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Matthew 17………………………………………………………….opening – vv 1-8

Matt. 17 covers the ministry of our Lord approx. one week after the great confession of

Peter at Caesarea Philippi.  That was a crisis point of His ministry.  In chapter 16 Christ

brings the disciples to the region of Caesarea Philippi.

The city was built by Philip, the son of Herod the Great, and named Caesarea after the

reigning emperor Tiberius Caesar.  The name Philippi distinguished this Caesarea from the

grand seaport on the Mediterranean Sea which had been built by Herod.  Caesarea Philippi

was located about 25 miles northeast of the Sea of Galilee.  Jesus knew that the cross was

only about 6 months away.  He had much to teach His disciples.  He withdrew with them to

the mostly non-Jewish region of Caesarea Philippi to be with them.

The area had a long history of pagan temples and religious practices.  Thomson, writing

around 1800, lists no less than 14 temples in the neighborhood.  Close to Caesrea Philippi

there was a hill with a deep cave which was worshipped as the birthplace of the pagan God

Pan.

There was a great temple built of white marble by Herod the Great.

What a dramatic picture.  Here we see a homeless, penniless Galilean carpenter with

twelve ordinary men.  The religious establishment had determined to destroy Him as a

dangerous heretic.  He stands in an area of great pagan strength and asks His disciples, "Who

do men and you say that I am?"

It is as if He hurls out the challenge to all the false religions, "Who are you?  Who am I?"

And the amazing answer comes from Peter, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living

God.”1

Now approx. a week later Jesus is at another crisis point in His ministry.  The

transfiguration of Christ is recorded by all three synoptic gospels.  Luke tells us that Jesus

took Peter, James and John and went up into a mountain to pray.

How arresting and how instructive to us.  We see Jesus here at a crisis point of His

ministry going to meet with His father in prayer.

Jesus, the divine son of God, found it necessary to spend large blocks of time in

communion with His heavenly father.

How necessary do we find that communion with our father?

How often do we allow the cares and the good things to crowd out our fellowship with
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God?

Jesus made time to be with God.  If we aren't doing that we are to busy or too careless in

our Christian devotion.

There are several candidates for the location of the mountain Jesus went to.  The most

likely seems to be Mt. Hermon.  It was 14 miles from Caesarea Philippi.  It was 9,400 feet

high and 11,000 feet above the level of the Jordan Valley.  It could actually be seen from the

Dead Sea at the other end of Palestine more than one hundred miles away.

Somewhere on the slopes of this beautiful mountain the transfiguration occurred.

Apparently it happened at night.  Luke says the disciples were weighed down with sleep.  It

was the next day when they came down from the mountain.  The radiance and shining of

His face would be more dramatic against the night sky.

The transfiguration was witnessed by the three disciples who formed Jesus' inner circle.

Somehow Peter, James and John came to have a more intimate position than the others.

They alone witnessed the raising of Jairus' daughter and experienced the agony in the

garden.

Jesus chooses the three and toward evening escorts them up the slopes of the mountain.

There he was transfigured before them.  Possibly they had stopped to rest.  Possibly Jesus

withdrew slightly from them and began to pray.  Apparently the disciples fell into a sleep

from which they awakened to see a dazzling figure where Jesus had been.  Then Moses and

Elijah appeared and began speaking with Jesus.

As they came fully awake the two prophets began to draw away.  Good old impetuous

Peter spoke up, "Lord, it is good for us to be here.  Let us make three tabernacles—one for

you, one for Moses and for Elijah."

The text says he didn't know what he said.  It wasn't too long till the feast of tabernacles.

During that feast the people lived outside in simple booths while they celebrated the festival.

Maybe Peter was suggesting that they celebrate the festival here on the mountain.

Maybe he just wanted to prolong the experience and felt the booths would accomplish

this.  Maybe he just blurted it out without thinking it through.

As the disciples watched a cloud spread over the three persons and a voice came out of the

cloud saying, "This is my beloved son; hear you him".

Falling on their faces they trembled with fear.

Then Jesus came and touched them and told them not to be afraid.

Why the transfiguration?  What lessons can we learn from it?
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Luke gives us a clue.  He tells us Jesus was praying.

Jesus knew He was going to the cross very soon.  Jesus needed to know beyond a doubt

what God's will for Him was.  Jesus went up the mountain to listen for God's voice of

direction.

Jesus always asked one question.  "What is God's will for me?"  We would do well to

always emulate Him.

William Barkley quotes a hymn we should follow:

Thy way, not mine, O Lord,

However dark it be!

Lead me by thine own hand;

Choose out the path for me.

I dare not choose my lot,

I would not if I might;

Choose thou for me, my God,

So shall I walk aright.

Not mine, not mine the choice

In things or great or small;

Be thou my guide, my strength

My wisdom and my all.

Until you and I arrive at that point we are doing it in our own strength not His.

Luke gives us another clue of the purpose when he says Moses and Elijah spoke of His

departure which He was about to accomplish in Jerusalem.

Clearly they were strengthening and helping to prepare Him for the agonies of the Passion

Week.

Moses and Elijah both had intimate experiences with God on mountaintops.

Moses on Mount Sinai communed with God and received the tablets of the Law.  On Mt.

Horeb Elijah found God not in the wind or the earthquake, but in the still small voice of

God.

Both of these men had an awesome death.  Moses was buried by God and Elijah departed

this earth in a chariot and horses of fire.

Jewish teachers believed that these two men would be involved in the coming of Messiah.
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When Luke wrote of His departure the word he uses is "exodus".  It is the word connected

with the departure of the Hebrews from Egypt.  It describes a journey in which a whole

people, in complete trust in God, went out into the unknown.

This precisely describes Jesus' mission.

Barkley says, "In utter trust in God He was going to set out on the tremendous adventure

of that journey to Jerusalem, a journey beset with perils, a journey involving a cross, but a

journey issuing in glory."

In Jewish thought Moses was the greatest of the lawgivers.

Elijah was the greatest of all the prophets.  Now these two greatest of the lawgivers and

the prophets are encouraging and strengthening Jesus.

But there was something far more important to Jesus.  All three gospel writers speak of the

cloud which overshadowed them.

That cloud was part of Israel's history.  It represented God's Shechinah glory.  It led them

by night and day in the fire and the cloud.  When the tabernacle was built we read, Then

the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the

tabernacle.2

It was in the cloud that God descended to give the tables of the Law to Moses.  The cloud

filled the temple at Solomon's dedication.

Edersheim writes of the extreme rapidity of the formation of clouds upon the summit of

Mt. Hermon.  Probably at first the disciples weren't surprised because of this.  It soon became

obvious that this was far more than a natural phenomenon as the voice of God came out of

the cloud.

The voice of the Law, the prophets and God strengthened and encourage Christ as He

faced the lonely road to Calvary.

The voice of God also affirmed and strengthened the faith of the disciples.  Peter had just

declared that Jesus was Messiah, God's son; now God is affirming the same.

It is interesting to note the words Luke uses to tell us of the transfiguration.  He uses the

word from which our metamorphosis comes.  We use the word to describe the life change

which comes from one lifeform to another.  Like the tadpole to frog or the chrysalis to

butterfly.  It is translated elsewhere in the NT as "changed" or "transferred", so we see Jesus

here being changed from the inside out.  Apparently He was changed into His divine body

which He had before he came to earth.  John 17:5 talks about that glory as Jesus says to the
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father, And now, O Father, glorify thou me with thine own self with the glory

which I had with thee before the world was. 3

Stephen saw that glory in Acts 7:55 where we read that he gazed intently into heaven and

saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.

Goodspeed says, "It must have been 'an effulgence from within', a manifestation of the Son

of God in His true nature".

The transfiguration was a restoration of the glory which he had with the father before the

world was.

A comforting thought for us is seen in the sleepiness of the 3 disciples.  We must always

remember that these three energetic and devoted followers of Jesus were intensely human.

Sleep, fear and frustration characterized their reactions to this incident.

We must never use the fact of our humanness to excuse a sloppy Christian devotion, but

when we have done our best and failed we can remember that great men and women have

failed before us.  This should comfort us and also spur us on to a deeper devotion.

The Beacon Commentary commenting about Peter's response has this to say, "The trouble

with Peter was that he was quick to talk and slow to listen.  Unfortunately his tribe has not

disappeared".

vv 9-13 tell us of the disciples' question about Elijah.

Jesus strictly charged them not to tell anyone about the vision.  He didn't want the people

to rise up to proclaim Him as messiah at this time.

Seeing Elijah on the mountain prompted the question.  The teachers and the law said that

Elijah would come before messiah.  If Jesus was really the messiah as confessed by Peter, why

had Elijah not yet appeared?

Jesus told the disciples that Elijah would come and restore all things.  Then Jesus said that

Elijah had already come and the people had done as they pleased to Him.

He was referring to John the Baptist and was pointing out that just as the Baptist had been

killed, so would He be arrested and executed.

vv 14-21 tell of the healing of the epileptic boy.  Jesus and the disciples left the mount of

blessings only to descend to the valley of need.  Jesus knew that heavenly times of

communion must not keep us from ministering to those around us who are in need.

This is a lesson we must always be learning.  We must always balance our need for

refreshing and renewal against the crush of the world's need.  We can't fix all the world's

needs, but we must never become so heavenly-minded that we do not reach out to the needy
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around us.

Others should see the love of Christ in our service to them.

As Jesus and the disciples approached the multitude that always awaited them, a man

came kneeling down and saying, "Lord, have mercy on my son who is lunatic".  The Latin

luna means moon.  The Greek word used here literally means moonstruck.  The Revised

version translates it as epileptic4.  It was popular in that day to believe that epilepsy could

be caused by moonlight.  Psalm 121:6 says, The sun shall not smite thee by day, nor

the moon by night.5

The seizures that are described here are typical of epilepsy.

The distressed father told Jesus that the disciples could not help.  Jesus had given the

disciples power over unclean demons, but for some reason this case was too hard for them.

Perhaps they treated it too lightly and Jesus' response seems to indicate that.

The cry, You faithless and perverse generation, how much longer must I be

with you? How much longer must I put up with you?6 is filled with sorrow and

pathos at the smallness of their faith and how little they had learned.

How our small faith must grieve our blessed Christ!

But the master was abundantly able.  With a word of rebuke He cast the demon out of the

boy.

Then the disciples asked and Jesus answered that it was because of their lack of faith that

they had been unsuccessful in affecting a cure.  Using the example of a tiny mustard seed

which becomes a great plant, Jesus said that even a small faith could do great things.  Did

Jesus mean we could literally move mountains?  Probably not.  He was probably using the

Jewish love of metaphor.  But He surely was saying that great things can be moved by our

faith.  Mountains of doubt and need can be moved by our fervent faith.

vv 22-23 record Jesus' second prediction of His death and suffering.  He had already

predicted His suffering at Caesarea Philippi, but here He reiterates it.  Matthew adds that the

disciples were exceedingly sorry.

vv 24-27 provide a fascinating vignette into the minds of Peter and Jesus.

Jesus and the disciples had been away from Capernaum for some time.  Apparently when

they returned the temple tax collectors approached Peter to ask if Jesus paid the tax.  This
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was a Jewish, not a Roman tax.  Every year every male had to pay a half-shekel temple tax.

This was equivalent to 2 days' wages.  The money went to the operation and upkeep of the

temple.  There were enormous expenses involved in the operations of the temple.

Daily morning and evening offerings of a one-year-old lamb took place.  Offerings of

wine, flour and fine oil were also made.  Incense was costly.  The hangings and furnishings of

the temple cost large sums.  The priestly garments had to be made and maintained.  Wood

and tools for the sacrifices needed to be provided.  The buildings needed maintaining.

Peter in his usual brash way quickly said, "Oh yes, Jesus pays the tax".  Then he probably

began to wonder, "Does He or doesn't He?"  Embarrassed, he went inside to fess up and ask.

Jesus, in a rare moment of candor and mercy, prevents Peter's embarrassment by asking

first, "Peter, do the kings of the earth collect taxes from their own children or from others?"

Of course, the answer was from others.

Then Jesus said, "But so we don't offend them, go to the sea and cast a hook and the fish

you catch will have a coin in its mouth worth one shekel.  Take that and pay your and my

taxes".

Fishing with a line and hook was one of the methods of fishing on the Sea of Galilee.  It is

only mentioned here in the NT.

We see Jesus' power over nature as He worked a miracle to provide for the payment of His

and Peter's tax obligations.

John Phillips, commenting on this passage, says,

We can assume that Peter went back to the tax collector and said, 'Sir, come

with me if you please' and then did what Jesus had told him to do.  I would

like to think that after Peter took the coin form the fish's mouth and paid the

tax, he gave the collector the fish for His supper.

There is a lesson here for us.  Later after the temple was destroyed the Roman authorities

decreed that the half-shekel temple tax still be paid into the general treasury.  Many of the

Jews did not like supporting many of the things the Romans spent the tax money on.  To

rebel would have invited wholesale Roman retaliation.  So they paid the taxes.

Today there are many things not to like about how our government spends our tax

monies.  Jesus' example is, like it or not, Christianity and good citizenship go hand in hand.

The Christian who exempts himself from the duties of good citizenship is not only failing
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in citizenship, but is failing in Christianity also.

During the D-Day invasion there was a German gun position which the Allies determined

could not be taken.  The plan was to land paratroopers, but the place of landing was

extremely vulnerable to the German guns.

Someone made a suggestion, and the position was easily taken.  The Allies dropped rubber

dummies carrying firecrackers which sounded like gunfire.  The dummies were dropped

behind the German positions.

The Germans, assuming they were under attack from the rear turned the guns and began

firing at rubber dummies while the real troops landed in front and took the position.

In today's text we have people shooting at rubber dummies.

Peter thought he could keep Christ on the mountain by building tents for Him.  The

disciples thought the miracle of healing could be taken for granted.  Without faith they shot

at rubber dummies and failed.

Peter assumed Jesus paid the tax.  He shot at the dummy and then he had a moment

where He wondered if He had been correct.

Today one of the Satan's favorite tricks is to get us to shoot at rubber dummies.

Things like:

• Being critical and judgmental of each other.

• Having a smug sense of pride about how good we are and how much better we

are than some others.

• Allowing ourselves to do, see and think about things which we condemn in

others.

• Thinking that Christianity is about doing and not about relationship with Christ.

• Doing things when we know no one will ever know that we would not do if they

knew.

• Allowing others and our fear of them to shape our decisions while we stifle the

Spirit's voice.

• Failing to heed the Spirit's voice because we've never done it that way.

• Being so busy doing good things that we fail to develop a deep relationship with

Christ.

• Not getting involved with helping others because they smell bad or don’t look

like us.
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These and many others are rubber dummies Satan will use to distract us from following

and becoming more like Christ.

Are we shooting at rubber dummies?
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