
THE FOURTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST
Hebrews 12:18-24

The Mountains of God

“There are many paths up the mountain.” This is a popular expression these days. People like to
quote it to illustrate their claim that there is more than one way to God. Such people need to journey
with us today, because today I want to take you on a tour. I want to take you on one path to two
mountains. Each mountain is a mountain on which God dwells. Each mountain provides a way to
approach Him. These are the only two ways to approach Him. Come on this tour with me today.
Survey each mountain. Take into account what you see, feel, and hear. Consider which mountain you
wish to approach.

The first mountain on our tour is Mt. Sinai, the mountain of God’s law. The writer to the
Hebrews describes it as the mountain that may not be touched, a mountain of blazing fire and darkness
and gloom and a tempest and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words made the hearers beg
that no further messages be spoken to them. Why all the special effects? Because God is making a
point at Sinai. All who approach God through His law approach Him in His wrath, for no one, and I
mean no one, can keep His law perfectly, both according to the letter and the spirit of it. When God
spoke to Israel from Sinai, they were terrified. Read Exodus 20, where God reveals the Ten
Commandments. Notice what happens just after He gives them to Israel. Moses writes, “Now when all
the people saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound of the trumpet and the mountains
smoking, the people were afraid and trembled, and they stood far off and said to Moses, ‘You speak to
us, and we will listen, but do not let God speak to us, lest we die.’” Don’t be mistaken, not only was
the way God spoke terrifying, but what He said. God had condemned idolatry, the misuse of His name,
neglect of His word, disobedience to the authorities, murder, sexual immorality, stealing, gossip, and
coveting. God had condemned the Israelites. God had condemned the entire human race, because every
man, woman, and child on God’s green earth has broken at least one of these commandments, and
failed to fear, love, and trust in God above all things. And knowing you have slapped the only true God
in the face, the God who speaks thunder, breathes fire, and fumes in anger with smoke that envelops
mountains, that is a scary prospect.

How is your visit to Sinai so far? Are you enjoying it? Are you really looking? Look. See and
feel your sins at Sinai. God says that even the animal that touches this holy mountain must be stoned.
What should be done to us, who have sinned so willfully, persistently, and blatantly? Consider those
Ten Commandments handed down at Sinai. Have you loved God above all things? Have you misused
His name? Have you neglected or failed to support His Word and it’s preaching? Have you disobeyed
the authorities, so much as speeding? Have you murdered or hated another person in your heart? Have
you committed sexual sin outside of marriage or before it, with internet porn or lustful thoughts? Have
you stolen even a pencil from work or school? Have you slandered another or gossiped? Have the sins
of others stopped in your ears or been transmitted through your mouth? Have you coveted the property,
the family, or the spouse of another and forgot to be grateful for what God has given you already?
“Have you? Have you? Have you?” Thus God thunders from Sinai. 

This is a terrifying mountain, because whether or not you will admit it to me or even to
yourself, you have come to Sinai as one who is unclean, some of you have come without even
trembling, confident in the delusion of sin and the man-made scales of false righteousness. Those
delusions die here, because here is an all-knowing and angry God, and He knows all about and is angry
with you. Whether or not you believe that now, you will one day when Jesus speaks the words in our
Holy Gospel, “Depart from Me, all you workers of evil.” There are no excuses on Sinai, no secrets, no
semantics, and no loopholes, no comparison to others. There is only the wrath of God for none other
than you. This is not the ambivalent buddy-god that the world has crafted, who winks at sin and accepts
people just the way they are. No, this is the God who demands perfection, who comes with thunder,



lightning, smoke, and the sound of the trumpet, and who terrifies all who dare approach Him. Do you
like Sinai? Well, if you think God is going to let you dwell with Him in heaven because of your works
and your theories, stay here with Moses and take your chances, but those of you who can smell the fires
of hell, and don’t like the aroma, come with me to the second mountain, to Zion.

The writer to the Hebrews says, “But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living
God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in the festal gathering, and to the assembly of
the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the
righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that
speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.” 

You have come…to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem,…to the assembly of the
firstborn who are enrolled in heaven. In other words, you have come to the Church. The word for
“assembly” in Greek is ecclesia, which is also the word for the Church. The Church is heaven on earth.
It is the Church of the firstborn, that is, the assembly of those set aside for God. It is where the saints
on earth gather with the saints of heaven and feast together at God’s altar on God Himself. It is where
the dead speak through the living, as the pastor preaches the Word of God, written down by the
ancients for those gathered here today. The Church is the visitor’s center for the heavenly Jerusalem,
where what we hear, see, and taste now by faith will be heard, seen, and tasted then with our own ears,
eyes, and mouths. The Church is all these things, not because of the people who gather around the
Means of Grace, which birth the Church, but because the Church is built on Christ and dispenses Christ
to those who gather around Him. Here in this Church, on Mount Zion, we can approach the “Judge of
all” without fear, because this Judge is also the Savior of all who has established this new mountain of
mercy that all may come to Him and be saved. He is the Savior of all who has turned the trembling,
terrified sinners of Sinai into the “righteous made perfect” of Zion. He is Jesus, “the mediator of a
new covenant,” the ultimate Passover Lamb, whose Blood alone could calm the anger of the
bloodthirsty God of Sinai, and whose Blood alone makes saints of priceless worth out of worthless
sinners. He is the God of Zion, where holiness and mercy, justice and grace meet and are met. 

On top of Mt. Sinai today there rests a monastery. Men flee from the world to live there and
earn their way to God. They abandon the Ten Commandments, which urge us to live as salt in the
world, not to run away from it, and make up new works that they consider superior to the ones God
Himself urged. They may be able to see Zion from atop Sinai, but they refuse to dwell on the mountain
of God’s grace. 

A wealthy and rather unscrupulous businessman once told Mark Twain that before he died he
was going take a pilgrimage to Mt. Sinai and read the Ten Commandments out loud on top of it. Twain
replied, “Why don’t you just stay in Boston and keep them.” The businessman had refused to see his
own sin and was deluded in his own false piety. He thought God should be happy with his lip service.
He needed a wake up call, to see how much he had fallen short of God’s demand for perfection, to see
Sinai for what it was: the mountain of God’s anger and of hell for all who think that God owes them
anything. On which mountain are you dwelling? Will you cling to your own religious theories or to the
rebellion of your habitual sins and take your chances with God at Sinai? I hope not, because God warns
about such rebellion in our first lesson: “For their worm shall not die, their fire shall not be quenched,
and they shall be an abhorrence to all flesh.” Don’t believe in hell. Well, I’d like to believe Ohio
didn’t exist, but my denial of its existence isn’t going to take it off the map.

My friends, flee with me to Zion, where the Savior reigns. There is no monastery there, but
there is a table set with grace. Jesus is calling you. He calls out to all in the Holy Gospel, from east and
west, north and south, to “recline at [His] table in the kingdom of God.”  Come to God at Zion.
Recline at His table today. Hear His gracious Word of mercy. Treasure your enrollment in heaven by
Baptism. Leave your sins at Sinai, and return to them no more, because by coming to Zion, you’ve
come to “Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word
that the blood of Abel.” And that word is “forgiven,” and it’s spoken clearly and forever. Amen.


