
Mark 9:2-13

Last weekend, I had the privilege of spending the 
weekend at Lake Tahoe with about 30 young adults from 
PBC, and we had so much fun together! Some of us 
skied. Some of us played in the snow. Some people made 
a snowman. Somehow, I even let myself get talked into 
doing a polar plunge in Donner Lake. That's right—snow 
and ice on the shore, and we went for a little swim. I still 
don't understand how I got talked into that!

In more ways than one, last weekend was, for me, 
a mountaintop experience. Not only was I literally at 
the top of the mountain at some points, but this was a 
mountaintop experience of community. From Friday 
to Sunday, 30 of us set aside our other responsibilities, 
obligations, and distractions, and we just enjoyed one 
another. We played together. We ate together. We talked 
together. It was an incredible weekend of community. 

For me, it was also a mountaintop experience as a 
pastor. It was such a gift for me to sit back and watch all 
that God has been doing in our community of young 
adults recently. To watch the way that people listened 
to each other and encouraged one another. Helped dig 
each other's cars out of the mounds of snow that fell. 
And all the other ways people demonstrated their love 
for each other and God that weekend. It was amazing. 

We've all had these mountaintop experiences, 
haven't we? These experiences that we so deeply long 
for when we experience joy, excitement, fulfillment, and 
exhilaration. 

For those of us who are followers of Jesus, this 
is something we have experienced with the Lord. 
Sometimes we call it a “God high.” Spiritual writers 
refer to it as “consolation.” It is the feeling of being close 
to God. It's those times of excitement in our spiritual 
lives when we are passionate about pursuing God and 
spreading the gospel. 

In high school, I went on a four-day canoe trip with 
the student leadership team for my youth group. I was so 
excited about my faith and relationship with God on this 
trip. I was on fire for the Lord. I have this vivid memory 

of sitting on this big boulder in the middle of the woods 
with my Bible and a journal and knowing there was 
no place I would rather be. This was a mountaintop 
experience of faith for me. 

Have you ever had an experience like that? I know 
many of you have. For some of you, this happened in 
middle school or high school. You were on a retreat or a 
mission trip or at a summer camp, and the Lord grabbed 
your heart, and you knew that your faith was now really 
your faith and not just the faith of your parents. For 
others, this happened in their college or young adult 
years. You didn't grow up knowing the Lord, but then 
you heard the gospel, it clicked, and you believed, and it 
all felt so exciting. I know some of you have experienced 
the mountaintop right here on this campus during one of 
our worship services or as you were serving in ministry 
or spending time with your community.

Mountaintop experiences are amazing, aren't they? 
Don't you wish that we could live on the mountaintop? 
Always on fire for God and full of love for him? 

Today, we will look at a mountaintop experience in 
the Bible. In fact, in the life and ministry of Jesus, this is 
THE mountaintop experience. Literally, Jesus and a few 
of his disciples are going to be on a mountain. Something 
is going to happen on that mountain that is amazing. But 
interestingly, the amazement, the glory of that moment, 
will fade as quickly as it came. And in this, Jesus wants 
to teach us something about the mountaintop. We will 
explore what Jesus wants to teach us as we look at our 
text for today.

We are going to be in Mark 9:2-13 today. This is 
week two of our Lenten series called “Suffering Servant, 
Conquering King.” Along with five other churches in the 
area, we are looking at several different passages from 
the gospel of Mark, all of which help us understand who 
Jesus really is. As we look at these passages, it becomes 
clear that Jesus is both the one who suffers and the one 
who conquers. He is both the lamb of God who dies to 
take away the sins of the world, and he is the mighty king 
who will trample evil under his feet. Suffering Servant, 
Conquering King. 
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In our passage today, we are going to see Jesus the 
conquerer. Yet, Jesus wants to make it clear to us that his 
conquering does not exclude his suffering. In fact, the 
two are intimately related. 

On the mountaintop

“And after six days Jesus took with him Peter, James, 
and John…”

I want to pause there quickly to give us a little 
context. “After six days…” Six days after what? Well, just 
before this, in Mark 8 is the first of the conversations 
we looked at last week between Jesus and his disciples, 
where Jesus says in no uncertain terms that he was going 
to suffer, be killed, and rise again from the dead. Peter 
didn't want to hear this, so he rebuked Jesus. “He [Jesus] 
rebuked Peter and said, ‘Get behind me, Satan! For you 
are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on 
the things of man’” (Mark 8:33).

Just after that, Jesus tells his disciples of the true cost 
of following him. He tells them that true discipleship is 
to deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow Jesus. In 
other words, just as Jesus is giving up his life, we should 
also expect that, as his disciples, we, too, must give up 
our lives.

It's been six days since that conversation. The 
disciples may have been talking with each other about 
what Jesus said, trying to figure out precisely what he 
meant—trying to make sense of this strange and almost 
incomprehensible message from Jesus. What is he talking 
about? Six days later, we get to Mark 9:2. 

Mark 9:2-4:

And after six days Jesus took with him 
Peter and James and John, and led them up 
a high mountain by themselves. And he was 
transfigured before them, 3 and his clothes 
became radiant, intensely white, as no one on 
earth could bleach them. 4 And there appeared 
to them Elijah with Moses, and they were 
talking with Jesus.

This is a remarkable scene. Jesus and his three 
closest disciples, Peter, James, and John, go up to a high 
mountain together. If you've been here for our Exodus 
series that we've been in for the past few months, or if 
you know the story of Exodus, this may sound familiar. 
God called Moses up to a high mountain. Jesus takes 
Peter, James, and John up a high mountain. Moses, it 

turns out, is going to appear on that high mountain. This 
is the first of many allusions in Mark 9 that bring us back 
to Mt. Sinai, to the giving of the law, to the divine self-
disclosure—God revealing himself to his people more 
fully than he had ever done. This is a holy place. This is 
a special moment. 

When they get to the top of the mountain, the 
text says that Jesus was transfigured. That is the word 
metamorpheo, where we get the word metamorphosis—
changed, transformed. Jesus is transformed before them. 
In Luke's account of this story, he tells us that Jesus' face 
was altered. His physical appearance changed in some 
way. We don't know exactly how, but we do know that he 
began to radiate light. His clothes were glowing intensely, 
whiter than anyone had ever seen before. 

What is going on? The curtain is being pulled back, 
and the glory of Jesus is bursting forth—the glory that he 
had before he left heaven and took on flesh and the glory 
that will once again be his after he rises from the dead. 
We have a picture here, on the top of this mountain, of 
the true and full glory of Jesus. 

When Jesus was born in a smelly stable and laid in 
a dirty manger, he did not appear glorious. When he 
was working as a carpenter in his father's shop, he did 
not appear glorious. When Jesus was hanging out with 
the poor, the sick, and the oppressed, he did not appear 
glorious. As Jesus was mocked, beaten, and nailed to 
a cross, he certainly did not appear glorious. But here, 
God wants Peter, James, and John to have a glimpse of 
the full glory of Jesus. He pulls back the curtain, and 
glory bursts through.

Has God ever pulled back the curtain for you? Have 
you ever had an experience with God that was powerful? 
Overwhelming? Where you came to know something 
about God that you did not know before? Where you 
felt closer to God than you ever had before? Where you 
experienced a kind of love you had never known before? 

There was a young man a few years ago who was 
coming to our Young Adult Fellowship. His name was 
Scott, and he was a Stanford graduate student at the time. 
Scott had spent most of his life not knowing the Lord, 
and he had experienced some very dark times. He had 
gone through a lot of painful things, and he wasn't sure 
he wanted to keep going. One night, feeling hopeless, he 
called out to God and said, “God, if you are really real, 
show yourself to me.” Some people pray that prayer and 
nothing happens. But not this time. 
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What happened next was something that Scott 
could never fully describe. As he tried to describe it, he 
said that his whole body became warm from the inside 
out. He was lying down, and he was overwhelmed with 
this physical sensation, so he couldn't even move. But 
more phenomenal than the physical sensation was the 
overwhelming sense that he was fully and completely 
loved to the very core of his being. “Pure love” is how 
he described it—the pure love of the Father.

Sometimes, God pulls back the curtain. He pulled 
back the curtain for Scott that night. God pulled back 
the curtain for Peter, James, and John. I hope and pray 
that God would open up the curtain for each of us so 
we might see his glory.

Clinging to the mountaintop

As Jesus is standing there on that mountain, glowing, 
Moses and Elijah appear. Whether Moses and Elijah were 
resurrected for a brief moment or just appeared as an 
illusion or in a vision is beside the point. Their presence 
here as two of the most important figures in the Old 
Testament validates that something incredibly important 
and incredibly special is happening here. 

How would you respond? How have you responded 
when God has shown up in your life in obvious and 
remarkable ways? Look at how Peter responds.

Mark 9:5-6:

And Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good 
that we are here. Let us make three tents, one 
for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” 
6 For he did not know what to say, for they 
were terrified.

This response is a classic Peter move right here. Peter 
always has to say something. Even though he doesn't 
know what to say, he still has to say something. 

“Rabbi, it is good that we are here.” Yes, Peter. It is 
good. It is deeply good. It is as good as it gets to be with 
Jesus on the mountain and see his glory. It is good in the 
deepest sense of the word. I hope and pray that each of 
us will get the chance to be with Jesus on the mountain.

“Let us make three tents, one for you and one for 
Moses and one for Elijah.” Peter, you should have stopped 
with “it's good to be here.” There is a lot of debate among 
scholars about what Peter is trying to do. It is likely one 
of two things. It's possible that the tents that Peter wants 

to make are an allusion to the feast of booths. The feast 
of booths was one of the annual feasts that the people 
of Israel celebrated. During this feast, the people would 
build booths, which were just tents, and sleep in them 
as a way of remembering their time of wandering in the 
wilderness just after the Exodus. If this is what Peter 
is doing, he seems to be calling for a second Exodus, 
another act of deliverance—this time not from Egypt 
but from Rome. In other words, Peter hopes that Jesus 
will step into his role as the Conquering King. Peter 
has seen the glory of Jesus. He has witnessed his power. 
He knows that something special is going on, and he 
hopes that this is the moment that Jesus will step up and 
demonstrate that power by overthrowing Rome. That 
may be what Peter is doing.

The other possibility is that Peter wants to hold on 
to this moment. They're on the mountain. He has this 
powerful encounter with Jesus in his glory and doesn't 
want it to end. Peter wants to cling to the experience. To 
prolong this moment for as long as he can. So he wants 
to build a shelter, even if just a temporary shelter, that 
would allow this moment to last even a little longer.

In either case, the motivation is essentially the same. 
Peter has seen Jesus' glory. He recognizes that Jesus is 
the God of the mountaintop, and he says, I want to 
follow the God of the mountaintop. I like being on the 
mountaintop. It's exciting up here. There is victory up 
here. I want a mountaintop Savior. Jesus, I know you 
were talking about suffering and death. I know you said 
I need to lay down my life and take up my cross. But I'd 
like to stick with the mountaintop. I'd like to follow the 
Conquering King.

Wouldn't you? Wouldn't you do the same? When you 
are on the mountaintop with Jesus, do you ever want to 
walk down the mountain into the valley of the shadow of 
death? Don't you want to stay on the mountain forever? 
Build a little shelter for yourself? Skip the suffering and 
keep the glory?

That's what Satan tempted Jesus with in the 
wilderness. He took Jesus to a very high mountain and 
showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their 
glory. He said, “All of these I will give you, if you will 
fall down and worship me” (Matthew 4:9). Satan was 
offering Jesus glory with no suffering—with no cross. 
He was giving Jesus the opportunity to be the 

It is the same thing that Peter is doing. It's the 
same thing we do. Jesus, would you be the Conquering 
King and skip the Suffering Servant? If you are both 
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Conquering King and Suffering Servant, that means that 
though I will conquer as a disciple of Christ, I will also 
suffer as a disciple of Christ. 

Do you know what Jesus said when Satan offered 
him that deal? Be gone, Satan! Do you know what we 
need to say every time we are tempted to accept the glory 
and the triumph of discipleship without also accepting 
the suffering and humiliation of discipleship? Be gone, 
Satan. That is not the way of Jesus. That is the way of 
the evil one. 

Listen to Jesus

What's the point of this mountaintop experience? 
Why does Jesus take his disciples up to the mountaintop? 
Because God has a message for them. Look at what 
happens next.

Mark 9:7-8:

And a cloud overshadowed them, and a voice 
came out of the cloud, “This is my beloved 
Son; listen to him.” 8 And suddenly, looking 
around, they no longer saw anyone with them 
but Jesus only. 

Almost as quickly as it began, the whole scene comes 
to an end, but not before God gives one central message 
to the disciples: “This is my beloved Son. Listen to him.” 
Then Moses and Elijah disappear, and the disciples are 
left standing there with only Jesus. Only Jesus. “This is 
my beloved Son; listen to him.” 

The whole reason that Jesus brought the disciples 
to the mountaintop is so they could hear this message. 
The purpose of the mountaintop is not to get us excited 
about our faith—pumped up like a shot of adrenaline. 
We don't need to get to church so we can have a great 
experience and get excited enough to carry us through 
the week. We don't need to hang on until the next retreat 
or worship night so we can get another shot of spiritual 
adrenaline. No, the purpose of the mountaintop is to 
bring us to a place where we can hear this message: “This 
is my beloved Son; listen to him.”

This is where the whole Christian life starts. This is 
where the whole task of discipleship begins. Listen to 
Jesus.

Sometimes it's hard to know how to do that. Most 
of the time, it's hard to know how to do that. How do 
we listen to Jesus? 

While it is hard to listen to Jesus, it is not all that 
complicated. I like to boil it down to four basic ways 
that we can listen to Jesus.

First, we listen through this book, the Word of God. 
Jesus is the living Word. This book is the written Word. 
Both contain the words of life. As we read this book, 
we have the opportunity to listen to Jesus. This book 
is him speaking to us. Let's not approach this book 
merely by asking, “What does this book have to teach 
me?” but rather “What does Jesus have to say to me—to 
communicate to me—through this book?” We can listen 
to Jesus through the Word. 

We can also listen to Jesus through our community. 
The body of Christ. The church. Our brothers and sisters. 
Specifically, our brothers and sisters who are older and 
wiser than us. Jesus wants to speak through his church, 
so let's listen. Let's also be open to the fact that God 
might want to speak through us to someone else. We 
can listen through community.

Third, we can listen through our desires. On multiple 
occasions, when Jesus approaches people in the gospels, 
he asks them, “What do you want?” Or “what do you 
want me to do for you?” Sometimes, we are taught to 
think that our desires get in the way of hearing from 
God. But Jesus would actually have us listen to our 
desires. This is not to say that our desires are always holy 
because, clearly, they are not. Yet, the longer we walk with 
Jesus, the more we become like Jesus, and the more we 
allow the Spirit to confirm our will to his will, we need 
to listen to our desires because often Jesus will speak to 
us through them.

Lastly, we can listen to Jesus in silent prayer. 
Sometimes it's called listening prayer. This is a part of my 
morning routine. Most mornings, I get up before the kids 
while the house is still quiet. I sit in the silence. Toward 
the end of my prayer time, I ask, “God, is there anything 
that you want to say to me today? Is there anything that 
you want me to do today?” Then I sit and listen. 

Sometimes, I don't hear anything. Sometimes I have 
a thought pop into my head that may be from the Lord. 
Sometimes I have a strong impression that the Lord 
wants to say a particular thing to me. At the very least, 
I stop to listen. 

If you are wondering how to move forward in your 
relationship with God—how to progress if your faith or 
get to know God better—this is the starting place. “This 
is my beloved Son; listen to him.” 
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Back down the mountain

We might think that the disciples would have it all 
figured out after such an intimate, glorious, spectacular 
mountaintop experience with Jesus. It would be smooth 
sailing in their discipleship to Jesus from this point 
forward. But that is not the case. We see this before they 
even get off the mountain.

Mark 9:9-13.

And as they were coming down the mountain, 
he charged them to tell no one what they had 
seen, until the Son of Man had risen from the 
dead. 10 So they kept the matter to themselves, 
questioning what this rising from the dead 
might mean. 11 And they asked him, “Why 
do the scribes say that first Elijah must come?” 
12 And he said to them, “Elijah does come first 
to restore all things. And how is it written of 
the Son of Man that he should suffer many 
things and be treated with contempt? 13 But 
I tell you that Elijah has come, and they did 
to him whatever they pleased, as it is written 
of him.” 

The disciples still don't get it. They are walking down 
the mountain, confused about what this all means. 
They ask, Isn't Elijah supposed to come back first? We 
just saw your glory. You're talking about suffering and 
death, like the end is almost here. What about Elijah? 
They are tapping into the Jewish expectation, built in 
part on biblical prophecy and in part on the growing 
expectation of the people that Elijah would return to 
restore the kingdom of God. The gospels all make it clear 
John the Baptist is the new Elijah. But John the Baptist 
had already been beheaded. So Jesus says, Yes, Elijah 
(meaning John the Baptist) does come first. But even 
he had to suffer. Because the path of Jesus, and the path 
of those of us who would follow after Jesus, is suffering, 
then glory. It's down, and then it's back up again. 

I spend a good portion of my life in the doldrums 
of faith. It's not the mountain top, but it's not the valley. 
It's not the storm, but neither is it the sunshine and blue 
skies. It's just average. 

In the doldrums of faith, we find ourselves struggling 
with sin. We find ourselves struggling with doubt. We 
find ourselves struggling with motivation to really 

pursue God or take our faith very seriously. Sometimes 
in those doldrums of faith, we find ourselves longing 
for a mountaintop experience with the Lord, don't we? 

God, if you are real, make yourself known to me. God, 
if you are powerful, fix this situation in my life. God, if you 
care about me, speak to me. Just let me hear your voice 
and know that you are there. 

As we pray these prayers and make these demands, 
we think that being on the mountain with God would 
fix all that needs fixing in our lives, hearts, and souls. 
But being on the mountaintop doesn't fix us. On the 
way down from the mountain, the disciples still don't 
understand what kind of Messiah Jesus truly is. They 
still are not ready to accept that Jesus needs to die. They 
still aren't ready to accept that following Jesus isn't just 
glory and triumph. The mountaintop didn't fix them.

I hope and pray that God pulls back the curtain for 
each of us, giving us powerful experiences of him and 
powerful encounters with him. I pray for healing. For 
hope. For redemption. For reconciliation. For broken 
chains. All of it! I pray that we will get to experience life 
on the mountaintop. 

Let's not fall into the trap of thinking that the 
mountaintop will fix us. The mountain top is not a 
magic bullet. It's not a miraculous cure for our sin, 
doubt, anxiety, or selfishness. The mountaintop is not 
going to fix us.

But here is what the mountain top can do: The 
mountain top can help us hear those ever-important 
words from heaven: this is my beloved Son; listen to him.

Let me ask you again. Are you listening to Jesus? Are 
you tuning your ear to hear his voice? Are you opening 
yourself up to what he would say to you?

The purpose of the mountaintop is to help us see the 
importance of listening to Jesus. But we need to carry 
that lesson with us back down the mountain. We need to 
listen to Jesus as we descend back down the mountain. 
Into the plains where so much of life is spent. Into the 
valley of the shadow of death when it comes.

I don't know where you are today. I don't know if you 
are on the mountaintop, the plains, or the valley. But I 
do know that the message is the same for us wherever 
we are: Listen to Jesus.
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