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 Context of Luke 9:28-36
Luke’s account of the Transfiguration occurs at the end of the Galilean Ministry (4:14-9:50) and facilitates the transition into the Journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:44).  The broader narrative of Luke follows a similar sequence as Mark, but by compacting the events he emphasizes the themes of Jesus’ identity and the meaning of discipleship.  The passage under consideration occurs after Peter’s confession of Jesus as the “Christ of God” (9:20). The subsequent death and resurrection prediction (9:21-27) is linked to the Transfiguration by the connecting phrase “after these sayings” (9:28) and is the point of reference for the divine imperative, “listen to him!” (9:35) The Transfiguration occurs immediately following Jesus’ prediction of his coming in glory and that some standing will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God (9:27).  The linking phrase “On the next day,” (9:37) connects the Transfiguration to the proceeding healing of the boy with a demon (9:37-43).  Jesus exorcizes the demon that his disciples were unable to cast out as an example, not as in Mark of the healing activity of the disciples, but rather of the authority of the Son of God, who has freely chosen for himself the path chosen for him by God.
 From this point forward, Jesus sets his face to go to Jerusalem (9:51).

Literary Genre of the Transfiguration
Interpretations of the genre of the Transfiguration are varied.  Bultmann holds that it is a misplaced Resurrection account.
 Others interpret it as theophany or apocalyptic vision.  John Paul Heil convincingly argues it is an example of “pivotal mandatory epiphany.” This type of epiphany emphasizes a specific mandate and refers the audience to a theme of central importance within the broader narrative context.
 



Outline of Luke 9:28-36

Luke makes use of five  constructions that provide a key for organizing the events. Heil proposes a structure for pivotal mandatory epiphany that involves four stages: 1) an initial epiphanic action 2.) followed by a response on the part of a recipient who wishes to prolong the appearance 3.) a further epiphanic action that recognizes the true meaning of the initial appearance 4.)  a mandate that clarifies the meaning of the epiphany and refers the audience back to a key theme in the broader narrative context.
 
9:28

Jesus goes up the mountain to pray


(Setting)




8 days after “these words”




taking with him Peter, John and James




Jesus goes up the mountain to pray

9:29-32

Transfiguration and appearance of Moses and Elijah


(Initial epiphanic action)




While praying his appearance changes




His clothes become dazzling white




Moses and Elijah appear in glory




They converse with Jesus about his “exodus”




Peter and companions are weighed down with sleep




They awake to see Jesus and the two men in glory

9:33

Peter’s proposal to construct three tents



(Response of recipient)


While the two men were departing




Peter suggests they build three tents




He does not know what he was saying

9:34

A cloud appears and overshadows them


(Further epiphanic action)




While Peter was saying this a cloud appears




overshadows them




they are terrified as they enter the cloud

9:35-36

“my Son, the Chosen, listen to him!”


(mandate)




A voice from the cloud




“my Son, the Chosen”





“listen to him!”




Jesus is found alone




they kept silent and told no one
Synoptic Comparison of the Transfiguration Accounts
The text of Luke’s Transfiguration is based on the Markan account and follows the same basic sequence with some notable additions and alterations.  Luke has added material to provide reasons for the events of the narrative.  For instance, he has added the phrase, “to pray,” (9:28) as the reason for Jesus’ ascent up the mountain with his disciples. The most sizeable additions occur in verses 9:31-33 where Luke describes Jesus’ transfiguration.  He adds that the appearance of his face changes (9:29).  Two men, Moses and Elijah,  appear in glory and converse with Jesus about his “exodus,” or departure soon to be fulfilled in Jerusalem (9:31).  Luke is the only evangelist to provide the content of the conversation.  Because his disciples are weighed down with sleep they do not hear the conversation and only see the glory of the three men (9:32). While the two men are leaving, Peter proposes the construction of three tents, not knowing what he was saying (9:33). Another significant addition to the Lucan narrative is the phrase “my Chosen” to the words spoken by the voice from the cloud (9:35).

Luke has made several alterations to the Markan text. He situates the passage eight days, instead of six, after the previous passage (9:28).  Luke chooses not to use the Greek term  to describe the change to Jesus’ appearance (9:29).  Jesus’ raiment becomes dazzling white, flashing like lightening, a much stronger description than in Mark (9:29).    He reorders the names of “John and James,” (9:28) and “Moses and Elijah” (9:30). Peter refers to Jesus as  rather than Rabbi (9:33).  The disciples are afraid as they enter the cloud (9:34).

Exegesis of Luke 9:28-36
9:28 Setting : Jesus goes up the mountain to pray
The phrase “about eight days after these sayings,” connects the episode to the previous prophecy about the great suffering, rejection, and death of the Son of Man and the exhortation to followers to deny themselves and take up their cross daily (9:21-27). The significance of the “eight days,” is unclear.  Marshall warns against interpreting it as the day of new creation.
 

The narrative employs an Old Testament typology reminiscent of Ex 24, and just as Moses ascended the mountain with three companions, Jesus takes with him Peter, John and James.  Luke rearranges the Markan ordering, placing John ahead of James, consistent with the order given in 8:51 and Act 1:13.  The healing of Jarius’ daughter (8:49-56), where Jesus reveals his authority over death, is the only other instance explicitly singling out these three. Peter and John are paired together throughout the Acts of the Apostles (Act 3:1-11, Act 4:1-13, Act 8:14). 

The mountain motif, associated with revelation, theophany, and the enthronement of God,  serves as a location of crucial significance in salvation history.
 Jesus often prays on the mountain (6:12,21:37,22:39).  Luke has added the word  or “to pray” as the reason for ascending the mountain thus placing the Transfiguration within the context of prayer.  Jesus prays through his ministry (5:16, 6:12, 11:1, 22:41-44) often withdrawing to deserted places or mountains and in preparation for significant events.
9:29-32 Initial epiphanic action : The Transfiguration and appearance of the prophets

Jesus’ prayer is efficacious (3:21, 6:12, 9:18, 11:1) 
 and while he is praying on the mountain  his appearance changes.  Luke abandons the Markan  perhaps because it could be misunderstood in a Hellenistic context.
  The change in the appearance of his face,    , is reminiscent of the effects of Moses’ communion with God in Ex 34:29.
 The change in the appearance of his face underscores the external nature of the transformation emphasizing God’s response to the prayer of Jesus.
  


Jesus’ raiment becomes dazzling white,    .    is associated with persons who live in royal places (7:25).  White is the color of heavenly garments (Act 1:10).  Thus, Jesus appeared in the garments appropriate to a heavenly being.
  Luke’s use of , to flash like lightening, intensifies the Markan “glistening.” The imagery is reminiscent of Dan 10:6 and the glory of the righteous one of Dan 12:3. The lightening motif anticipates the future heavenly glory of the Son of Man (17:24).   Heil understands the transfiguration of Jesus into a heavenly figure as enabling the heavenly figures of Moses and Elijah to appear and speak with him.


Luke is the only evangelist to refer to the two heavenly figures as   (7:30), a phrase which is repeated later at the resurrection (24:4) and the ascension (Act 1:10).  Marshall notes that Lucan redaction of the phrase cannot be affirmed since Luke may be dependant on special source material.
 Luke, who is not as concerned with Elijah,  rearranges the Markan order of names chronologically as “Moses and Elijah.” Interpretation of the appearance of the two men is varied.  They may appear as witnesses, or representatives of the law and prophets.
 Moses and Elijah appear in glory,   (9:31) like Jesus himself (9:32), thus Jesus is identified as a great prophet, associated with the prophet like Moses  whom all must heed (Deut 18:15-18) . Both Marshall and Heil choose to emphasize the distinction between their mysterious departures and attainment of heavenly glory and Jesus’ ultimate glory after being put to death by his own people as an innocent and righteous prophetic figure.


Luke is the only evangelist to disclose the content of the conversation between Jesus and the two men.    The word , translated “departure” in the NRSV could refer 1.) directly to the death of Jesus, 2.) the whole event of Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension, 3.) the death of Jesus as an act of salvation like the exodus of Moses, or 4.) the consummation of Jesus’ earthly life in Jerusalem.
  Although the exact interpretation of the term is debated, the emphasis is certainly on the death of Jesus as foretold in 9:22.  Luke closely unites the glory of Jesus with his suffering and death by placing the conversation about his  at the center of the vision of his glory.
  The relative clause    refers the audience to the prophecy of 9:22 and shifts the focus of the narrative towards Jerusalem.  Jerusalem is a significant location occurring 31 times in the Gospel (2:22, 2:41, 13:34, 24:52).  From this point on Jesus’ face is set on Jerusalem (9:51) where both his death and resurrection will be fulfilled. Thus Jesus is not depicted as an involuntary victim but as the one who himself initiates his departure.


Because the disciples are “weighed down with sleep,” they fail to grasp the message of his  and awaken only to see his glory. This explains why on the road to Emmaus, the disciples do not understand that the Messiah should suffer and then enter into his glory (24:25-27).  is translated as “they had stayed awake,” in the NRSV and as  “they wakened,” in the RSV.  Marshall remarks that in either case the sense is unaffected; the disciples fail to receive the content of the conversation and only see the glory of Jesus and of the two men standing with him, perhaps believing the prophecy of 9:26 had been substantiated.

9:33 Response : Peter’s suggestion to build three tents

Unique to Luke’s account, Peter’s suggestion to build three tents occurs as a result of the departing of the two men from Jesus.  The use of the address  (5:5, 8:24, 8:45, 9:49)  and the subsequent  phrase “not knowing what he said,”  indicate Peter’s misunderstanding of the event and the inappropriateness of his proposal.  The  meaning of the request to make three tents, , is obscure.  Luke identifies the tent as a place of worship (Act 7:43-44) and the dwelling place of God (Act 15:16). Marshall likes the idea of eternal dwelling places in heaven (16:9). He suggests Peter wished to erect earthly counterparts to the heavenly dwelling places of the three glorious figures, similar to the tent of meeting in Ex 33:9-11, and thus prolong the experience.
  Peter’s proposal is inappropriate for several reasons.  First, it treats Jesus as an equal of Moses and Elijah, placing him on the same level.  Second, it misinterprets Jesus’ temporary appearance in glory as permanent.  Third, it undermines the need for Jesus’ exodus involving suffering and death.

9:34 Further epiphanic action : a cloud appears

A cloud appears and overshadows them,   . The cloud indicates God’s presence (Ex 16:10-11), and functions as a divine response to Peter’s misguided proposal. The term , is closely related to , and could be translated “to tent over,” (Ex 40:35). By overshadowing them, or “tenting over them”, the coming of the cloud ironically interrupts Peter’s proposal to construct  the tents by rendering them unnecessary.
  


“They were afraid as they entered the cloud.” Fear is an appropriate response to extraordinary  events and appearances of the divine (1:12, 1:65, 2:9, 7:16, 8:25, 8:35-37, 21:26). The use of the pronoun “they” is ambiguous. Who is overshadowed by the cloud and who enters into it is unclear. Marshall contends that the cloud separates the disciples from Jesus and the two prophets. The voice coming “out of,” the cloud (9:35), addresses an audience which has not entered “into” the cloud.
  Heil however holds that only Moses and Elijah are overshadowed by the cloud and enter into the cloud.  He notes that Luke has chosen to change the Markan  to an  which is consistent with the exclusive references to Moses and Elijah elsewhere in the passage.
 Heil proposes that the cloud functions as a “vehicular cloud” similar to the apocalyptic traditions of Dan 7:13, 1 Thes 4:17, Luke 21:27 and Acts 1:9-10.  As such, the cloud brings the epiphanic appearance of the two prophets to a close by transporting them back to heaven, and the resulting separation from Jesus concludes the epiphanic transfiguration of Jesus into a heavenly figure by leaving him with the disciples on earth, restored to his pre-transfigured state.

9:35-36 Mandate : voice from the cloud

Then a voice came from the cloud saying, “This is my Son, the Chosen, listen to him!” (9:35) The use of  and the demonstrative pronoun  further indicate the address is to the disciples; it is to them that the significance of the epiphany is revealed.
 Jesus has previously been identified as the Son of God (1:35, 4:3-9, 4:41, 8:28) and the Christ (2:11, 2:26-35, 4:41, 9:20).  The proclamation affirms Peter’s confession of Jesus as the “Christ of God” (9:20).  The statement is redolent of Jesus’ baptism, where a voice “from heaven” says to Jesus, “You are my Son, the beloved; with you I am well pleased,” (3:22). 


The verb   is used frequently in the Hebrew Scriptures of God’s choice of particular individuals to fulfil particulars tasks (Is 44:1).
 The adjective  is used of Moses (Ps 106:23), David (Ps 89:19) and the Servant (Is 42:1).
 The perfect passive participle  reflects God’s choice for Jesus to be the Servant of Is 42:1 and specifically to tread the path of suffering that leads to glory.


The voice from the cloud corrects Peter’s misunderstanding.  The proposal to build three tents had treated Jesus as an equal of Moses and Elijah.  The use of the demonstrative pronoun  clearly distinguishes Jesus from the other two heavenly figures.  The emphatic command   reflects Deut 18:15 and distinguishes Jesus from the other two heavenly figures. Peter had also misinterpreted Jesus’ temporary appearance in glory as permanent and his request to construct the tents undermined the need for Jesus’ exodus involving suffering and death.  As God’s unique chosen Son, Jesus’ glory will be different from that of Moses and Elijah, it will be the result of his God chosen exodus involving suffering and death.
 Jesus is more than the  of Peter’s address (9:33), he is the Son of God.  Luke explicitly unites Jesus’ identity, as the “Christ of God” of Peter’s confession (9:20), to his God chosen destiny as the suffering servant of God.


The entire account of the Transfiguration is orientated toward the divine mandate, “listen to him!” The command which reflects Deut 18:15 emphasizes the authority of the one who speaks as having God’s own authority and the need for obedience to what he says.  What the disciples have heard, and what the audience is referred back to, is the previous prediction of the death and resurrection and the exhortation to follow Jesus in the way of the cross.


After the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone and the disciples “were silent” and “told no one any of the things they had seen.” That Jesus is found alone indicates that his temporary transfiguration and conversation with Moses and Elijah has finished.
 That they were silent stands in contrast to Peter’s initial response to the vision.  Having been corrected by the voice from the cloud, and ordered to listen to Jesus, do they now understand the significance of Jesus’ words (9:21-27) and obediently keep the command to “not to tell anyone” (9:21)?

Summary

The Transfiguration of Luke (9:28-36) is closely united to the question of Jesus’ identity and the meaning of discipleship. The events of the Transfiguration confirm Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ of God (9:20). His temporary change of appearance demonstrates his glory (9:29).  The voice from the cloud identifies him as the Chosen Son of God (9:35) and  a great prophet like Moses and Elijah (Deut 18:15). Jesus’ glory is distinct from the two prophets.  As God’s Chosen One (Is 42:1) he is specifically chosen to walk the path of suffering and death and his glory cannot be understood outside the fulfillment of his exodus in Jerusalem. Jesus is not an involuntary victim, he freely chooses to bring about his departure, and from this moment on in the narrative, Jesus sets his face to go to Jerusalem. (9:51) The divine mandate at the end of the narrative refers the audience back to the exhortation to follow him by denying themselves and taking up their cross daily (9:23).
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