	Detailed Observation

Mark 9:2-8


	Text
	Initial Observations


	Questions
	Possibilities

	
	9:2 • I notice that the story is introduced by a chronological marker, linking some prior event to something that happened “six days later”
	•What earlier event is linked to the “transfiguration”?  

•Why would the transfiguration be linked to this prior event or saying (whatever it is)?
	•Is it Jesus’ claim that some would not taste death? (9:1). 

•That the Son of Man would appear in glory? (8:38)  •That a disciple would have to lose his or her life in order to follow Jesus? (8:34-37)  

•That Peter rebuked Jesus for predicting the Messiah’s death? (8:32-34) 

•That Jesus would die and three days later be raised? (8:31)

	
	9:2  I notice (as I have read this gospel through) that chronological markers are not common (especially in the first half of the Gospel).
	•Why at this juncture in the Gospel does the writer find it important to include this chronological marker?
	

	
	9:2 This chronological marker is fairly precise, in a relative fashion:  “six days later”, not “some time later,” or “and then,” or even “a few days later.”   Furthermore, it is six days, not five, or seven, or three.
	•Why was such care take to mark the time so precisely?  

•What was the significance of six days, as opposed to five, or seven, etc.?
	•Perhaps the precision is due merely to a deep impression made on the memory.

•Perhaps the number six merely reports the actual measurement of time, nothing more.

•Or Perhaps the number six has some sort of symbolic significance.

	
	9:2  The fact that “Jesus took” strongly suggests that the initiative for the trip (9:2-8) lay completely with Jesus, and that Jesus was well aware of what would happen
	•Word study: took
	

	
	9:2  Jesus limited the number of disciples he took with himself to three.  He did not take the whole band the twelve, or a group of his larger followers.
	•Why did Jesus take only three disciples, and not a larger party (e.g. the 12)?
	•Perhaps for a teaching impact?

•Perhaps to maintain secrecy?




	
	9:2  Jesus selected three particular disciples to accompany himself:  Peter, James and John.
	•Who were Peter, James and John?

•Why did Jesus choose these three, and not three others of the 12?  
	•Were these three more spiritually mature?

•Were these three more trustworthy?

•Were these three looked upon as being “leaders” among the 12?

•Were these three merely randomly selected?



	
	9:2  I notice the order of their names:  Peter, then James, then John.
	•Why are they reported in this sequence? 
	•Perhaps the sequence is purely accidental.  After all, they must be reported in some sequence:  no significance at all.

•Perhaps the sequence reflects an actual pecking order among the disciples.

•Perhaps the order represents a leadership order established by Jesus among the 12.

	
	9:2  The writer reported the destination of their trip in terms of a geographical feature:  a mountain:  not, for example, the lake shore, the seashore, the desert, a field, a cave, etc.
	•Why did Jesus “chose” mountain for the event to transpire?  

•Of what significance was a mountain?
	•Perhaps the reasons were purely practical:  a place of remoteness and seclusion.

•Perhaps Jesus meant to like this event to other events (e.g. in the OT) taking place on mountains.

•Perhaps Jews/Hebrews had certain expectations and understandings about the significance of mountains.

	
	9:2  I notice the one characteristic given to this mountain is that it was “high.”
	•Why would a “high” mountain be of interest to Jesus (and to the narrator), as opposed simply to “a mountain?”


	

	
	9:2  I notice that, despite the writer’s interest in describing the destination as a high mountain, no name is provided for more accurately identifying this mountain.
	•What mountain (on a present day map) might have been the mountain in question?

•Why would the writer not have provided its name?
	

	
	9:2  The writer made a point of establishing the isolation of Jesus and the disciples:  they were now “by themselves.”
	•Why was isolation, rather than publicity, the appropriate mode for this event?
	

	
	9:2  The text is not clear in identifying a particular grouping in view for this isolation.
	•What sort of isolation was most intended?
	•Was it isolation from the other disciples?

•Was it isolation from the crowds?

•Was it isolation from Jewish leaders?

•Was it isolation from all other human beings?


	
	9:2 The event that took place once Jesus and the three disciples reached their destination is variously expressed:

-he was transfigured  (RSV,NIV,NASB,JB)

-Jesus’ appearance changed (NLT)-a change came over Jesus (TEV)
	•What was involved in a “transfiguration”

•How did such a thing happen to Jesus?

•Why would such a thing happen to Jesus?

•What significance did Jesus attach to such a transfiguration?

•Word Study: Transfiguration/transfigured
	

	
	9:2  I notice that Jesus seems “passive” in this event;  as if it “happened to him”, not as if he “did it to himself”:  he was transfigured.
	•Is this an accurate observation?  

•What might be the significance of Jesus as the experiencer, not the cause, of his transfiguration?
	•Could the passive character of the event point to God as the actor, as the cause?  [Would a more direct expression have been:  “God transformed Jesus”?)

	
	9:2  I notice a strange lack of description of what effects such a change had on Jesus himself, physically.  I.e., no description of his face, skin, eyes, voice (contrast Rev. 1:13ff)
	•Why was there no interest in including a description of Jesus’ own physical change?
	•Perhaps it was judged to be unimportant.

•Perhaps such a description was retained as part of the “secret” of the event.

•Perhaps the change only involved his clothing

	
	9:3 The writer was most interested in relaying how the transfiguration affected the clothing of Jesus (as opposed to his body, etc.)
	•Why was a change in the appearance of clothing judged to be a significant thing?
	•Perhaps a close connection between a person and his or her clothing was assumed (not unlike modern, fashion-oriented cultures)

	
	9:3  The writer provided no information about the sort of clothing Jesus had been wearing leading up to the event of transfiguration.
	
	

	
	9:3  The color in which the Jesus’ clothing appeared was “white”.  One might have imagined, for example, red, or purple, or gold.
	•What was the significance of the color white?  What value or idea would it have suggested to the disciples, the writer, etc.

•Cultural/Historical Study: White
	•Perhaps it symbolized purity, or victory, or a mode of existence beyond the earthly.

	
	9:3  The author wanted the reader to know that the whiteness of Jesus’ robes transcended the whiteness created by any earthly launderer.
	•What is the writer implying by this contrast?
	•Perhaps the point is merely to underscore how bright and brilliant were Jesus’ clothing.

•Perhaps the writer wishes to allude to the activity of God, to imply a “heavenly launderer.”

	
	9:4   The three disciples, as the audience, saw two other individuals “appear” with Jesus.  No reference is made to their arrival (by walking), implying that their appearance was supernatural.
	
	


	
	9:4  The writer gave no indication of how the disciples knew the identity of the two.
	•How were the two recognized as Elijah and Moses  (assuming they were so recognized)?

•Intertextuality Issues: What is OT significance of Moses and Elijah
	•By hearing their conversation?

•By actual address and/or introduction?

•By symbols or stylized clothing as imagined in the contemporary Jewish culture?

	
	9:4  The writer did not indicate anything unusual about the clothing and appearance of Elijah and Moses.  It seems safe to assume, then, that Jesus alone had dazzling white clothing, and that Jesus alone was “transfigured.”  Jesus, then, was distinctive in appearance, even alongside Moses and Elijah.
	•Of what significance was the uniqueness of Jesus in contrast with the (untransformed) appearances of Elijah and Moses?
	

	
	9:4  I notice that some translations (RSV, REB, JB) preserve the Greek “Elijah with Moses”, while other translations simplify the expression to “Elijah and Moses”.  In any case, Elijah is expressed first, though Moses is first in OT chronology.
	•What is the significance of the Greek wording?

•What is the most accurate way of transferring its ideas into English?
	•Perhaps the “x with y” formula implies a priority of one over the other [E.g.:  I’m not with him;  He’s with me!]  If this is so, Elijah is subordinated to Moses.

•Perhaps the “x with y” formula is merely additive, meaning nothing other than “x and y.”  [In that case, is there any significance at all in the order Elijah then Moses?]

	
	9:4  The writer noted that the activity engaged in by Jesus, Elijah and Moses was conversation.
	•What was their conversation about?  

•Why was it important to describe them as being in conversation?
	

	
	9:4  The content of the conversation between Jesus, Elijah and Moses was not reported by the writer.
	•What was the content of their conversation?

•Why was the content not reported
	

	
	9:4   We must conclude that the actual content of the conversation did not serve the interests of the author of this Gospel.
	
	

	
	9:4  It is not clear whether or not the disciples heard any of the content of the conversation.  The writer has not indicated how far away the “supernatural trio” was from the disciples.  Conversation between the two groups was certainly possible (see below), but it is not necessary to conclude that all conversation was audible between the two groups.
	
	

	
	9:5  Only one of the three disciples is reported to have spoken:  Peter.  Clearly, he spoke as a response to the amazing sight (and sounds?) the three disciples were witnessing.
	•Why did Peter speak, rather than any of the others?  
	•Perhaps he was simply the most outspoken.

•Perhaps he was recognized by the other disciples as their leader and spokesman.

•Perhaps he responded to a look from Jesus.


	
	9:5  Peter addressed Jesus, not either of the other two characters, and not the three (Jesus, Elijah, Moses) together.
	•Why did Peter direct his response to Jesus alone?
	•Out of habit and personal acquaintance?

•Because he held Jesus to be superior to the other two, and more worthy of address?

•Because he held Jesus to be lesser than the other two, and therefore more addressable?

	
	9:5  Peter addressed Jesus with a particular form of address:   Rabbi (REB, NIV, NASB);  Master (RSV); Teacher (NLT, TEV)
	•What did this title mean in Jesus’ day?

•Why did Peter employ this title?

•Of what significance was this form of address by Peter in the view of those in Jesus’ day and of the Gospel writer?
	•Possibly the address merely represented Peter’s habitual expression of respect.

•Perhaps the address represents something of Peter’s confusion, and represents far too low a form of address to one who stands conversing with Elijah and Moses, and who glows in an unearthly white!

	
	9:5  Peter’s address to Jesus was on behalf of himself and the other disciples as well:  it is good that we are here.
	(See questions above with the first observation in 9:5)
	

	
	9:5  Peter’s declaration (It is good that we are here) clearly strikes me as highly ironic.  He must have declared it because he feared precisely the opposite:  “It is not good that we are here!”
	•Why might Peter have felt that the presence of the three disciples was highly inappropriate?
	

	
	9:5  If it is true that Peter doubted the appropriateness of his presence, this clearly implies that he has doubted Jesus’ wisdom in bringing the disciples along for this event.
	
	

	
	9:5  The second half of Peter’s utterance is translated variously:  

-As an exhortation:   “Let us make...”-As a question:   “Shall we make...?”

-As a declaration:  “We shall make...”
	•What is the meaning of the underlying Greek text?

•Which English translation best captures the sense of Peter’s utterance?
	

	
	9:5  Peter’s desire had to do with the construction of something which is variously translated (with various English connotations):  

-shelters  (protection from the elements?)

-tents  (temporary, rustic shelter?)-tabernacles  (recalls Israel’s wilderness time)

-booths  (for privacy, for sales)

-shrines (a sacred enclosure)
	•What was a “tent” 

•Why did Peter wish to construct these?

•What might be implied about Peter’s understanding of Jesus?
	

	
	9:5  It seems safe to conclude that Peter’s request reflected some degree of respect, reverence and admiration for the three “heroes.”  (What else might be implied or involved is not immediately clear to me.)
	
	

	
	9:5  Peter wished to build a certain number of “tent” (3), and to distribute them equally among the “heroes.”  The mechanical repetition of language (one for you, one for Moses, one for Elijah) seems to stress the equality of treatment to each of these three.  Each one would get the same honor of receiving a tent.
	•What is the significance of Peter’s offer in this regard?
	•It could be that this reveals a failure on Peter’s part to recognize the utter supremacy of Jesus over Moses and Elijah.  The latter two have “merely appeared”, while Jesus stands transformed in dazzling splendor.  Offering the same honor to each  (in the form of three “skene”) perhaps obscures Jesus’ superiority.

	
	9:6  The writer evaluated Peter’s words, attributing them to both ignorance and fear.  Obviously, Peter’s offer of building three tents was inappropriate.  Otherwise, the writer need not have explained it as driven by fear.
	•Exactly why and how was Peter’s response inappropriate?
	•See the speculation immediately above.

	
	9:6  The emotional state of the three disciples was characterized as one of “terror”
	•Why were the disciples terrified?


	•Was it merely the sight of the unusual and unexplained?

•Or were there certain cultural beliefs which drove them to conclude that they were in some form of danger?

	
	9:7  The next event involved a meteorological phenomenon:  the “appearance of a cloud.”
	
	

	
	9:7  No description of the cloud was offered, such as its size, color, brightness, or presence of accompanying natural phenomena (rain, wind, lightning)
	
	

	
	9:7  No clear conclusion can be drawn about the nature of its formation.  The “appearance” of the cloud was not expressed with the same term as is the “appearance” of Elijah and Moses.  There is no textual stress, then, on anything supernatural about how the cloud arrived upon the scene.
	
	

	
	9:7  The cloud’s activity is variously expressed in the versions, in the attempt to translate the Greek verb (episkiazousa)

-casting its shadow over  (REB)

-covered them with its shadow (TEV, JB)-overshadowing them (NASB, RSV)

-came over them (NLT)

-enveloped them (NIV)
	•What does the Greek term imply, as to shadowing, covering, enveloping, etc.?

•Why would the cloud do such a thing?

•What was implied by this action of the cloud
	•Various purposes can be imagined:  of obscuring sight, of creating darkness for impact, of symbolizing God’s presence, of creating a “supernatural skene” vastly superior to Peter’s proposed “skene”, and the list goes on.

	
	9:7  There is some ambiguity in the referent of “them:”  
	•Whom did the cloud overshadow?

•Of what significance would be the cloud’s covering of these persons?
	•The disciples only?

•Jesus, Moses, and Elijah only?

•All six persons present?

[One could launch an argument for each of these options, with differing implications flowing out of each conclusion.]

	
	9:7  The covering action of a cloud would likely have created a shadow, a darkened area beneath it.  
	•What would have been the visual effect of such a darkening of the stage?

•What would have been the significance of such a darkening?
	•It is possible that the darkening diminished the appearance of Moses and Elijah, and heightened the appearance of Jesus, since Jesus’ garments seemed to be glistening in an unearthly brightness.  Perhaps this had the visual effect of creating a single visual focus (Jesus), with all else fading into the darkness.



	
	9:7 Out of the cloud came an audible, understandable voice (not merely a noise, or a thunder)
	•What would a voice from a cloud have signified to the disciples and to the Gospel Writer?

•Of what significance was the face that the voice came from the cloud, as opposed to merely reverberating under the cloud?  
	•It seems likely that the origin of the voice from the cloud signaled its heavenly/divine origin, and that it was not merely the voice of Moses or Elijah.

	
	9:7  The identity of the voice was not explicitly given by the writer.  But (see above) it is quite likely that its origin in the cloud signaled to all that the voice was that of God, and thus a voice of greatest authority.
	
	

	
	9:7 The voice from the cloud made two, simple declarative statements.

9:7  The addressees of the statements were not precisely identified:  The second person plural imperative ([you] listen to him) could have naturally apply to all (5) except to Jesus
	•To whom did the voice speak?
	•Perhaps to Moses and Elijah in particular

•Perhaps to all 5, other than Jesus.

•Perhaps to the three disciples in particular.

	
	9:7  Jesus was the one identified by the voice. ( I draw this conclusion from the fact that vs. 8 suggests that Elijah and Moses were no longer visible, implying that only Jesus was visible, and was therefore the one identified as Son.)

9:7  Jesus was identified by the voice as “Son”

9:7  The designation of Jesus as “Son” implies that the voice was to be identified as belonging to Jesus’ Father.  Therefore, a double identification has occurred, along with the revelation of their relationship.

9:7  Jesus, as the Son, was also characterized as “beloved.”  (Other versions translate as “my own dear” TEV;  “whom I love” NIV)\

9:7  The two declarations (This is my Son;  Listen to Him) seem quite certainly connected by an implied causation:  “This is my Son;  Therefore, Listen to Him.!”

9:7  This, in turn, clearly implies a connection between the identity of Jesus and his authority.  He was to be obeyed because of who he was, as the Son of God.  Moses and Elijah, by implication, possessed a lesser authority.

9:7  The command issued by the voice from the cloud was simple and unqualified:  “Listen to him.”  

9:7  It is interesting to note that the command from the cloud was not to worship, or believe in, or to reverence...but to listen to (obey) Jesus.

9:7  The Greek verb tense of the imperative (the present tense) was employed.

9:7  The command to listen quite likely has the sense of “obey” not merely to hear and understand.

9:7  No limits or qualifications were placed on the necessity of obedience to the Son.

9:7  No other speech from the cloud was recorded by the writer.  This clearly implies that the identity and authority of Jesus were a sufficient focus to the story.

9:8  This verse seems redundant;  both halves of it work at making the same point, ultimately, that Elijah and Moses were gone.

9:8  The connection between the utterances of the voice and the realization of the disciples that they alone were with Jesus was made by the phrase (and suddenly when they looked around).

9:8  There was no mention of the de-transfiguration of Jesus.  

9:8  Neither was there closure regarding the cloud,  its disappearance or departure

9:2-8  No time of day was given for the event;  nor was an estimate given for its duration.


	•What is the meaning, here, of Jesus as a Son?

•Why is Jesus so identified, here, to the disciples? 

•What would have been the significance to the author and to the disciples of identifying God as the Father of Jesus?

•What is involved in being “beloved”?  

•Why did the voice so identify Jesus to the disciples at this time?

•Why was obedience more important at this point than any other response that could have been imagined?

•What is the meaning and significance of this verb tense.

•Why this emphasis on stressing the absence of Moses and Elijah?

•What is the significance of the sudden looking around of the disciples?

•When did Jesus resume his normal appearance
	•Among other things, one supposes that intimacy is implied, an intimacy involving knowledge of the intentions and purposes of one another.

•If the transfiguration is to be read in light of Jesus prediction of his own death (8:31), then the Father may have been assuring the disciples that Jesus’ death in no way reflected the displeasure of the Father with the Son.  In other words, belovedness and suffering are not mutually exclusive!

•It may suggest continuous, uninterrupted obedience.  Need to check modern tools.

•Perhaps the writer is merely bringing the scene to a close.

•Perhaps the writer has emphatically subtracted Moses and Elijah from the scene to stress  a) that the Son to whom obedience is owed is none other than Jesus (not Moses and Elijah);  and b) that those who owe their obedience to the Son are none other than the disciples (not Moses and Elijah)!

•(See immediately above.)  Perhaps the natural response to hearing a voice from a cloud is to “look around” to see whom it is addressing!  If you see no one else, likely you are the addressee!

•Or perhaps the sudden looking around marks the whole scene as supernatural, in that the ancient characters disappear as quickly as they appeared.  They were not, therefore, a couple of shepherds who wandered on the scene.

•I have heard that some suggest that Jesus retained a measure of his transfiguration as he came down the mountain, since “the crowd was overcome with awe” (9:15).
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