Sunday, May 22nd, 2011
“Acquiring a Handle on the Entire Bible while Being the Body of Christ together!”
The Bible says: Our God is a consuming fire; Worship Him with reverence and awe!
Hebrews 12:18-29
28 Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, 29 for our “God is a consuming fire.”

 Hebrews 12:28-29 NIV

-----------
Because of our desire to acquire a handle on the entire Bible while following the work of Don Carson in his book, The God Who Is There, we find ourselves in chapter 13 of that book and the theme: The God Who Is Very Angry. This hardly sounds like a pleasant topic to address. Such a topic is easily avoided by a preacher who wants to retain his audience. It sounds rather frightening. And, in fact it is. It is the kind of subject that should give us pause; to call us to personal assessment and evaluation.

For Don Carson, he is addressing the subject of hell; the time of final judgment and the unleashing of God’s wrath on sin. We will hear Dr. Carson say during our second half together: “a set time is coming when the harvest will take place, and there is no escaping it. Life does not go on and on endlessly. When the Lord Himself swings His harvesting sickle, time as we know it will be no more, and judgment will be final.
I have chosen the 12th chapter of Hebrews to complement the teaching of Don Carson. It may seem a bit odd to use this chapter to approach the subject of hell, but I think if we pick up on the warnings contained in this chapter and the foreshadowing of eternal judgment from the earthly judgments, I think you will agree that Hebrews 12 does generate a repulsion for hell and the behavior that can get us there. Delightfully, Hebrews 12 also generates an appetite for heaven and the trust and obedience that takes hold of the gracious offer to live eternally in the presence of our Triune God. In fact, you may hear more about heaven than hell in this sermon. But, that won’t be so bad.
R. Kent Hughes, author of the commentary, Hebrews: An anchor for the soul, whom Jean, Jake and I had the privilege Friday night and Saturday to hear and to converse with, says this about Hebrews 12: The writer describes the Christian life by using “the metaphor of a long-distance race. Following Christ of necessity involves enlisting in a lifelong spiritual marathon.” 
 That marathon is replete with all the challenges and obstacles one can imagine would be encountered when running non-stop for 26.2 miles through city and country side. 

Verses 1-3 present us with the basics. We will need to run with perseverance having thrown off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. We must keep our focus on Christ as the destination of our race as well as the companion and example from whom to gain encouragement.

Verses ﻿4-11 challenges us to face the reality of the hardship of discipline that is integral to the successful running of this marathon. The writer uses words like struggle, resist, do not lose heart, endure, painful and trained. Basically, he addresses the race’s hardships as spiritual discipline and how to make the most of them. 
Verses ﻿12-17 encourages self-discipline, taking responsibility for our own training and warning us about how failure to receive the grace of God while responding to life’s disruptions can take us way off course and causing us to lose out in finishing well. We spent considerable time thinking about Esau’s early decision to trade his first-born inheritance for a bowl of stew and the lasting consequence of such foolish behavior.

Starting at verse 18, the Hebrews’ writer presents us with a contrasting pair of mountains: Mt. Sinai and Mt. Zion. Mt. Sinai takes us back to the giving of the law 50 days after Passover and the exodus from Egypt. It was a terrifying appearance of God on that mountain. The mountain was wrapped in smoke. In the heart of the blackness there was flashing fire. There was the sound of long trumpet blasts and the proclamation of the coming of the King. And then there was that voice that spoke words that caused people to beg it to stop speaking. Even Moses was trembling with fear.

In contrast to that mountain is Mt. Zion. It, too, is the dwelling of the King, but on this mountain He dwells serene and peaceful. The King is no less Judge on this mountain, but those in His presence are joyful and righteous. Something is dramatically different, and better, on Mt. Zion. No, not just better, perfect, complete.

So, while addressing the same audience who has been surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses and encouraged to persevere in the race they are running, to keep their focus on Jesus, the writer speaks to them about the mountain they have come to.

Notice both verse 18 and 22 open their respective paragraphs with the declaration that they have come to a mountain. The writer first tells them which mountain they have not come to. Then he tells them which one they have come to. 

Hebrews 12:18-29 (NIV) 18 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.”
This is Mt. Sinai. God, who is Judge, is a consuming fire. He is fearsome and terrifying. He is not someone one messes with. 

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. 

Mt. Zion, a picture of heaven, the city of the living God, filled will all the subjects of the King, angels and the redeemed. Look at the contrast of these two mountains. What strikes you? 
	12:18-21 Mount Sinai
	12:22-24 Mount Zion

	- a mountain that can’t be touched without dying

- surrounded by burning with fire
- surrounded by darkness, gloom and storm
- a trumpet blast
- a voice speaking words you beg to stop

- even Moses was trembling with fear

	- the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God
- to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly
- to the church of the firstborn whose names are written in heaven

- to God, the Judge of all men

- to spirits of righteous men made perfect
- to Jesus the Mediator of a new covenant

- to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel


Except for Moses, there are no people with God on Mt. Sinai. On Mt. Zion, it is filled with people, all those who have been redeemed. What makes the difference? Yes, it’s Jesus, the Mediator of a new covenant. Mt. Sinai is terrifying. Mt. Zion is a joyful celebration. Mt. Sinai is unapproachable. Mt. Zion is approachable. Mt. Sinai is a consuming fire. Mt. Zion is filled with consuming grace.

It’s the same God on both mountains. His standards have not been compromised by making Mt. Zion possible. It is Jesus who makes the difference. He mediates a new covenant by offering His blood as the sacrifice for our sins that makes heaven possible. God is no less a consuming fire. But, His wrath has been satisfied by Jesus’ blood and righteousness. That makes it possible for sinners like us to populate a holy place like heaven, to have access to God most holy and to be among the forgiven.

Apart from Christ, we stand at Mt. Sinai, trembling with fear. The prohibitions are overwhelming. The requirements beyond our ability. We beg for mercy. And before we even cry out, God has commissioned His Son to mediate a new covenant by His blood that will turn our sorrow into rejoicing.
Now, when we read that we have come to Mt. Zion, what does that mean? What does it mean that we have come to Mt. Zion? When I look at who occupies Mt. Zion, I can’t help but think the writer is thinking about heaven. Yet, an argument can be made that the church of Jesus Christ present here on earth in local assemblies of believers in Christ like our gathering this morning is being described by our text as well. When we gather as believers in Christ, there is a real sense in which we have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God right here. Christ is present in this place right now. He is here. He is here as the King of kings. He is here as the Lord of lords. God is present among us, now. 
1. We have come to a foretaste of the heavenly Jerusalem because the risen, ascended Christ is present with us. We are right now citizens of heaven. We have come to the heavenly Jerusalem. And, at the same time, we look forward to the manifest presence of Christ in the future at the great consummation in heaven.

2. Also in verse 22 the writer says we have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly. Well, surely that must be exclusively a heavenly reality, not something happening here on earth, certainly not right now in this place of worship. 

Well, we may need to think about this. When Moses pronounced blessing on Israel before his death, he spoke of the presence of angels, myriads of angels that came to the earth. Deuteronomy 33:1-2 (NIV) 1 This is the blessing that Moses the man of God pronounced on the Israelites before his death. 2 He said: “The Lord came from Sinai and dawned over them from Seir; He shone forth from Mount Paran. He came with myriads of holy ones from the south, from His mountain slopes.” These are angels that were present on earth.
But maybe angels only get involved at unique times in history. Then, maybe not. Listen to Hebrews 1:14 (NIV) 14 Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation? That sounds like angels are serving all of us.
Could this mean that there are present among us this morning in this assembly angels who are joining us in worship? This is what Dr. Hughes understands this text to be saying. We have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly. For sure, this will be true in heaven. Should we be surprised to discover that they are among us now as we worship Christ?

3. We have also come 23 to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. Both in heaven and on earth, I can understand this. But what is astounding about this is who we are because of Christ. He made it possible for His church to be populated with masses of firstborn. All Israel collectively was regarded as the firstborn of the Lord. Now, because of the work of Christ, by faith we are united with Christ and obtain the privileges and responsibilities of Christ, the firstborn of the family of God. In other words, because of Christ, all the privileges and responsibilities of the firstborn belong to us. And when we gather in worship we come together as a church of the firstborn, with all those whose names are written in heaven, even when we gather here on earth in worship. 
Romans 8:17 (NIV) 17 Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in His sufferings in order that we may also share in His glory. 
What Dr. Hughes points out is that because our names are written in heaven, we are numbered now with the saints who have gone before us to heaven. What solidarity there is in the Body of Christ.
4. Then we read that we have come to God, the Judge of all men. Again, the grammar is suggesting this is a present reality. We have come to God the Judge. He never ceases being Judge and thus, as we are continually in His presence we are continually aware of our accountability to Him. But, in this context, we welcome this accountability. We are thankful for it, for His righteous judgments keep moving us toward holiness. Rightly understood, His judgments bring delight to our soul because we are in His presence, thanks to His Son.
5. Now we find that we have come to the spirits of righteous men made perfect. This has a similar sense as the previous mention of those whose names are written in heaven. This appears to refer to those who have died and gone to heaven. They have been made perfect. And somehow, we have come to them, even now. I don’t understand this. I do understand this as a reality in heaven, but I’m not sure what is intended here. At the end of the previous chapter something similar is stated that speaks of our union with the saints of the past.
Hebrews 11:39-40 (NIV) 39 These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. 40 God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. 
Somehow the believers of past generations have had to wait on us for something to make them perfect. I can’t tell you if the word perfect in both of these verses refer to the same thing. But it is clear that we are being united with believers of past generations. The text in chapter 12 suggests it is a present reality. One wonders if verse 1 of chapter 12 is in mind, 1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, … That certainly speaks of a present reality. Are these witnesses that same as the spirits of righteous men made perfect? Maybe so.
6. We come 24 to Jesus the Mediator of a new covenant. This certainly adds to the joy and celebration of our gathering. We have been brought into a new covenant through Jesus. We are not under the old covenant of Moses. Jesus has filled full that covenant and now we come to Him. And we will come to Jesus. He is the destination of our future. Yet, we come to Him now in hope and in confidence.

7. and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. It’s the blood of Christ that makes our forgiveness possible. Whereas, Abel’s blood cries out for vengeance and judgment, Christ’s blood answers that cry and now speaks words of forgiveness. And we come to that blood now, especially as we gather as the body of Christ, reminding us of the joy of being forgiven and compelling us to be extenders of forgiveness to others.
This is what being a member of Christ’s Church means in the present. What a stark contrast to the terror evoked at Mount Sinai. How could we ever turn our backs on God’s gracious offer of peace with Him through our Lord Jesus Christ? Yet, that appears to be the sense of the warning that now comes.
25 See to it that you do not refuse Him who speaks. If they did not escape when they refused Him who warned them on earth, how much less will we, if we turn away from Him who warns us from heaven? 26 At that time His voice shook the earth, but now He has promised, “Once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens.” 27 The words “once more” indicate the removing of what can be shaken—that is, created things—so that what cannot be shaken may remain. 

The writer refers back to Mount Sinai and the shaking that took place there. Do not refuse Him who speaks. From verse 5, “don’t make light of the Lord’s discipline.” From verse 15, See to it that no one misses the grace of God. If there was one thing that should have happened to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai is they should have so deeply understood the power and authority of God that nothing would ever deter them from walking with God in obedience all the days of their lives. But, that’s not has the story goes. But here the warning is even stronger. If they did not escape when they refused Him who warned them on earth, how much less will we, if we turn away from Him who warns us from heaven?  

So, how do we today “refuse Him”? Do we have to be intentional in our refusal to make it a refusal? 
Here are other words that could replace “refuse:” begging to be excused, to decline or to avoid. So, it can be somewhat subtle. We can pretend we didn’t hear God instruct us about something and proceed with our own plan. We can avoid coming to where He is speaking. That way we won’t get volunteered for something.

Probably most serious is how we avoid placing ourselves in a position to listen to our Lord speak to us. We falsely come to the conclusion that we simply do not have enough time in the day to sit quietly to listen to the Lord speak to us from His word. Truth be told, for too many of us, it’s not a priority.

At the Friday night session, Kent Hughes said that the great scandal of the contemporary church is that Christians don’t think like Christians. He said there is a declining willingness among Christians to engage their minds with the Scriptures. We are not training our minds to think Christianly and it greatly hinders the work the Holy Spirit can do in our lives. Infusing our minds with the Scriptures is like placing tools in the hands of the Holy Spirit to teach us, speak to us, leads us and convict us. By not disciplining our minds in God’s word, in God’s truth, we are refusing Him who speaks.
Why should we be concerned about doing something about this warning? Because a time is coming when God will shake the earth and the heavens and only what is part of God’s kingdom will remain.

26 At that time His voice shook the earth, but now He has promised, “Once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens.” 27 The words “once more” indicate the removing of what can be shaken—that is, created things—so that what cannot be shaken may remain. 

28 Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, 29 for our “God is a consuming fire.”
God will not be trivialized, not even by us who call ourselves Christians. If we are treating God’s word as small, insignificant, light weight, non-essential, if we, for all practical purposes, are viewing God’s instructions as inconsequential, unimportant, trivial, dispensable, or irrelevant, than we need to be reminded of Mount Sinai and let the shaking of that mountain wake us up. There is one way we do not want to discover that our “God is a consuming fire,” and that is being outside of Jesus, being out on our own without Christ.

God, who is judge of all, is a consuming fire. He takes sin seriously. His holiness demands that sin must be dealt with, removed. He has spoken His final word in Jesus, the Mediator of a new covenant. And we must not refuse Him who speaks. Only those who are in Christ will survive the final shaking. May each of us be found in Him today and on that day.   Amen.

Some unfinished business from last week are a few more comments from the book, Almost Christian, by Kenda Dean. 
I recognize this is a sober message. It is a call to think about what we are doing with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Are we taking it seriously enough? Does it really matter what we believe? Does it have eternal consequences? Does our relationship with Christ impact every choice we make? Is Jesus truly King in our lives? Or have we settled for a bowl of stew?

Quoting from Almost Christian by Kenda Dean:
Overall, the challenge posed to the church by the teenagers in the National Study of Youth and Religion is as much theological as methodological: the hot lava core of Christianity – the story of God’s courtship with us through Jesus Christ, of God’s suffering love through salvation history and especially through Christ’s death and resurrection, and of God’s continued involvement in the world through the Holy Spirit – has been muted in many congregations, replaced by an ecclesial complacency that convinces youth and parents alike that not much is at stake.  In the view of American teenagers, God is more object than subject, an Idea but not a companion. The problem does not seem to be that churches are teaching young people badly, but that we are doing an exceedingly good job of teaching youth what we really believe: namely, that Christianity is not a big deal, that God requires little, and the church is a helpful social institution filled with nice people focused primarily on “folks like us” – which, of course, begs the question of whether we are really the church at all. (p.11-12)

What if the blasé religiosity of most American teenagers is not the result of poor communication but the result of excellent communication of a watered-down gospel so devoid of God’s self-giving love in Jesus Christ, so immune to the sending love of the Holy Spirit that it might not be Christianity at all? What if the church models a way of life that asks, not passionate surrender but ho-hum assent? What if we are preaching moral affirmation, a feel-better faith, and a hands-off God instead of the decisively involved, impossibly loving, radically sending God of Abraham and Mary, who desired us enough to enter creation in Jesus Christ and whose Spirit is active in the church and in the world today? If this is the case – if theological malpractice explains teenagers’ half-hearted religious identities – then perhaps most young people practice Moralistic Therapeutic Deism not because they reject Christianity, but because this is the only “Christianity” they know. (p.12)

In short, the National Study of Youth and Religion provides a window on how well American young people have learned a well-intentioned but ultimately banal version of Christianity offered up in American churches. Most youth seem to accept this bland view of faith as all there is – nice to have, like a bank account, something you want before you go to college in case you need to draw from it sometime. What we have not told them is that this account of Christianity is bankrupt. We have not invested in their accounts: we “teach” young people baseball, but we “expose” them to faith. We provide coaching and opportunities for youth to develop and improve their pitches and their SAT scores, but we blithely (casually) assume that religious identity will happen by osmosis, emerging “when youth are ready” (a confidence we generally lack when it comes to, say, algebra). We simply have not given teenagers the soul-strength necessary to recognize, wrestle, and resist the symbiotes in our midst – probably because we lack this soul-strength ourselves.

Fortunately, it is not all up to us. Because Christians believe that transformation belongs to God, Christian formation – the patterning of our lives and our communities after Christ’s own self-giving love – requires grace, not determination. The church’s job is to till the soil, prepare the heart, ready the mind, still the soul, and stay awake so we notice where God is on the move, and follow. It is in following Jesus that we learn to love Him; it is in participating in the mission of God that God decisively changes us into disciples. Whenever ministry settles for less than this, the church becomes vulnerable to symbiotes, and risks “morphing” into a community that is almost Christian. (p.15)
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