Faith Reformed Church
Stevensville, Ontario
March 15, 2009
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 12:18-24
Sermon: Mount Sinai and Mount Zion

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

One of the ladies in our Tuesday morning Bible study has just gone on
a trip to the Holy Land. After a brief stopover in Egypt to see the pyramids
she is going to visit Mount Sinai, Petra—what it the Old Testament is called
Edom—and then Jerusalem. It sounds like a wonderful trip. We might be
envious except that the Letter to the Hebrews has taken us on just as
remarkable a tour of Biblical history and geography. Over the course of the
last year we have gone to many different places and met many different
people. We have dwelt in the tents of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. We have
wandered in the Exodus wilderness with Moses. We have stood before the
veil of the Tabernacle and spent time with Joshua and the judges in Israel
before the time of the monarchy. And no matter where we have been or
what ancient characters we have met in our excursions, we have received
this bonus—this blessing: our author has unfailingly shown that they all
point us to Jesus Christ. They point to person of Jesus Christ—who he is;
they point to the work of Jesus Christ—what he has done for our salvation—
or they point to the life of faith in Christ—how we are to live before God in
obedience and praise. Here is another way to put it: Wherever you go in the
Bible, from the first page to the last, the message is always the same: Turn to
Jesus Christ in faith. Cling to him in trust and obedience. Hold fast to him
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no matter what—no matter how heavy the burdens may be, how severe the
trials you must face. Walk with him, for all of the promises and prophesies
of the Old Testament find their “Yes and Amen!” in Jesus Christ.

Well today we are going to make two stops on our tour of the Biblical
landscape. We are first going to go to Mount Sinai, where Moses brought
the Israelites to worship after they had escaped from Egypt and crossed
through the Red Sea. After our stop there we are going to go to Mount Zion,
the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of God. Let’s go to Sinai by picking things
up at verse 18:
You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that
is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast
or to such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that
no further word be spoken to them, because they could not bear what
was commanded: “If even an animal touches the mountain, it must be
stoned.” The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling
with fear.”
The description of Mount Sinai comes from both Exodus and Deuteronomy.
Let me tell you what happened.

When God called Moses to deliver his people he didn’t simply
command him to say to Pharaoh, “Let my people go.” The command to
Pharaoh was, “Let my people go so they might worship me.” (Exodus 3:12;
5:1). God did not turn his people loose so they could do whatever they
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wanted to do; the purpose of their deliverance was to enable them to serve
and worship God. They were saved from slavery and for worship. The
same holds true today. People are never simply “saved.” They are always
saved from something—from the chains of sin—and for something—for
freely and joyfully serving the Lord in worship. In any event, Moses
brought the children of Israel out of Egypt, through the Red Sea and to the
foot of Mount Sinai.

At Sinai God spoke to Moses. He told Moses to get the people ready
by consecrating them through washings so that on the third day they might
meet him at the base of the mountain. He also told Moses to have the
mountain roped off because “whoever touches the mountain shall surely be
put to death” (Exodus 19:12). On the morning of the third day God
descended upon the mountain in smoke and fire. This description comes
from Exodus 19:
Moses led the people out of the camp to meet with God, and
they stood at the foot of the mountain. Mount Sinai was covered with
smoke, because the Lord descended upon it in fire. The smoke
billowed up from it like the smoke from a furnace, the whole
mountain trembled violently and the sound of the trumpet grew louder
and louder. (19:16-19a).
The people were terrified. Suddenly the idea of meeting with God didn’t
seem like such a great idea after all. The barriers that had been set up at the
foot of the mountain weren’t needed. The people moved away. They hung
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back and said, in effect, “Moses—it’s okay; you go up to speak with God;
we’ll be happy to hear your message, but if it’s all the same to you, we’ll
stay here.” What was going on?

Think of it this way: Mount Sinai is where God gave Moses the Law.
Whenever a person is confronted by the Law of God it brings terrors. It
terrifies because it shows us the holy perfection and righteousness of God on
the one hand and the desperate sinfulness of our own hearts on the other.
When God reveals the law to us it convicts us, showing us unmistakably that
we are fully deserving of judgement and condemnation. We can no longer
fool ourselves like the rich young ruler of Luke 18 had who claimed to have
followed the all of the Law perfectly, ever since he was a boy (18:21). The
majesty of the Law of God condemns.

If you are a believer you have been to the foot of Mount Sinai. The
Holy Spirit has come to convict you of your sin. That is the first step in the
Christian life. God, in his mercy—although it doesn’t feel like mercy at the
time—draws you to the place where you come to understand that you aren’t
good enough, pure enough, holy enough, loving enough, or righteous
enough. God shows you that if he were to send you to hell you would have
no defense to make on your own behalf. All you would be able to say is,
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“Yes, Lord God Almighty, true and just are your judgements” (Rev. 16:7).
God brings people to Mount Sinai to humble them, to strip them of all
pretensions and to make them poor in spirit.

But while the journey of the redeemed begins at Mount Sinai it
doesn’t end there. The judgement God pronounces on the old life leads to
the new life of faith that is by grace alone. That is why our author moves
past Sinai to point us to a different mountain, “to Mount Zion, the heavenly
Jerusalem, the city of the living God” (22).
But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem,
the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon
thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn
whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge
of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, to Jesus the
mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a
better word than the blood of Abel.
One mountain stands for law; the other mountain stands for grace. One
stands for judgement and condemnation; the other stands for forgiveness and
everlasting life. One stands for slavery; the other stands for freedom
(Galatians 4). One stands for the Old Covenant given through Moses; the
other stands for the New Covenant given through Christ. And think of this:
The grounds of Sinai are prohibited to sinful man; the New Jerusalem is the
abode of man. The sight of Sinai worked fear in the heart; the holy city
brings encouragement and blessing. Forbidding threats boom from Sinai; a
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voice of invitation and rejoicing is heard in Zion. To approach Sinai is to
tremble with fear; to approach Zion through faith in Christ is to find hope
renewed and every step made lighter.

The difference is not in God; the difference is in us because of the
work of Christ. Christ’s work takes place in two directions. First of all, the
sacrifice of Jesus is aimed at God. Through the cross, Jesus makes a
sacrifice that satisfies the just and lawful requirements of his holy and
perfect heavenly Father. He paid the price God requires for sin. Second, the
sacrifice of Jesus is aimed at his people. On the cross Jesus takes away the
sin of his own and freely gives them his righteousness. He covers us with a
cloak of perfection, righteousness and holiness so that we can come into the
presence of a holy God and be received in mercy. His sacrifice was aimed at
God, to placate his wrath; his sacrifice was aimed at us, to take away our
sins. Jesus did everything that needed to be done for the heavenly Father to
maintain his righteousness and to receive sinners in mercy. Because of
Christ the mountain of fear is past; the mountain of grace has come and has
come to stay.

Let’s take a closer look at Mount Zion. Our lesson says that it is
inhabited by “thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly.” The
7

Old Testament law was given by angels. (Hebrews 2:2). They were the
ones blaring the trumpets and stoking the fires at Sinai. They were clothed
in gloom and darkness, working their ministry of despair before any who
dared to draw near. But now, on this mountain, there are multitudes of
angels in festal array to provide a welcoming party and to invite believers to
join in the worship of the Lord. Gloom and shadow have been dispelled.
Light and joy and peace have come.

Who else is in heaven? The saints who have gone on before us. Our
lesson calls them “the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in
heaven.” There are a number of dimensions to the idea of the “firstborn” in
Scripture. The firstborn are those who receive a double-portion of the
inheritance. And notice this: As heirs they receive their portion by birth, not
by achievement or desert. The church of the firstborn is the gathering of
those who have come into their rights by virtue of their new birth in Christ.
Their status as “firstborn” is achieved by faith alone. As John put it in the
prologue to his gospel:
To all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he
gave the right to become children of God—children born not of
natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of
God” (John 1:12, 13).
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The firstborn are those who are especially loved of the Father. When
God sent Moses to Pharaoh, this is what he commanded him to say: “Say to
Pharaoh, ‘This is what the Lord says: Israel is my firstborn son, and I told
you, “Let my son go, so he may worship me.”’” The firstborn citizens of
heaven are beloved of God, defended and delivered by his might and set
apart to worship him forever.

When we think of the firstborn we are inevitably reminded of the
Passover night in Egypt when the firstborn were redeemed by the blood of
lambs. This surely is in our author’s mind as he encourages his
congregation. The angel of death traveled throughout Egypt and passed over
the houses that had been marked by blood; the church in the city of God is
filled with those who have been sprinkled with the blood of Jesus. The
sacrifice of Jesus has been made. The blood of Jesus has been applied by
the Holy Spirit, sprinkled on the hearts of believers through faith. Peter puts
it this way in his First Letter:
For you know that it was not with perishable things such as
silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life
handed down to you from you forefathers, but with the precious blood
of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the
creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your
sake. Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead
and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.
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And when we think of the firstborn we must also think of Jesus. In
Colossians 1:18 Paul says of Jesus, “He is the head of the body, the church;
he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in
everything he might have the supremacy.” In Romans 8:29 Paul writes, “For
those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of
his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.” He is the
firstborn—the pre-eminent one—and as such he is the pattern for all
believers. To put it simply, Jesus is the firstborn and one day all believers
are going to be like him. We are going to be conformed to his likeness—
made perfect in holiness, goodness, righteousness and love. Athanasius, the
church father who was most responsible for protecting the church from
heresies attacking the doctrine of the Trinity, said this: “Who would not wish
to enjoy the high companionship of these! Who would not desire to be
enrolled with these, that he may hear with them, ‘Come, ye blessed of my
Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the
world’” (Matthew 25:34).

Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, is filled with angels and the
firstborn of the Lord. Because it is the city of God, God is there too. Our
lesson says, “You have come to God, the judge of all men…” Now on
Mount Sinai Israel found God the judge and it was a sight that terrified
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them; how is it that God the judge will be a delight on Mount Zion? Think
of it this way. When Jesus went to Calvary he took upon himself the curse
for our sins. He suffered and died in our place. His death provided full and
complete satisfaction for the sin debt of his people. That God accepted this
sacrifice in our place and counted it as sufficient to satisfy the demands of
the law was signified in the Lord’s resurrection. It was God’s stamp of
approval for what Jesus had done and it marked the bill for our debt of sin
“Paid in Full.”

Think of what that means. The debt of our sin has been paid for us by
Christ. The honour of God has been fully satisfied. The wrath of God for
sin has been fully poured out upon his Son; so fully that there is none left.
Because the debt has been paid there is no condemnation for those who are
in Christ Jesus. In fact, it would be unjust for God to mete out further
condemnation when the sentence has already been served. To put it another
way, your salvation rests not only upon the grace and mercy of God, it also
rests upon the justice and holiness of God. Through the cross it has become
impossible for God to condemn believers without his falling into sin and
because that cannot happen your salvation is secure. If you are a believer
your name has been written down indelibly and your new life rests upon the
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foundation of God’s grace and God’s righteousness both. John Newton put
it this way:
Glorious things of thee are spoken, Zion city of our God;
He whose word cannot be broken formed thee for his own abode;
On the Rock of Ages founded, what can shake thy sure repose?
With salvations walls surrounded, thou may’st smile at all thy foes.

We have come to Mount Zion. It is the city of angels who rejoice in
jubilant assembly. It is the city of the firstborn, of those who by faith have
been given new birth and been delivered through the blood of the Lamb. It
is the city of God the just who, in grace and justice must acquit the sinner
who has cast himself upon the Lord. And it is the city of “Jesus the mediator
of a new covenant” whose sprinkled blood “speaks a better word than the
blood of Abel.” Abel was the second son of Adam and Eve. He was
murdered by his brother Cain for his brother was jealous that God had
accepted Abel’s sacrifice but not his own. Cain lured Abel into a field and
killed him. The story is told in Genesis 4:
Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”
“I don’t know,” he replied. “Am I my brother’s keeper?”
The Lord said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s
blood cries out to me from the ground. Now you are under a curse
and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your
brother’s blood from your hand.
Abel’s blood cries out for vengeance. It speaks a word of curse and
condemnation. Not so the blood of Christ. It pleads for forgiveness and
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speaks a word of peace and blessing, not curse. Here is the message of the
blood of Christ:
Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.
Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the
lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it
on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and
neighbours together and says, “Rejoice with me; if have found my lost
sheep.” I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous
persons who do not need to repent. (Luke 15:4-7).
Here is the same message of the blood in different words:
But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and
was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms
around him and kissed him.
The son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and
against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”
But the father said to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best robe
and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.
Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate.
For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is
found.” So they began to celebrate. (Luke 15:20-24).
The message of the shed blood is Jesus is found in these words:
But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even
look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, “God, have mercy on
me a sinner.”
I tell you that this man rather than the other went home justified
before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he
who humbles himself will be exalted. (Luke 18:13, 14).

Our author is exhorting his congregation to hold firm to the faith.
Persecutions are coming. Those persecutions might ease up if they were to
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repudiate the faith and return to Judaism. He is saying to those who are
being tempted to recant, “Look at the riches you have been blessed with in
‘Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God.’ You will
be the companions of angels. As firstborn sons by faith you will gain a
double portion of an eternal inheritance and grow to be like Jesus. You will
be in the presence of God, Father, Son and Spirit and you will be established
and rooted in their love and righteousness both. How can you turn away
from courts of light and life for the doom and gloom of the old way? When
you are tempted to fall back, lift up your eyes and see your destiny in Christ.
And then walk before him in humility, gratitude and obedience.” The
message, some 2,000 years old now, remains the same for us. Walk the
narrow road that leads to the mount of salvation. Don’t turn to the left or to
the right. Don’t let the trials or the allurements of the world keep you from
running the race God has set before you. And when you are in need of
encouragement, think of that city where your name is written down on a roll
that cannot be erased. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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