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Only One Mountain Motivates

1.  Not the mountain of what you have done

2.  But the mountain of what has been done for you

The flash of lightning meant that he was awake before the crack of thunder drained all the blood from his body and sent his heart racing.  He hated storms.  It’s too bad his parents lived in western Kansas.  And this was quite the storm.  He could hear the wind and the pounding rain and the hail.  The lightning was constant, like a strobe light in the darkness.  He waited.  He knew that his parents would always come into his room to calm him during these storms.  
But this time the door flung open and his father rushed in and what he saw in his father’s eyes terrified him all the more.  His father’s eyes were wide and his voice was raised, “Get in the basement! Go now!  Go, go, go!”  There was no voice for crying, just panting breath as he dashed down the cellar stairs with his parents.  And then they heard it.  Like a rolling freight train, the sound was as eerie as it was powerful.  Then the timbers creaked as the glass shattered.  And then it all just blew away and in shear and utter terror he blacked out.  

He woke up to the shaken voice of his mother telling him it was all over.  His parents were crying as they looked at what had been their house.  Only the basement remained.  The boy would be scarred for life after such a traumatic event.

But a month later, the boy stood outside on the street by his home as a large bus with the words, “Extreme Makeover: Home Edition” pulled away from the site of his old house.  And then he and his parents saw it and their hearts raced just as hard as they had the night the home was destroyed.  But this time they were racing with joy and excitement because what they saw was a brand new home that was twice as big and ten times as nice as the one that was destroyed.  And then the tears flowed again—but happy tears.  Thankfulness and tears so often go together.  What a wonderful gift in the aftermath of such a horrible event.  

That was a vivid illustration.  Today’s text is one of the most vivid illustrations in the Bible as the writer to the Hebrews sets up two very dramatic mountains:

But an illustration without a point is like a wedding dress without a bride.  There is a word missing in our English translation. The first word should be “For.”  It connects our text back with what came before.  These are some of the words that came just before: Make every effort to…be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.  See to it that no one misses the grace of God.  These two illustrations are giving the motivation for carrying out these two commands.  
For a Jew, Mt. Sinai conjured up an immediate picture in their mind.  It was the mountain where God thundered down his commands.  Combine a tornado with a volcano and an earthquake then throw in the sound of blasting trumpets and you only start to get the picture of this ominous experience.  Now realize that this is not a volcano or earthquake or tornado or any other random force of nature.  This is a very real and  personal God who has come down upon this mountain with the purpose of outlining his demands for you.  

He asks of you everything.  The first command is to have no other gods and every command after that defines more precisely what it means to have no other gods.  Every command comes down like a fence around you, until you are holed into a corner from which there is no escape.  You cannot stand to hear one more word of it.  

This mountain was real, it was tangible.  And yet it was untouchable.  No one was to touch it or they were to be put do death by shooting arrows or throwing stones.  Even a random wild animal who didn’t even know what they were doing or where they were going was to be stoned to death if it so much as placed one paw on this holy mountain.  

The LORD called only Moses to come up onto this mountain.  But here’s how bad it was—even  Moses was scared out of his mind.  Here is a man who talked to God face to face and was so bold to go in between God and his sinful people and plead for them, and yet here the display is so terrifying that even Moses is freaked out.

Mt. Sinai was a dark and ominous place.  It was the mountain where Israel failed.  God had set the bar and it was far too high for them to reach.  Untouchable and unbearable.  That’s what God is.  That’s not a good combo to have.  This is not a God you can love.  The heavy burden of the law is unbearable.  Unholy things are destroyed in the presence of a holy God.  And the writer had just told the readers of this letter in verse 14, “Make every effort…to be holy, without holiness no one will see the Lord.”  
Mt. Sinai provides no reason to love God or keep his commandments.  Mt. Sinai is the mountain of what we have done and it terrifies us.  It makes us bitter that God would expect so much from us when he knows how incapable we are of meeting his requirements.
Do you feel this morning that you are feverishly scrambling to be a good boy or girl?  Do you try to keep the 10 commandments because God is an angry God who will punish the wrongdoer and I don’t want to be punished.  Do we view God as the parent who is gone on vacation and we don’t want to be caught throwing a party if they come back early?

God has never left us alone.  We have never been out of his sight.  He has seen every misstep.  We may not want to be punished, but we deserve to be punished.  God is serious about sin and righteously angry at the sinner who does not keep his law.  But this is no motivation for holy living.  This is motivation that leads to terrors of conscience or prideful ignorance.

The writer to the Hebrews does not intend to motivate with Mt. Sinai.  Only one mountain motivates, and this dark mountain is not the one.  No, he parades this mountain in front of us so that the second mountain that he shows us will be even more glorious and radiant. 

18You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; 22But 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, 23to 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, 24to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.

This mountain, Mt. Zion, stands in stark contrast to Sinai.  This mountain has nothing at all to do with what you have done.  It has everything to do with what God has done for you.

Mt. Zion was the mountain in the city of Jerusalem on which the temple stood.  It was on this mountain that the life of Abraham’s son had been spared by a substitute ram.  It was on this mountain where the children of Israel would bring their substitute lambs, without blemish to the priests.  The blood of the lamb flowed so that the sinners blood would not have to flow.  It was the blood of the lamb that was smattered over the ark which held the tablets of God’s righteous commands so that it covered them.  
But this mountain is the heavenly Zion—the eternal feast of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God.  His blood flowed once for all.  He has paid in full the debt of perfection that we owed.  When Cain killed Abel, Abel’s blood cried for God to avenge his death.  But when our sins killed Jesus, his blood cried for God to have mercy on us and forgive us our imperfections for his sake.  

We will be now be called before the Judge, not to be condemned, but to be welcomed into a feast unlike any we have ever experienced.  There will be so many angels that we can’t even begin to count them.  They will not be coming to cut us down for what we have done, but will be singing for joy because of what God has done for us.  

God has not changed.  He is the same God that thundered from Sinai.  He is not soft on sin.  God is angry with the sinner and the sinner is angry with God.  Christ is the go-between.  Through Christ’s blood, a just God can love a sinner and a sinner can love God not because of his justice, but because of his mercy.  

Can you see now the brilliance of what the writer to the Hebrews was inspired to write:  Make every effort to…be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.  See to it that no one misses the grace of God.  What is our motivation as we make every effort to be holy?  Is it to be good enough for God to let us into heaven?  Is it to be better than other people?  Is it to do the right thing because that’s what we were raised to do?  

No.  We do it because we didn’t miss the grace of God.  We saw in Mt. Zion what God has done for us.  And we are astounded by it.  We would never do anything like what he did for anyone.  And yet he did it for me—miserable wreck that I am.  

May the whirlwind of God’s wrath over sin strip away every beam and timber of that house that we have built for ourselves—the house of our own self-worth, good deeds and merit.  May we be terrifyingly exposed and helpless in the face of a holy God.  

But may he do this so that we never miss his grace nor take it for granted.  May he show us what a mansion he has built for us—not because we deserved it, but because he loved us a took pity on us.  And may that motivate our hearts to love, our lives to service and our lips to praise.  

AMEN.
