Background of Jesus’ Transfiquration

The transfiguration of Christ is one of the most (if not the most) glorious
manifestations in history. This essay will examine the background to Jesus’
transfiguration as described in Matthew 17:1-13.

This will be done by noting the authorship, date, location and audience of the text,
placed in context of first century Palestine. It will incorporate a superficial view of the
historical, cultural, and social background of the passage.

Authorship, Date, Location and Audience

Most modern scholars believe the Gospel According to Matthew is not written by
Matthew at all, but a later compilation of sources (possibly collated from the
hypothetical “Q” or “M” materials)!. Most ancient theologians and many modern
scholars still maintain the opinion that Matthew did write the Gospel bearing his
name?.

The date of the transfiguration event is generally considered to be about six months
prior to Christ’s passion in the Jewish month of Tishrei® *7vp, specifically during the
Sukkot niap [Festival of Tabernacles]*.

This date is deduced from a couple of Scripture references. John specifically
mentions the Festival. This includes the discourse returning from the transfiguration,
in conjunction with the synoptic Gospels. It is also alluded to in the ‘excited’ reaction
by Peter during the transfiguration to make three tabernacles®.

There is no definite means of identifying which “high mountain” the transfiguration
occurred. Traditionally, it is usually considered Mt Tabor (588m)’. Although it is
90km south-south-west of Caesarea Phillipié, it is within six days by foot®. It is also in
the region of Galilee'® and Capernaum'. Tabor also has significant OT history2.
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Detracting from this being the site for the transfiguration was the possible presence of
a Roman fortification'® on the peak, and the lower elevation.

Modern scholars favour Mt Hermon (2814m)'* based on proximity to Caesarea
Philippi (~26km), higher elevation, and OT significance'®. The main objection to this
location is the distance from the Lower Galilee region and Capernaum where Jesus
later ministered, however this concern is debatable. Both these peaks are possible,
especially in light of the favourable comment of Psalm 89:121.

Matthew (Levi) is considered to have specifically written his account to Jewish
Christians.'” His work outlines the OT scripture, very familiar to Jews in that period,
from his background (as a Jewish tax collector) . He bridges OT to the later NT
scriptures (including prophecies fulfilled in Jesus Christ) during the Apostolic period.
He demonstrates redemptive history as a process of the covenant of grace.

Context of the passage

Chronologically, Jesus travels through the region of Caesarea Philippi'®. Peter
confesses Him “the Christ, the Son of the living God.”® Matthew then records the
prophecies Jesus provides about His death?°,

At this point, Matthew records the transfiguration of Christ, of which the feature
passage revolves. Peter, James and John join Jesus exclusively on a mountain where
they beheld Christ in some of His glory. This is accompanied by the witness of Moses,
Elijah and later, God the Father.

Peter mentions building booths / tabernacles for the three divine people (Jesus,
Moses and Elijah). The presence of God the Father humbles the disciples, whereby
they have the typical reaction to His encounter - falling on their faces in fear!

Jesus comforts the disciples and they recover. On the way down, Jesus exhorts them
to keep these events secret until after His resurrection. They also discuss verification
regarding the prophecies of Elijah. Jesus and the disciples then continue in the
ministry making their way to Capernaum.
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Historical, cultural, social background

The experience of the uereuopewbn is a magnificent attestation of Christ’s deity,
comparable with all the OT theophanies and visions?'. The transfiguration itself, with
the Shekinah of Christ as God (“metamorphosis” has an exegetical connotation of a
‘change from within’), is juxtaposed with, for example, Moses’ face glowing from
beholding God’s Glory (which luminesced as a ‘reflection’ of God’s glory).

The three disciples Peter, James and John, satisfy the OT legal requirement for three
witnesses? to testify to this magnificent event (declaring Jesus’ deity).

The appearance of Moses and Elijah is extremely significant to the Israelites,
representing the totality of understanding Jewish theology and worship. To the Jews,
Moses represented the Law (as the Law-giver) and Elijah represented the Prophets.
Coupled with the veiled presence of God the Father Himself, they constitute three
affirming Divine witnesses of Christ’s divinity?2.

It is conjectured that they both appeared corporeally (not spiritually) at the
transfiguration. This is derived from the concept that God personally buried Moses’
body?® and that Elijah was taken to heaven directly without death?.

Jesus is revealed as the new Moses - the prophet sent by God, explaining the new
covenant in relation to the Mosaic law, declaring the curses and blessings.
Particularly in the transfiguration, there is a recall of Moses’ words of the raising of the
great prophet like himself?.

In addition to these concepts, Malachi prophecied circa 500 years?® earlier to
remember Moses and look for Elijah before the Day of the Lord?”. The spirit and
power of Elijah?® did indeed come (as John the Baptist?®), but both were here
manifested together.

Of course, there is the fundamental eschatological ramification presented in this event.
Moses and Elijah represent the evidence of the life-hereafter in the glorious presence
and service of the Almighty. This would be a great endorsement for the Pharisees
(who believed in the resurrection), although the Sadducees would be dismayed.
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Also, the Words of God reiterated from Jesus’ baptism (resonating Psalm 2:7) are
significant. The third and most potent witness, is linked with this very familiar
reference in the Tehillim, coupled with the baptism which would be fresh in the minds
of many.

Summary

The transfiguration is an outstanding Christological event, second only to his passion
in the views of many Christians. Pregnant with theological insights and doctrines, it
provides a veiled description of Jesus Christ’'s Shekinah and mercy to the attending
disciples Peter, James and John.

There are many more references to Old Testament and abundant theology that sadly
exceeds the scope of this tome. This background provides a foundation for such a
magnificent event as the Transfiguration.
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Soli Deo gloria. Amen.
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