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A TALE OF TWO MOUNTAINS 

Hebrews 12:18-24 | Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost | August 22/25, 2019 

 

You have come to Mount Zion, to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. 

Jesu Juva!

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 

Imagine that you are climbing a mountain, 

and it’s summit day, the day you will 

hopefully be able to cross this mountain 

off your list of conquered peaks. You’ve 

been climbing since 2:00 in the morning. 

The air is thin and you’re gasping for 

breath, but you have a smile on your face. 

Everything is going well. The view is 

spectacular. You’re in your groove. 

And then you see it. The summit! 

Excitement wells up in you as you make 

one final push. You’ve been climbing for 

hours with 50 pounds of gear weighing 

you down. You’re hungry. You’re cold. 

You’re probably dehydrated. But you feel 

so good. Your goal is in view. You begin to 

think about how nice it will be to sit on 

that peak, take a few moment’s rest, have 

a bite to eat and revel in the euphoria of 

accomplishing your goal. You get closer 

and closer. You climb the steepest part 

and finally you’re on top.  

Except you’re not. It’s what mountaineers 

call a false summit. The real summit was 

obscured from view by the peak you just 

climbed. You still have hundreds of 

vertical meters left. Your heart sinks. Your 

enthusiasm disappears. You begin to feel 

depressed. You gave it everything you’ve 

got, and you’re still not there. 

As Christians, what is our goal in life? It’s 

not to make a lot of money or to have a 

lot of fun. It’s not just the “pursuit of 

happiness.” We believers spend our lives 

preparing to meet our Maker. Our goal is 

to go to heaven when we die. There are 

basically two ways to realize this goal, two 

paths to follow, two mountains to climb. 

One mountain seems like a good way, but 

it’s a false summit. It ends in eternal 

death and destruction. The other 

mountain, the right mountain, lifts us up 

to eternal life.  

In God’s Word before us today we have A 

TALE OF TWO MOUNTAINS. Mountain #1 

is all about laws, works and human effort. 

Mountain #2 is all about good news and 

trust in Christ. Let’s get climbing. 

I. Mountain #1: Law / Works - Death 

First, we need to briefly review the 

background of the letter to the Hebrews. 

You will remember that the author was 

writing to Hebrew Christians who were 

being persecuted for their faith and, 

therefore, were tempted to return to 

Judaism. He wrote to encourage them to 

stick with Christ, the Way, the Truth and 

the Life, because salvation comes only 

through him. 

In our text the author does this by laying 

before them two options, or two ways to 
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achieve their goal of eternal life. He 

cleverly pictures this for them as two 

mountains, mountains that any Jew would 

have known well. 

The first mountain is Mt. Sinai, the 

mountain where God appeared to his 

people to give them his law. Now when 

you think of a mountain you probably 

imagine breath-taking, snow-covered 

peaks. Mountains are lovely, the objects 

of beautiful photographs and paintings. 

But what the children of Israel 

experienced at Mt. Sinai could hardly be 

described as a lovely experience.  

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 to death.” 

God descended on that mountain in all his 

power, authority and holiness. He set a 

barrier between himself and the sinful 

people of Israel. If any person or even an 

animal so much as touched the mountain 

they were to be stoned to death. Then 

God put on quite a display: thunder, 

lightning, thick billows of smoke, an ear-

splitting trumpet blast. The mountain 

itself shook violently. And then the voice 

of God himself spoke. And what did he 

say? “You shall not, you shall not,” over 

and over again.  

How did God’s chosen people react to 

this? “Oh goody! Now we know how to 

get to heaven. All we have to do is keep 

these commands.” Nope. Listen to this 

from Exodus, chapter 20: 18 When the 

people saw the thunder and lightning 

and heard the trumpet and saw the 

mountain in smoke, they trembled with 

fear. They stayed at a distance 19 and said 

to Moses, “Speak to us yourself and we 

will listen. But do not have God speak to 

us or we will die” (vv. 18-19). 

These were sinners in the presence of 

absolute holiness, filth confronted with 

utter purity. They stood naked before 

Almighty God, exposed for the sinners 

they were. They knew they could never 

measure up to God’s holy demands. And 

so they were terrified. Even Moses shook 

in his sandals. 

What’s the lesson for us today? It’s 

simple: Don’t try to save yourself by your 

works. Works don’t work. Sadly, most 

people don’t know this. They believe the 

opposite. Every man-made religion 

teaches, and billions believe: If you want 

to go to heaven you have to be good. 

OK. But how good? Let’s let Scripture 

answer that question: 

 Galatians 3:10: All who rely on the 

works of the law are under a 

curse, as it is written: “Cursed is 

everyone who does not continue to 

do everything written in the Book 

of the Law. 

 How good? James 2:10: Whoever 

keeps the whole law and yet 

stumbles at just one point is guilty 

of breaking all of it. 
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 How good? Leviticus 19:2: “Be holy 

because I, the LORD your God, am 

holy.” 

God does not grade on a curve. They are 

no mulligans if you mess up, no second 

chances when you fail. If you want to get 

to heaven on the basis of your own 

goodness, on the merit of your own 

deeds, you must be perfect, at all times, 

without fail. Perfect thoughts and words, 

desires and deeds, without exception. 

“I’ve tried to live a good life,” just won’t 

cut it. No wonder Paul wrote these words 

to the Romans: No one will be declared 

righteous in God’s sight by the works of 

the law; rather, through the law we 

become conscious of our sin (3:20). You 

can’t earn your way to heaven. You’re just 

not good enough. And neither am I. Not 

even close. 

II. Mountain #2: Gospel / Christ - Life 

But Jesus was. And Jesus is. That’s what 

the second mountain is all about. The first 

mountain is all about eternal death, 

destruction and disappointment. But the 

second mountain is all about life, joy and 

eternal peace, because the second 

mountain is all about Jesus. Listen: You 

have come to Mount Zion, to the city of 

the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem. 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, to the spirits of the righteous 

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. This is the mountain of 

good news, of pure gospel joy, of salvation 

by grace.  

Let’s get a closer look at this mountain. 

The writer calls it “Mount Zion, the city of 

the living God, the Heavenly Jerusalem.” 

Every Jew knew the name Zion. Zion is the 

hill on which Jerusalem is built. That name 

came to mean the place of God’s chosen 

people. In Scripture Zion stands for the 

Holy Christian Church, the Communion of 

Saints. By God’s grace we are members of 

that Church through faith in Jesus Christ, 

citizens of Zion. 

Next the writer mentions “thousands up 

thousands of angels in joyful assembly.” 

What makes angels rejoice? Jesus once 

talked about that. He said that there is 

“rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who 

repents” (Luke 15:7). Angels don’t get 

excited about people trying to pay, pray 

and obey their way into heaven. They sing 

and shout as God’s Spirit leads sinners, 

one by one, to repent of their sins and 

trust in Christ alone. 

The writer next tells the Hebrews that 

they have come to “the church of the 

firstborn, whose names are written in 

heaven.” In those days, firstborn sons 

received a double share of the 

inheritance. That’s us. “In Christ Jesus we 

are all children of God through faith” 

(Galatians 3:26). We are heirs of God’s 

riches. Our names are recorded in heaven, 

not in the ink of our own efforts, but in 

the blood of the Lamb who laid down his 

life for us. 
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The writer continues: You have come to 

God, the Judge of all – that’s not a scary 

thought for us believers who will be 

judged not on the basis of our own merits 

on the basis of Christ’s – to the spirits of 

the righteous made perfect – that’s us, 

declared holy and perfect in God’s eyes 

through faith in Jesus – 24 to Jesus the 

mediator of a new covenant – Jesus is the 

Go-Between, the Bridge that connects us 

to our God – and to the sprinkled 

blood that speaks a better word than the 

blood of Abel. Abel was the first murder 

victim, killed by his brother Cain. When 

God confronted Cain he said, “Listen! 

Your brother’s blood cries out to me from 

the ground” (Genesis 4:10). His blood 

cried for justice. But the blood of Jesus, 

sprinkled on every believer, cries out not 

for justice but for grace and mercy. As the 

hymn writer put it:  

Abel’s blood for vengeance 

Pleaded to the skies, 

But the blood of Jesus 

For our pardon cries. 

 (CW 103:4) 
 

And God hears that cry. The blood Jesus, 

[God’s] Son, purifies us from all sin (1 

John 1:7). Pardon and peace are ours in 

Christ. 

So … a tale of two mountains. One is 

empty and barren and lifeless. The other 

is filled with life – people and angels and 

the living God. One is dreadful and 

terrifying. The other is wonderful and 

filled with joy. One leads to eternal death 

and destruction. The others gives life 

eternal, life to the full in Christ. One has 

the Ten Commandments, a document that 

seals our doom. The other has the book of 

life where our names are recorded in 

permanent ink. 

The writer’s message to the Hebrews is 

God’s message to you today: You have it 

all in Christ. Free forgiveness. Full 

salvation. Joy. Hope. Peace. Don’t’ give it 

up. By the grace of God you stand on the 

summit of Mount Zion! Don’t try to climb 

to the false summit of Sinai. Don’t waste 

your time trying to save yourself. Cling to 

Christ who did it all for you. Cling to the 

One who climbed Mt. Calvary and won 

your salvation. Amen. 

S.D.G. 

  

  

 


