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Mountains were significant places for pagan religions in the ancient world, places where heaven was held to overlap with earth. There the high gods who resided in the sky manifested themselves to people on earth. There they built temples for their gods, so that they could ascend into the heavenly realm and meet with them there. In Babylon where there were no real mountains, they even constructed a mud brick ziggurat as an artificial mountain and built a temple for Marduk on its summit as the gate to heaven for his priests.

In his revelation to his people in the Old Testament God turned this pagan liturgical symbolism upside down in two ways. On the one hand, even though he revealed himself to them at Mount Sinai, this was the place where he ‘came down’ from heaven in a dark cloud to meet with his people on earth (Ex 19:11, 18, 20). There he introduced himself by name and taught them his law (Ex 20:1-19). On the other hand, the portable tent that God gave to them as the place where he would meet with them (Ex 29:42-43) was not built on Mount Sinai but erected as his tabernacle, ‘his dwelling place’ with them (Ex 25:8; 29:4-46; 40:34-38). In fact, the tabernacle, and later the temple, resembled Mount Sinai with the Holy of Holies as its summit, the Holy Place as its body and the courtyard with the altar at the foot of it. 
That reversal of pagan imagery was retained with the subsequent location of God’s temple on Mount Zion and its description as the holy mountain, the mountain of the Lord (Ps 1:1; 48:1), as well as with the prophecies of God’s holy mountain in heavenly Jerusalem as the eschatological  place of worship for all nations (Is 2:2-3; 11:8; 27:13; 66:20). It was therefore carried over into the New Testament. Thus the author of Hebrews portrays the church as the city of the living God and locates it on Mount Zion in heavenly Jerusalem (12:22-24).  It was the place where God’s people had access to heaven in the divine service, the place where Jesus the great high priest brought God the Father to them and them to him. 
I propose that Matthew uses similar imagery typologically to present some aspects of his liturgical theology by his portrayal of four events in which he alludes to what the risen Lord Jesus does in the divine service. He locates them on a particular mountain in Galilee and refers to its geographical location symbolically either as ‘the mountain’ (5:2; 15:29; 28:16) or ‘a/the high mountain’ (17:1).  
The first of these events in the ministry of Jesus is the Sermon of on the Mount in chapters 5-7. It comes after the report of the large crowds that heard his preaching in Galilee and sought healing from him (4:2-25). When he saw the crowds, he withdrew from them onto ‘the mountain’ where he sat down and taught them and his disciples with divine authority (5:1-2; see also 7:28-8:1). He taught them God’s word as the foundation for their lives and himself as the fulfilment of the law and the prophets. The disciples are mentioned because they would later represent him as his apostles after his ascension and teach his word to the congregation of believers in the divine service.
The second event that is located on ‘the mountain’ is reported in 15:29-39. Once again Jesus asserts his authority as a divinely authorized teacher by sitting down with a congregation of people that consisted crowds of people and his disciples. Yet, in this instance, Matthew does not report his teaching but his Messianic work of healing the lame, the blind, the crippled and the mute (Is 35:5-6). He tells us that the crowds brought these needy people to Jesus and laid them at his feet. He also notes that the people who witnessed what he had done were ‘amazed’ and ‘glorified the God of Israel.’ They recognized that God’s glory was manifested by Jesus. Yet that was not the climax of his work with them that was spread over three days. His ministry culminated in a meal that he hosted for them together with his disciples. He sat them down with him for that meal. In it he fed 4,000 men and some women and children with the seven loaves and the few fish that his disciples provided.  This story seems to allude to the theophanic work of Jesus as the Messiah in the divine service where needy people are brought to him for healing in prayer, God is glorified, and the congregation is fed supernaturally in Holy Communion. 
The third event is the transfiguration of Jesus in 17:1-9. Behind it lies the story of God’s theophany at Mt Sinai. There God’s glory was manifested on top of the mountain where it was hidden in a dark cloud that covered the mountain for six days before God called Moses to ascend the mountain and enter God’s presence (Ex 24:15-18). There God instituted the tabernacle, the priesthood and the divine service and showed him a model of the tabernacle (Ex 25:9; 26:30) and its furniture (25:40; 27:9). Yet like Elijah after him (1 Ki 19:9-18), Moses did not see God’s face but heard his voice as he spoke with him (Ex 33:12-23). At his transfiguration Jesus brought Peter, James and John up with him on a high mountain in Galilee as representatives of all the other disciples. On the top of the mountain they saw God’s glory in the face and clothing of Jesus as well as Moses and Elijah talking with Jesus. Then when a bright cloud overshadowed them they heard the voice of God the Father from the cloud as he said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him’ (17:7). After that declaration they saw no one except Jesus and received instruction from him about his impending death during his descent from the mountain. This story teaches the church that Jesus ushers his disciples into the Father’s presence in the divine service as its heavenly priest. There God the Father shows his hidden glory to them in the human face of Jesus and calls on them to listen to what Jesus says. There they are to listen to Jesus as God’s spokesman and to see what God is providing for them through him. 
The fourth event is the appearance of the risen Lord to his eleven apostles on the mountain in Galilee (28:16-20). This last mountain scene is the climax of Matthew’s gospel. It recalls God’s commission of Moses at Mt. Sinai in Exodus 3 to rescue his people from slavery and his promise that he would be with him in this mission (3:12). On that mountain in Galilee Jesus declared that since he had received all authority in heaven and earth, he authorized the eleven apostles to work with him in making disciples of all nations by baptizing them and teaching them to observe all that he had commanded them to receive and do. He not only commissioned them as his agents but also promised that he would be with them and work with them in their apostolic ministry.  That promise recalls his earlier declaration that where two or three disciples were gathered in his name he would be there with them (18:20). By this report of what the risen Lord said and did on that mountain in Galilee Matthew provides us with the foundation for the divine service with a focus on the presence of the risen Lord Jesus with his disciples and his ongoing heavenly work on earth as well as his commission of the apostles and their successors as his agents. Jesus authorizes them to join him in making disciples of all nations by baptizing them and teaching them his word in the divine service, the word by which he tells them what he gives them as well as what he requires of them.
I propose that mountains have symbolic liturgical significance for Matthew. Geographically speaking, they are places where the earth meets the sky. Theologically speaking, they were places where God met with people on earth in the Old Testament. Symbolically speaking, they tell us that Jesus mediates between heaven and earth in the divine service so that through him what is done on earth is also done in heaven (18:12).
