mountain Called Calvary 

Maybe I should explain that term. And by 

the way, it’s Calvary not cavalry – those 

are horses. Calvary is the Latin version of 

Golgotha, which is a Hebrew term 

meaning “Place of the Skull,” or – as some 

say, “Skull Hill.” Truth be told, the place 

was not really a mountain but a hill or 

rocky ledge just outside the city walls of 

Jerusalem. It was an ugly place, a place 

where the condemned cursed and cried 

out in agony, a place where both blood 

and shame flowed freely. 

Jesus went to this “mountain” so we can 

experience the other. He endured shame 

to give us salvation. He went to Golgotha 

so that we can enjoy glory. He had to do 

this. No guts, no glory. No cross, no 

crown. 

When we look at Jesus on Calvary we see, 

in a sense, a greater glory than the glory 

of the transfiguration. Jesus once prayed: 

“Father, glorify your name!” Then a voice 

came from heaven, “I have glorified it, 

and will glorify it again” (John 12:28). 

God glorified his name when he sacrificed 

his one and only Son on the cross. 

Nothing at Golgotha seemed glorious at 

first glance. Not the sneering crowd or the 

cruel soldiers. Not the mockery of the 

criminals crucified with him. Not the nails 

or the thorns. Not the blood that flowed 

from his many wounds. Not his body 

hanging limp in death, nor the cold, dark 

tomb in which they buried him. 

But look again. It is glorious. For he 

endured the mockery, the insults and the 
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cruelty for us. He received both Roman 

nails and thorny crown willingly. The 

blood – precious, priceless, saving blood – 

flowed from his holy wounds unto you 

and me. That blood doesn’t stain us. It 

cleanses us from all sin. His broken body 

was sacrificed to save us. And his dark 

tomb – three days later it was filled with 

the light of Easter dawn. His sacrifice, 

service and suffering achieved something 

truly glorious – the salvation of lost souls, 

the adoption of orphaned sinners, the 

remaking of broken people. On that ugly, 

horrible hill Jesus achieved the world’s 

salvation. And that, my friends, is 

beautiful! 

How do we respond to such beauty? With 

sacrifice, service and suffering of our own. 

We look in our checkbooks and say, 

“Christ sacrificed everything for me. I am 

glad to sacrifice a generous portion of my 

earthly treasure to honor him and share 

his love with the world.” We look at our 

lives and say, “Jesus dedicated his whole 

life to my salvation. I will serve those 

around me. I will help my neighbors. I will 

volunteer at my church. I will make time 

for those who need it even when it’s in 

short supply.” We look at the cross and 

say, “Jesus suffered there for me, the 

innocent for the guilty. He didn’t fight 

back or take revenge. He suffered silently. 

I’ll do the same. I won’t lash out or seek 

revenge. I will endure the pain silently 

because my Savior calls me to pick up my 

cross and carry it for him.” 

And while we sacrifice, serve and suffer in 

our Savior’s name, we remember that 

other mountain. We look forward to the 

eternal peace Jesus won for us. We long 

for the glory that we know is coming. It 

will be spectacular. As Paul wrote: I 

consider that our present sufferings are 

not worth comparing with the glory that 

will be revealed in us (Romans 8:18).  

I can’t figure out why people climb 

Everest. To me it seems crazy. It seems 

like a death wish. But thank God Jesus 

wished to die for us, a desire that sent 

him to a little hill outside Jerusalem, so 

that we can live in the heavenly Jerusalem 

with him. Yes, thanks be to God! Amen.  

S.D.G. 


