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Text 
You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and 

storm; 19 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, 20 because they could not bear what was commanded: "If even an animal 

touches the mountain, it must be stoned." 21 The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, "I am trembling 

with fear." 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, 23 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, 24 to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a 

better word than the blood of Abel. 

 

Introduction 
 Maybe you have or maybe you haven’t heard the statistics, but the Christian 

church is shrinking in the West.  2 out 3 children who grew up in the church leave it 

shortly after they graduate high school.  While by the most generous estimates 4 out of 10 

Americans are still gathering this morning in the United States to worship God, that just 

means that roughly 190 million people aren’t.  Why not?  What keeps people away from 

coming to church (and I’m assuming that coming to church is a part that stands for the 

whole of coming to God in relationship)?  So the question is, Why would anyone stay 

away from God? 

 There are several ways to answer that question, and several layers beneath each 

answer.  But one reason that many people find God to be unappealing is that they only 

know him to be a demanding Authority Figure – the God of Mt. Sinai, the Giver of the 

Ten Commandments, who stands over against us and makes most of us want to stand far 

away.  They either haven’t heard of or haven’t been captivated by the vision of God we 

get in the book of Hebrews – the God of Mt. Zion, the Savior of sinners, who welcomes 

us into his presence and invites us into eternal joy. 

I read a story this week that illustrated this issue vividly to me.  Philip Yancey, an 

author who used to live here in Chicago, recounts: 

 

A prostitute came to me in wretched straits, homeless, sick, unable 

to buy food for her two-year-old daughter.  Through sobs and tears, she 

told me she had been renting out her daughter – two years old! – to men 

interested in kinky sex.  She made more renting out her daughter for an 

hour than she could earn on her own in a night.  She had to do it, she said, 
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to support her own drug habit.  I could hardly bear hearing her sordid 

story.  For one thing, it made me legally liable – I’m required to report 

cases of child abuse.  I had no idea what to say to this woman. 

 At last I asked if she had ever thought of going to a church for 

help.  I will never forget the look of pure, naïve shock that crossed her 

face.  “Church!” she cried.  “Why would I ever go there?  I was already 

feeling terrible about myself.  They’d just make me feel worse.
1
 

 

 Encountering God doesn’t have to make you feel terrible and want to stay away.  

Nor, by the way, should it make you feel great about yourself.  Yeah, I’m keeping the Ten 

Commandments.  It’s weird to like hanging out at Mt. Sinai.  Today’s passage is an 

examination of two mountains – Mt. Sinai and Mt. Zion – representing two different 

approaches to God.  Which mountain are you dwelling at? 

 Today, we’ve come to Mt. Zion.  You’re in the right place today.  In short, what 

we’re going to see from our text before us today is just this: because of Jesus, coming to 

God becomes a joy. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Recap 

 If you haven’t been with us the past six months as we’ve been looking at the book 

of Hebrews, let me give you a brief recap.  It’s a first century letter that’s really a sermon.  

It’s written to be read to a Christian church (maybe in Rome?) that contained many 

people who had begun struggling with their faith.  At this moment Jesus had ceased to 

capture their imaginations and all they were seeing was their immediate circumstances.  

Some of them were seriously considering going back to what they knew before. 

And what they knew before was Judaism – a religion that just focused on the OT 

and rejected Jesus as the Messiah.  What Christianity holds is that the OT is valid and 

true, but not complete.  And so what the author of this letter to the Hebrews is explaining 

is how Jesus fulfills and completes what’s in the OT.  He’s superior to everything!  He is 

the Superior Speech, he has a Superior Status, and he has achieved a Superior Salvation.  

He’s greater than Moses, greater than Joshua, greater than the OT priests.  He offers a 

better sacrifice and brings in a New Covenant.  This is the case that this book has been 

making, trying to recapture their imaginations and stir up their faith, to keep them from 

making this tragic mistake of turning away from God. 

 

Not 
 This section we have here today is one of the most effective in the whole book at 

doing that.  It’s visual and evocative.  The words come at us with a certain cadence.  As 

one scholarly observer has pointed out, “the sharp contrast [is] brilliantly drawn in 

rhythmic, measured phrases and balanced conceptions.”
2
  It starts with a negative 

statement in vv. 18-21 – “You have not come…” – that reminds them of the fear and 

dread associated with the Old Covenant.  Then it contrasts that with an effervescent 

portrait of what is made available in Christ. 
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So “you have not come to this” – and then 7 descriptions.  Followed by “but you 

have come to this” – with 7 different descriptions.  Let’s look first at what we have not 

come to. 

1 “You have not come to a mountain that can be touched…”  The mountain is not 

specifically named here, but from the description that follows it is absolutely clear that 

this is referring to Mt. Sinai.  If you read the description of when the Israelites arrived 

there after leaving Egypt in Exodus 19 and 20 and Deuteronomy 4 the correspondence is 

unmistakable.  Mt. Sinai is where the Old Covenant was made.  It’s where God revealed 

his awesome glory and his character.  It’s where he gave his Law and the people vowed, 

“All this we will do,” but they couldn’t… and they didn’t.  It reinforced that there was an 

unfathomable gap between them and God, one that could never be bridged by their own 

law-keeping. 

 Notice the phrase “that can be touched.”  Mt. Sinai was tangible in some ways to 

them.  Not that they traveled there (although they could have), but that they could get 

their hands on a scroll with the Law written in it and they could in some ways get their 

minds around the rules and traditions.  Okay, there’s something I can do.  That feels more 

real.  Living in the Mt. Sinai system didn’t require faith in the same way, a faith that was 

focused on the unseen.  And so it could seem more manageable, more practical, more 

realistic. 

It’s easy to understand this impulse, isn’t it?  Give me some rituals or deeds I can 

do to be good and then I can get on with my life.  When I feel bad I can have something 

observable to point to.  Have you ever felt that way?  Believe the gospel?  Believe that 

God loves me because of Christ?  Grace can sometimes seem so conceptual, intangible.  

Or maybe you’ve felt like, So I’m supposed to be satisfied in the love of a Father, but I 

can’t touch him.  This guy can actually hug me and buy me flowers.  It’s really easy to 

understand how we can settle for what we can touch. 

But in the grand scheme of things this does not engender real intimacy with God; 

it keeps us away from him.  And let’s keep going with the description of Mt. Sinai, 

because it’s not a pretty picture. 

2 “and that is burning with fire.”  This is an image of judgment and terror.  Exodus 

19:18 tells us – “Mount Sinai was covered with smoke, because the LORD descended on 

it in fire.  The smoke billowed up from it like smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain 

trembled violently.”  This volcanic scene does not make us want to come near. 

3 Next comes “to darkness.”  Darkness is not good.  Darkness is dark.  I’m getting 

an image of Mordor from the Lord of the Rings movies.  How about you? 

4 Then add “gloom.”  Gloom is not happy. 

5 And “storm.”  Again, not the kind of storm you’d want to chase.  A better word 

would be violent tempest. 

6 “Trumpet blast.”  A deafening sound.  Exodus describes it this way: “There was 

thunder and lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet 

blast.  Everyone in the camp trembled” (Ex. 19:16).  Sinai was not a comfortable, cozy 

place.  It was forbidding and terrifying.  Have you ever seen sheer terror?  Just watch a 

movie, pretty much any movie, with my kids and you will see them shaking and 

shrieking in terror and begging you to turn it off. 
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Listen: God is infinitely big.  He is infinitely other.  He is infinitely righteous.  

We are small.  We are nothing.  We are not able to keep his commands.  If this is all you 

know of God, of course, you are going to want to stay away. 

7 (1) A mountain that can be touched, (2) burning with fire; (3) darkness, (4) 

gloom, and (5) storm; (6) trumpet blast…” And (7) – “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’” 

(v. 19b-20).  So it was a mountain that could be touched, but it couldn’t be touched.  To 

draw close would spell death.  It was too much.  The people begged not to have God 

speak to them because they could not bear it.  Please, turn it off!  They didn’t run to him, 

they shrunk from him.  God on Mt. Sinai was unapproachable. 

 Even the appointed mediator, Moses, we’re told was shaking.  Verse 21 – “The 

sight was so terrifying that Moses said, ‘I am trembling with fear.’”  God is not cuddly.  

Of course you would want to keep your distance from God if this is all you knew, all you 

had.  Maybe try to appease him with some religious rituals or sacrifices here and there or 

some good deeds, but just so you can maintain your space.  If you can avoid him 

altogether, pretend he’s not there… if you can do that, that might be the best scenario you 

can think of.  The point is that if all you know or have is Mt. Sinai, then for sure coming 

to God will not be your idea of a good time. 

 

But 

 But… but that’s not all there is; it’s not all we have, thank God.  The God of Mt. 

Sinai is the true God.  The God of the OT is the same God we find in the NT.  We’re not 

talking about two different gods here.  It’s one and the same God, but it’s not the full 

picture.  It’s not all there is.  Let’s look at the positive picture painted in vv. 22-24 now. 

 “The terrifying atmosphere that characterized the theophany at Sinai (vv 18-21) 

throws into bold relief the festive joy of Zion (vv 22-24),”
3
 says William Lane.  “In sharp 

contradistinction from the scene at Sinai, every aspect of this vision provides 

encouragement for coming boldly into the presence of God….  An overwhelming 

impression of the unapproachability of God is eclipsed in the experience of full access to 

the presence of God and of Jesus, the mediator of the new covenant.”
4
  Because of Jesus, 

coming to God becomes a joy.  Let’s look at the 7 descriptors of this we find here. 

1 “But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the 

living God” (v. 22a).  “These three designations are synonymous and should be regarded 

as a single unit.”
5
  Instead of Mt. Sinai that can be touched, we have come to Mt. Zion.  

But not physical Mt. Zion, which is just another name for Jerusalem, but to the heavenly 

Jerusalem, that place that physical Jerusalem was just a faint glimmer of, the city of the 

living God – this city that Hebrews has been talking about, the city that Abraham was 

looking forward to with foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (11:10), the 

city that God has prepared (11:16), that is to come (13:14), that the book of Revelation 

describes as one day coming down out of heaven (Rev. 21).  The city of our dreams.  The 

dwelling place of God and redeemed and restored humanity living in perfect harmony. 

 We cannot see it and touch it, but it is real.  It exists… right now.  Jesus told a 

Samaritan woman who worshipped on Mt. Gerazim that a time was coming when neither 

on that mountain nor in Jerusalem would the Father be worshipped, but true worship 

would be in spirit and in truth.  It can happen anywhere.  Anywhere you can be 
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transported to the heavenly realms.  The OT even hints at this.  Psalm 84:5 – “Blessed are 

those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the highways to Zion” (ESV).  We can 

draw near to God anytime, anywhere.  And it’s a joyous thing! 

2 “You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly” (v. 

22b).  Do you see what’s happening here?  We’re being invited to, by faith, join the 

reality that is in heaven right now.  And there are myriads upon myriads of angels there – 

supernatural creatures that God made just to add to the ambience.  We’re being 

summoned into the scene of Revelation 4 and 5, this heavenly vision, to hear “the voice 

of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten 

thousand [encircling] the throne [of God] in a loud voice [singing], ‘Worthy is the Lamb, 

who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and 

glory and praise!’” (Rev. 5:11-12). 

 And they are not singing that in a drab monotone chant or with terror that if they 

don’t they will be incinerated.  They are singing it with joy and elation.  It’s a joyful 

assembly.  When we come to God this way we get a spiritual peek behind the curtain, and 

what we see is a party.  The mood of heaven is not sad or anxious.  Do you know that?  

God is not an evil villain with begrudging minions, nor is he a well-meaning guy who is 

trying really hard to pull this thing off and kind of stressed out at the moment.  No, the 

control room of heaven is a festive place.  I picture an election headquarters after a 

victory.  The balloons are falling, the staffers are toasting, there’s confetti everywhere.  

Heaven is a victory party.  The Bible gives us news reports from there.  We can join in 

the celebration from our homes as we await the inauguration.  Joyful assembly. 

3 “To the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven” (v. 23a).  

Church of the firstborn?  What does that mean?  Well, Jesus is called the “firstborn over 

all creation” (Col. 1:15), whom “all God’s angels worship” (1:6).  Unlike Esau he did not 

squander his birthright.  He is the beloved Son.  And the church is in him, united to him 

like a body to its head.  F.F. Bruce states it this way – “All the people of Christ are the 

‘firstborn’ children of God, through their union with him who is the Firstborn par 

excellance.”
6
  We are not mere servants, but sons.  We are brought right into the heart of 

heaven, not having to fear God as disobedient creatures, but getting to enjoy God as 

beloved sons.  This changes the game. 

 “Whose names are written in heaven.”  This is a common image in the Bible, and 

one that brings great amazement.  Jesus told his disciples in Luke 10:20 to “rejoice that 

[their] names are written in heaven.”  “Our citizenship is in heaven” (Ph. 3:20), the New 

Jerusalem, and our names are written on the register there.  If you’re in Christ, your name 

is written in the book of life (cf. Ph. 4:3; Rev. 3:5, 13:8, 17:8, 21:27).  There is a church 

membership list, kept in heaven by God, written in the indelible ink of the blood of the 

Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world” (Rev. 13:8).  What security!  It’s like 

showing up at the White House because you know your name is written on the guest list. 

4 “You have come to God, the judge of all men” (v. 23b).  When your judgment is 

off the table (I’ll explain more how that is the case in just a moment), but when your 

judgment is off the table then God being a Judge is no longer a frightening reality, but a 

great comfort.  You will be acquitted and justice will be maintained.  He is the Judge of 

ALL.  He’s not just a regional deity.  He is the universal deity.  And he will make ALL 

things right.  The world is not unfair.  Accounts will be settled.  We don’t live in a 

meaningless muck.  God as Supreme Judge is stabilizing, anchoring, relieving. 
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5 “To the spirits of righteous men made perfect” (v. 23c).  We don’t come to God 

alone.  We come with the church, and not just the church on earth now but the church in 

heaven, populated with the souls of those who have lived and died in faith before us.  As 

the old hymn goes: 

 

Yet she on earth hath union 

With God the Three in One, 

And mystic sweet communion 

With those whose rest is won, 

 

We come to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Peter, Paul, and Mary, saints 

throughout the ages who have died and gone to be with the Lord.  We join this grand, 

tried and true tradition.  It’s not just me and God.  Many others have found him faithful 

and received their reward and are gathered around the throne, praising him. 

 When we’re cognizant of these realities, coming to God takes on a deeper, fuller 

appeal.  The heavenly Jerusalem, myriads of angels in joyful assembly, names written in 

heaven, God the Judge, the spirits of righteous men made perfect…  These are attractive 

depictions, but the key to it all hasn’t been explicitly mentioned… yet… 

6 “To Jesus the mediator of a new covenant” (v. 24a).  It’s explicitly because of 

Jesus that coming to God can become a joy.  We’ve already seen in 8:6 and 9:15 that 

Jesus is the mediator of the New Covenant, the superior covenant to live in.  Moses 

initiated the Old Covenant on Mt. Sinai.  Jesus died and rose again and ascended to 

heaven to inaugurate the New Covenant.  New is not always better, but in this case it is.  

Under the Old Covenant we deserved curses.  In the New Covenant all we get is blessing, 

not because we earn it or deserve it, but by grace, because of Jesus.  He has secured, for 

all those who put their faith in him, eternal life with God.  It’s not based on our merit, but 

on his mercy… which means we can relax and enjoy it. 

7 “And to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel” (v. 

24b).  We saw Abel briefly in ch. 10.  He was the son of Adam and Eve way back in 

Genesis 4.  He was the first murder victim, killed by his brother Cain while they were out 

in the field.  And immediately God is on the scene saying, “What have you done?  Listen!  

Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.”  Abel’s blood cried out for 

justice, vengeance.  It spoke of Cain’s guilt and resulted in his banishment. 

 Jesus’ blood was spilled too.  And it cries out as well.  But his life was not taken 

from him; he laid it down of his own will.  And his blood that he shed cries out for our 

justification, forgiveness; not for our condemnation.  It speaks of our acquittal and results 

in our acceptance.  It says that all of our sins have been paid for and covered over.  There 

is no judgment left for us, no wrath remaining, therefore nothing to fear, nothing 

separating us from God.  We just get a big and powerful and just God, who is fully 

accepting of us.  What a joyful reality. 

 This is the litmus test of true Christianity – is Jesus explicitly mentioned, or is it 

just God-talk, Law, principles and duties; and, is Jesus mentioned as the Savior, not just 

as an example, but his righteousness that counts for us and his blood that turns away the 

wrath of God.  Here is true Christianity.  Anything less will result in a dead religion or a 

fled religion.  As another old hymn goes: 
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O perfect redemption, the purchase of blood, 

To every believer the promise of God; 

The vilest offender who truly believes, 

That moment from Jesus a pardon receives. 

… 

O come to the Father, through Jesus the Son, 

And give Him the glory, great things He hath done. 

 

There is no other way to come to him joyfully. 

 Secret Sunshine movie illustration… 

 

Conclusion 

 Notice that it’s not, Ugh… I should be more joyful.  That’s just a law.  It’s going 

to Mt. Sinai.  It won’t work.  The application isn’t that we should try to be happier or if 

we sing more upbeat sings on Sundays the church will start growing.  The application is 

to recognize the reality of Mt. Zion, that God is not only there, but because of Jesus he is 

for you, he is smiling over you.  His blood has bought you full access to the eternal city.  

The application is to realize what Jesus has done.  Because of Jesus, coming to God 

becomes a joy. 

 Jesus has won.  The mood of heaven is not discouragement.  Satan has been 

defeated.  The kingdom is advancing.  Whenever a lost sinner is found angels rejoice (cf. 

Lk. 15:10), and there is not a minute that goes by that they are not rejoicing.  Thousands 

upon thousands of angels, along with millennia’s worth of saints who have already 

entered into their eternal reward are there.  At the center is the God and Judge of all who 

is not against you because Jesus is there at his right hand interceding for you – “Father, I 

bought them with my blood.”  This city is your home in the deepest sense of the word.  

There is also a book there with your name written in it. 

What a magnificent vision.  It is both already and not yet.  We apprehend it by 

faith.  Philip Hughes says, “The perspective of the man of faith must always be the 

opposite of this-worldly, penetrating beyond the imperfections of the present scene to that 

eternal reality which is still hidden from our eyes.”
7
  But “here in 12:22-24 the ‘already’ 

pole of that tension is accented.”
8
  “You have come…” 

Have you? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 It’s usually not a party without food.  Revelation describes a great banquet in the 

eternal city.  We anticipate and participate in that now through the Lord’s Table.  We 

gather to acknowledge our need and gorge ourselves on Christ’s provision.  His body was 

broken for us.  His blood was poured out for us for the forgiveness of sins… 

 

Benediction 
Father: “let all who take refuge in you be glad; let them ever sing for joy.  Spread your 

protection over them, that those who love your name may rejoice in you” (Ps. 5:11). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 23, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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