
MARK — Jesus the Divine King 1

MARK — Jesus the Divine King
Brian Behnken

Mark 9:2-13

After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led 
them up a high mountain, where they were all alone. There he was 
transfigured before them. His clothes became dazzling white, whiter 
than anyone in the world could bleach them. And there appeared 
before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus.

Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here. Let us put 
up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” 
(He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.)

Then a cloud appeared and covered them, and a voice came from 
the cloud: “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!”

Suddenly, when they looked around, they no longer saw anyone 
with them except Jesus.

As they were coming down the mountain, Jesus gave them orders 
not to tell anyone what they had seen until the Son of Man had 
risen from the dead. They kept the matter to themselves, discussing 
what “rising from the dead” meant.

And they asked him, “Why do the teachers of the law say that Elijah 
must come first?”

Jesus replied, “To be sure, Elijah does come first, and restores all 
things. Why then is it written that the Son of Man must suffer much 
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and be rejected? But I tell you, Elijah has come, and they have 
done to him everything they wished, just as it is written about him.”

The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2011), Mk 9:2–13.

There are so many layers to this text!

For more information on where to meditate to “eat” these layers for yourself: 

Mountains & Cosmic Geography (Do a word search on “mountain” in the Bible and 
study every instance where it occurs; cf Psalm 48 & 68, Ezekiel 28:16)

Elijah (1 Kings 17-19)

John The Baptist (Mark 1 - 9)

Moses (Exodus 24ff)

Booths/Tabernacles (”Feast of Booths” in the books of Moses; The shelters that 
Peter was referring to were the same word as “tabernacles” from Leviticus — 
Deuteronomy; see also Lev 23:42–44; Neh 8:14–17)

Isaiah’s Suffering Servant (Isaiah 52 - 53; see also 46 - 52 for further context)

This is My son - (Jesus’ Baptism, Mark 1, and see compound references back to 
Isaiah 64, 42, Psalm 2, and Genesis 1)

Daniel’s Son of Man (Daniel 7 — authority over all nations given to a “human-like 
one.”)

Mt. Sinai (Exodus 19 - 24)

The Day of the Lord (Exodus 11; do a word search and study all instances where it 
appears)

The cloud of glory (Exodus 24, see also Elijah in 1 Kings 19)
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The Mountain Layer
Mountains have for eons been symbols of the connection between heaven and earth.

In pretty much every culture around the world where mountains are located, mountains 
are regarded as the dwelling place of the gods. 

In Nepal, many of their mountains are named after their gods, like Shiva, Ganga, and 
Annapurna. 

Cosmic Mountains
The Hebrews have recognized this for a long time. An oft-repeated motif throughout the 
Hebrew Bible is the mountain of the Lord. For example, the Psalmist states in 48:

Great is the LORD, and most worthy of praise, 
in the city of our God, his holy mountain.

Beautiful in its loftiness, 
the joy of the whole earth, 
like the heights of Zaphon is Mount Zion, 
the city of the Great King. 
God is in her citadels; 
he has shown himself to be her fortress

The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2011), Ps 48:1–3.

And again, in Psalm 68:

Mount Bashan, majestic mountain, 
Mount Bashan, rugged mountain, 
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why gaze in envy, you rugged mountain, 
at the mountain where God chooses to reign, 
where the LORD himself will dwell forever?

The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2011), Ps 68:15–16.

And as you can see, we can have categories for holy and haunted mountains. Of 
particular note to us is Mt. Hermon, also referred to as Mt. Zaphon, also referred to as 
the mountains of Bashan.

Israel’s Neighbors to the north believed that this was Baal’s mountain, where he 
governed his locale from that peak. 

Baal was often called “prince,” or, “Zebul,” and overtime he became known as 
“Baal’Zebul.” When talking about Baal’Zebul with the Pharisees, Jesus used the title, 
“the Satan” to refer to him, showing a deep connected spiritual motif of darkness trying 
to lay claim to this mountain. 

Why am I telling you this? Well because this is most likely‡ the mountain where Jesus 
took his disciples in this passage.

‡ Mt. Tabor and Mt. Meron in Israel have been proposed as the sites of transfiguration, 
but they’re a further journey away and have much less elevation. Mt. Hermon is literally 
right where this store has been happening for the last week, so it is a very likely 
candidate.

We get that from the location cues: We last heard he was at Caesarea Philippi, where 
Peter declare’s Jesus identity in front of the gates of Hades. This also happens to be at 
the foot of Mt. Hermon. We’re not told he goes anywhere else, and Mt. Hermon 
happens to be 9,232 feet, which qualifies as a “high mountain.”
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It is important to note that besides this being known to the locals as Baal’Zebul’s home, 
the Greeks thought this was Pan’s mountain home, and was also contested by Caesar. 
This mountain is ground zero  to conflicting claims by spiritual darkness that led people 
to worship gods of death, rather than the God of life.

👑 And this is where Jesus chooses  to reveal his divine kingly identity.

He transfigures, or undergoes metamorphosis. 

He was then described to be dazzling whiter than anything of this world, a throwback 
reference to the Ancient of Days in Daniel chapter 7:

…thrones were set in place, 
and the Ancient of Days took his seat. 
His clothing was as white as snow; 
the hair of his head was white like wool.

The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2011), Da 7:9.

White clothing is a common symbol for divinity and purity. So on this mountain of 
spiritual evil,, Jesus invades and makes it his home, fulfilling Psalm 68 and effectively 
declaring war against Satan’s kingdom.
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👑 Last week, Jesus declares that the church will advance and the gates of 
Hades will not prevail - Declaring that death and its forces will not stop the 
advancing church that Jesus is building. Now this week, Jesus has pulled 
back the curtain on how that is going to happen — through his divinity, 
becoming human and going to war against the sin nature that has every 
human trapped.

This geography layer is more than just symbols. They’re the 
vehicles of communication that Jesus is using to show that he is 
stronger than death and the forces that serve death. 

Why is Elijah First? (Layer)
Let’s talk about another layer. This one is a bit more obscure - Why do Elijah and Moses 
show up on the mountain? Why are they important?

What’s clear is that the conversation between Jesus, Moses, and Elijah isn’t recorded in 
this gospel – It’s not the point that Mark is making.

Instead, the disciples’ reaction to Elijah is where Mark focuses.

He records their question in verse 11 – “Why do the scribes say that Elijah must come 
first?”

Mark gives us a glimpse into the expectations of the disciples. They just saw Elijah 
appear before Jesus, and all of a sudden, they remember the scriptures – Malachi 4:5-
6, where the prophet writes, 

See, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before that great and 
dreadful day of the LORD comes. He will turn the hearts of the 
parents to their children, and the hearts of the children to their 
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parents; or else I will come and strike the land with total 
destruction.”

The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2011), Mal 4:5.

…And now they have the day of the Lord in their heads and are looking forward to 
families being united and the end times.‡

‡Jesus’ reply also brings in a reference to 2nd temple literature:

At the appointed time, it is written, you [Elijah] are destined 
to calm the wrath of God before it breaks out in fury, 
to turn the hearts of parents to their children, 
and to restore the tribes of Jacob.

The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 
1989), Ben Sira 48:10.

But something is not clear to them – how does this all work? Why does Elijah come 
first? What about Jesus? They just witnessed his transfiguration into being a God-Man-
King with more power than Baal’Zebul.

I can only imagine what they’re wondering about. Is the end of time happening? What 
are the order of events? Is the day of the Lord upon us? Is total destruction happening?

Jesus’ reply affirms the restoration of Israel, focusing instead on that, but then instead of 
talking about the day of the Lord, he turns their attention to the suffering Son of Man.
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👑 It’s like he says, “yes Elijah does come first to restore all things, but isn’t it 
also written that the Son of Man has to suffer and be rejected and die?” I think 
Jesus’ point here is that restoration is coming, but before Elijah’s mission is 
complete, total destruction will befall the Son of Man. (And yes, the disciples 
miss this).

Elijah is John the Baptist (Layer
And then Jesus finishes his thought: 

But I tell you, Elijah has come, and they have done to him 
everything they wished, just as it is written about him.”

What is clear now is that Jesus isn’t talking about the Elijah they just saw on the 
mountain - he’s talking about someone else. This is another amazing layer of discovery.

In Mark chapter 1, Mark introduces John the Baptist as a man who wore camel hair and 
had a leather belt around his waist, which is a description of Elijah’s clothing. All 
throughout Mark, he writes cameos for John the Baptist that culminate in his death at 
the hands of a foolish King and Queen that resemble the OT couple Ahab and Jezebel, 
who wanted to kill Elijah..

And so Jesus says, Elijah’s ministry has already begun, calling Israel to repentance. But 
they have already done everything to him that they wanted. I believe that John the 
Baptist’s role in this story finds its climax here.
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👑 He was Isaiah’s voice in the wilderness preparing the way of the Lord, and he 
was sent to signal the beginning of Israel’s restoration. He suffered and died 
at the hands of a new Ahab and Jezebel, fulfilling God’s word about him (1 Ki 
19:2-3), and foreshadowing Jesus’ martyrdom.

Assembling the Cake Layers
So let’s put these three layers together: 

Jesus inaugurates his kingdom by making his dwelling place on 
Evil’s mountain, and declares war against Satan’s kingdom and 
against the evil that traps every human heart. He demonstrates his 
power and ability to succeed by revealing himself to be the human 
divine King. He affirms his predecessor - Elijah, has appeared, 
which signifies restoration as well as the impending the day of the 
Lord, which is now cast in light of the suffering Son of Man.

We have a privilege of seeing a clearer picture of Jesus’ mission, but this should 
underscore how difficult this was for the disciples to see. “What does rising from the 
dead mean?”

But when the disciples finally saw, as Jesus explained to them after his resurrection 
(spoilers), it changed everything about their lives. Who they were changed entirely, and 
the led a life devoted to telling people about this king.

\And if Jesus truly is king (Isa 52:7), then it has serious implications for how we behave 
and how we think. And we get to apply those implications by asking:
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👑 How do we obey King Jesus?

Listen to the Son
Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here. Let us put 
up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah. … 
Then a cloud appeared and covered them, and a voice came from 
the cloud: “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!”

The New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2011), Mk 9:7.

👑 The disciples, aside from being terrified, wanted to remain on the mountain in 
God’s presence. And yet the reply they got was a call to obedience: Listen to 
my Son!

Mountain Experiences Are Necessary
Mountain Top experiences in God’s presence are necessary. We need those 
experiences to carry us through the valleys. The disciples needed this experience to 
carry them through the total destruction of the Son of Man that was about to follow.

But camping out in his presence isn’t the goal. The goal is to listen to him.

Mark’s writing makes this moment seem almost instantaneous; it’s there and all of a 
sudden it’s gone. And to me, that is one of the most abundantly clear lessons from this 
text: Don’t miss the point of why they climbed the mountain and stood in God’s 
presence. It was to see Jesus as Divine King so that they could listen and obey him.
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Camping out in God’s presence to stay there is like giving up on a false summit.

A false summit is a part of the mountain where all you see is this ridge, and from your 
perspective, it hides the true summit, the true goal from your view, sometimes for hours. 
They are often moments of disappointment for those who don’t expect them. 

Beware The False Summit
If you think the false summit is the end goal, you’ll miss out on what’s there, be 
discouraged, and you might not be equipped for continuing on. Kyle and I met a bunch 
of people who gave up at the false summit and went back down the mountain. 

👑 It’s so easy to feel God’s presence in Church, but we have often forgotten 
what the purpose of Church is. We’re to be filled up here, encouraged here. 
We are to see revelation and learn his truth and have our minds expanded to 
see what else Jesus is up to and talking about.

But arriving at the revelation was the false summit – How then do 
we obey? That’s the extra 1000 feet above where we are now, and 
if we’re not expecting that, then we lose what we came here for.

👑 If we camp out here in Church and think that this is it, this experience — we 
will lose sight of the true goal — to follow Jesus back down the mountain and 
take his presence where it is felt the least.
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The revelation spoken by the Father on the mountain to Peter and  the disciples was to 
“listen to Jesus”. All of his teaching – including his last command –  to go into all the 
world and make disciples, is what we listen to, and obey.

For far too long, I have observed many of us in the west stopping short of the call to 
total obedience in this area. We say Jesus is king, but when it comes to obeying his 
words and listening to him, we stop at the false summit.

We may read the Bible or stay in a Christian bubble, but we never go out and fulfill the 
true purpose. We stay in the snow and get frozen on the mountain.

But I’m here telling you what to expect. Don’t expect to camp out on 
the summit. Expect to follow Jesus back down the mountain into the 
valley.

When God tells us to listen to his Son, we can expect him to be with us. And that’s 
what’s so amazing about this Divine King.

👑 He is not like other gods kings. He doesn’t sit atop his mountain and send us 
into battle to die on his behalf, but he died on our behalf and calls us to follow 
him through death and into new life, and then to share that with others.

Additional Discussion Questions
Based on the three layers we discussed today: 
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If Jesus defeated death, what does that mean for the evil in our hearts?

How do we understand the future day of the Lord in light of this?

What role do we play in restoration?


