
ON THE MOUNTAINTOP
Glimpsing the Glory of Jesus

Text: Psalm 2; Exodus 24:12-18; Matthew 17:1-9; 2 Peter 1:16-21

Undercover Boss

Craig Brian Larson tells the story of a job his wife had one summer working as a 
temp at a bank. The supervisor of her team was an older man with a 
lackadaisical style that allowed for a lot of sloppiness and unproductivity among 
his co-workers. Worse still, this manager played favorites. He’d pal around with 
several of the younger employees but deride or shun others. He was particularly 
unkind to a new middle manager in her thirties who showed a lot of diligence 
in her job. If she approached while he was kibitzing with cronies, conversation 
would cut off. He’d roll his eyes or look knowingly at them. He mocked her 
behind her back, including the way she dressed.

One day, Mrs. Larson came to work and found the atmosphere dramatically 
changed. Everyone on the team was doing their job with a newfound 
professionalism and speaking to one another with unusual consideration. It 
didn’t take more than a moment to figure out that the old manager was gone. 
In his place, sat the woman in her thirties. It turns out that she had taken the 
post in middle management in order to see what was really going on with the 
organization. But she had secretly been the boss, all along.

If this story sounds familiar, it may be because you’ve seen or heard of the 
popular reality show that features undercover bosses like this. But they only 
hint at what may be the most amazing secret service job ever done. 

When the Power and the Glory Is Revealed

When we meet them today in Matthew 17, Peter, James, and John, believe they 
already know a great deal about Jesus. They know that he is an extraordinary 
teacher, an impressive healer, a charismatic leader. In the chapter immediately 
preceding this one, Peter has even ventured his guess that Jesus may be the 
long-awaited Messiah. None of them, however, fully get at that moment what it 
really means to say that Jesus is the “the Christ, the son of the living 
God” (Matt 16:15-16). But the cover on that reality was about to come off.

The Bible says that “Jesus led them up a high mountain by 
themselves” (Matt 17:1). That he was walking them up to the heights should 
have been clue enough that something important was about to happen. Jesus 
had already delivered his most significant sermon on the mount. But the 
association of high places with God’s revelation went back much further, 
especially in the history of Israel. It was at the summit of Mount Sinai where the 



presence of God descended upon Moses like a mysterious cloud and revealed 
his glory like a consuming fire and provided the Law that displayed his 
character (Exodus 24:15-16).  It was in the shadow of the holy mountain that 
Israel had been instructed to set up the tabernacle (the tent of meeting) where 
God manifested himself, again with a cloud and brilliant glory (Exodus 
40:35,38). It was atop Mount Carmel that God had come down once again 
with fire and smoke, revealing to Elijah and all of Israel that he alone was the 
one true and mighty God (1 Kings 18:38-39). And now it is here on another 
mountaintop that these famous historical events are seen for what they 
ultimately were – pointers toward Jesus.

Matthew 17 says that as Peter, James, and John reached the summit,  “There 
[Jesus] was transfigured before them. His face shone like the sun, and 
his clothes became as white as the light” (Matt 17:2). The Greek word for 
“transfigured” here is the one from which we get our word metamorphosis – 
the process by which a worm transforms into a butterfly. The reference reminds 
me of a scene in Ron Howard’s science-fiction classic, Cocoon, in which a 
group of retirees discover that the very attractive young people who have 
moved in next door are even more than they appear. Spying on them one 
night, the old folks watch as their neighbors peel off their suits of flesh, 
revealing themselves to be alien beings of the most magnificent energy and 
beautiful light. The disciples watch as Jesus is transfigured in a similar way. 
They are given the chance to see that Christ in not simply a very attractive 
human, but as alien being of staggering power and glory. 

Yet the unveiling goes further still. “Just then there appeared before them 
Moses and Elijah, talking with Jesus” (Matt 17:3). The greatest Law-Giver 
and the greatest Prophet of all time are suddenly seen, talking with Jesus as if 
they are intimate familiars. Because they are. It is now clear that Jesus is more 
than even just an alien being. He is the particular Being who talked with Moses 
at Mount Sinai and revealed himself to Elijah at Mount Carmel and in whose 
splendid presence these two old saints have been dwelling for centuries now at 
that infinite summit beyond the stars. Jesus is the author of the Law and the 
spirit behind the Prophets and the fulfillment of Israel’s history. The divine 
Word that filled Israel’s tabernacle in the wilderness is now tabernacling with 
human beings again (John 1:14). And Peter, James, and John are almost 
speechless before the wonder of it.

If Only We Could Stay on the Mountaintop

Has that ever happened to you? You’re in a place of worship when the glory 
washes over you… You’re standing before the miracle or magnificence of 
Creation and it thrills you… You’re pierced by his Word or presence and it 
begins to transform you… And you don’t want it to end. You don’t want the 
cloud, the fire, the spectacular goodness and glory of God to leave you. You 
want to stay on that mountaintop for as long as possible. “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’” (Matt 
17:4). I understand Peter’s desire here, don’t you?

But the truth is, we don’t get to control or contain the glory of God in that 
way. Sometimes people talk as if we could. If you just pray or fast in this way… 
If you just read the Bible every day… If you just sacrifice or give more… If you 
just go to that church or read that book or listen to that person… you can live 
in a continual state of ecstatic communion with the glory of God. You can have 
perpetual health, and wealth, and spiritual prosperity if you just work harder. 
Don’t get me wrong, faithfulness to God and the practice of the spiritual 
disciplines are very important. They tend to take us up the mountain more 
frequently than wandering just anywhere might. But there is no permanent 
shelter, no box where we can capture and keep the intensity of those 
mountaintop moments all the time. 

Study the lives of the Old Testament heroes. Read the words of Mary, Peter, 
James, John, or Paul. Research the writings of the mystics and the great saints 
of Christian history, and you’ll see that while they had these moments on the 
mountaintop, they found it hard to stay there. They viewed these moments of 
absolute clarity in the presence of God as what they are – a gift – a precious 
glimpse of the glory that we will see fully and forever when we leave this plane 
of life one day. 

Without a Glimpse of Glory We Accept a Smaller Jesus

But we need to pray for and welcome these deeper encounters with God for 
two reasons in particular. The FIRST reason is because without these glimpses 
of glory, now and then, we will tend to accept a much smaller Jesus. In fact, 
without a glimpse of glory now and then, we will probably accept a 
POCKETSIZE JESUS that doesn’t really require us to climb any significant 
mountains. I came across a blogpost recently by a man named Kevin DeYoung 
who was so articulate about this, that I’d like to quote him extensively. 
DeYoung reminds us that “not every Jesus is the real Jesus.” 

For example: “There's the Republican Jesus—who is against tax increases and 
activist judges, for family values and owning firearms. There's Democrat Jesus—
who is against Wall Street and Wal-Mart, for reducing our carbon footprint and 
printing money. There's Therapist Jesus—who helps us cope with life's 
problems, heals our past, tells us how valuable we are and not to be so hard on 
ourselves. There's Starbucks Jesus—who drinks fair trade coffee, loves spiritual 
conversations, drives a hybrid, and goes to film festivals. 

“There's Open-minded Jesus—who loves everyone all the time no matter what 
(except for people who are not as open-minded as you). There's Touchdown 
Jesus—who helps athletes fun faster and jump higher than non-Christians and 



determines the outcomes of Super Bowls. There's Martyr Jesus—a good man 
who died a cruel death so we can feel sorry for him. There's Gentle Jesus—who 
was meek and mild, with high cheek bones, flowing hair, and walks around 
barefoot, wearing a sash (while looking very German). 

“There's Hippie Jesus—who teaches everyone to give peace a chance, imagines 
a world without religion, and helps us remember that "all you need is love." 
There's Yuppie Jesus—who encourages us to reach our full potential, reach for 
the stars, and buy a boat. There's Spirituality Jesus—who hates religion, 
churches, pastors, priests, and doctrine, and would rather have people out in 
nature, finding "the god within" while listening to ambiguously spiritual music. 
There's Platitude Jesus—good for Christmas specials, greeting cards, and bad 
sermons, inspiring people to believe in themselves. 

“There's Revolutionary Jesus—who teaches us to rebel against the status quo, 
stick it to the man, and blame things on ‘the system.’ There's Guru Jesus—a 
wise, inspirational teacher who believes in you and helps you find your center. 
There's Boyfriend Jesus—who wraps his arms around us as we sing about his 
intoxicating love in our secret place. There's Good Example Jesus—who shows 
you how to help people, change the planet, and become a better you.”

 But then there’s THE REAL JESUS -- the one Peter, James, and John met on 
the Mount of Transfiguration -- “Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God. Not 
just another prophet. Not just another Rabbi. Not just another wonder-worker… 
But the one they had been waiting for: the Son of David and Abraham's chosen 
seed; the one to deliver us from captivity; the goal of the Mosaic law; Yahweh 
in the flesh; the one to establish God's reign and rule; the one to heal the sick, 
give sight to the blind, freedom to the prisoners and proclaim Good News to 
the poor; the Lamb of God who came to take away the sins of the world… 

“This Christ,” writes DeYoung, “is not a reflection of the current mood or the 
projection of our own desires. He is our Lord and God. He is the Father's Son, 
Savior of the world, and substitute for our sins—more loving, more holy, and 
more wonderfully terrifying than we ever thought possible.”

Only the Power & Glory of the Real Jesus Can Save Us

 I said that there were two reasons to keep asking God to give you greater 
glimpses of his glory. The first reason is to increase the likelihood that you will 
follow the real Jesus instead of a pocketsize one whose main function is to 
follow you.  But the SECOND reason is because only the power and glory of the 
real Jesus can save us.

 Way back in 1975, Harvard philosopher Jacob Needleman got to be present for 
the launch of Apollo 17. "It was a night launch, and there were hundreds of 
cynical reporters all over the lawn, drinking beer, wisecracking, and waiting for 



this 35-story-high rocket. The countdown came, and then the launch. The first 
thing you see is this extraordinary orange light, which is just at the limit of 
what you can bear to look at. Everything is illuminated with this light. Then 
comes this thing slowly rising up in total silence, because it takes a few seconds 
for the sound to come across. 
Suddenly, “you hear a 'WHOOOOOSH! HHHHMMMM!' It enters right into you. 
You can practically hear jaws dropping. The sense of wonder fills everyone in 
the whole place, as this thing goes up and up. The first stage ignites this 
beautiful blue flame. It becomes like a star, but you realize there are humans on 
it. And then there's total silence.” Needleman concludes his account: “People 
just get up quietly, helping each other up. They're kind. They open doors. They 
look at one another, speaking quietly and interestedly. These were suddenly 
moral people because the sense of wonder, the experience of wonder, had 
made them moral."

One day, the Boss is going to rise up, no longer undercover. All the “people 
will see him coming in clouds with great power and glory” (Mark 
13:26). Like Peter, James, and John, we will behold him fully transfigured, in 
all of his power and glory and goodness. Every jaw will drop. Every knee will 
bow. Every tongue will confess, that he is Lord. And in awestruck wonder, all 
creation will quietly align itself to the moral beauty and utter majesty of his 
magnificent being. 

In the meantime, we are privileged to have these glimpses of Him, these 
moments on the mountaintop when it is just him and us alone – when we 
know in deeper measure that there is no one more worthy of our devotion than 
He is… no one more capable of saving us and setting this world right than He 
is… So when He says, “get up” and “don’t be afraid” (Matt 17:7-8), we do 
and we’re not. We walk down the mountainside and back into the week, freshly 
filled with wonder and gratitude, that we are His and He is with us always to 
the end of this age. I hope you’ve caught a glimpse of that today.
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