
“Worship That Is Heavenly” - Hebrews 12:18-24 
 
18 For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness and gloom and a 

tempest 19 and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words made the hearers beg that no further 

messages be spoken to them.20 For they could not endure the order that was given, “If even a beast 

touches the mountain, it shall be stoned.” 21 Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, “I 

tremble with fear.” 22 But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 23 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, 24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better 

word than the blood of Abel. 

 I recently read that the next hot topic regarding the conduct of worship in churches is going 

to be lighting. That’s right.  Lighting. For the longest time music was the hot topic. Every once in a 

while a discussion about the use of drama would make the conversation about worship. But now it’s 

about lighting; spot lights, colored lights, flashing lights, perhaps even a smoke machine… 

 In Hebrews chapter 12, beginning at VS18, the writer has taken up the topic of worship. He 

does not come right out and say, “I’m now going to talk about worship.”  As a matter of fact, the 

word “worship” does not even appear in these verses. But we know worship is the topic because of 

the words in the phrases:  For you have not come to (that)… but you have come to (this). The phrase 

“come to” means “to approach as worshippers.” So, what we have here is a comparison being made 

between the approach to worship in the practice of God’s ancient people before Jesus and the 

approach in the practice of the worship of God since Jesus.  

 Now, before we get into all of that, it’s interesting that a discussion about worship is so 

closely connected to instruction about running the race of faith.  Apparently, the worship of God and 

running with endurance the race of faith go together. That this section of scripture at VS18 begins 

with the little word “for” connects these verses with the previous discussion. In the previous 

discussion, the writer instructed Christians about the nature of the Lord’s discipline and the 

relationship of that discipline to running the race of faith. So, it seems a case can be made for 

worship being connected to both the race of faith and the Lord’s discipline.  

 A worshipper of God is what God in Christ Jesus saves you to be. The goal of your salvation is 

to make you a worshipper of the one true God. God is truly worshipped only by those whom He has 

delivered from sin and filled with the righteousness of Jesus.  

 Whatever your life situation, as a Christian you are to live in and through that situation as a 

worshipper of God.  If you are a student you are to be a student as a worshipper of God in Christ 

Jesus. If you are a parent, a child, a youth, a grandparent, a married person or a single person, you 

are to be and do the things related to those life positions as a worshipper of God in Christ Jesus. 

Regardless of your occupation, your status, your possessions, you are to live and work and relate—

you are to fulfill responsibilities, perform tasks, as a worshipper of God in Christ Jesus.  When you 

are under the Lord’s discipline, when your hands are drooping and your knees are weak, and your 

path is cluttered with challenges making you to limp in the race of faith, you are to nevertheless 

endure and to be steadfast in those challenges as a worshipper of God in Christ Jesus. Living the 

Christian life cannot be separated from the worship of God or the worship of God from how the 

Christian lives.  

 So the writer of Hebrews, having discussed the race of faith and the Lord’s discipline, and 

what to do when you are weary in running, immediately turned to talk about worship. And his 
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approach to the topic of worship is similar to what he has done throughout the letter of Hebrews. 

That is, to compare and contrast past practices of God’s people with practices since the coming of 

Jesus.    

 In order to instruct the people to better understand what the current reality was to be in 

their approach to the worship of God, the writer started with what used to be. VS18: For you have 

not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness and gloom and tempest and the sound 

of a trumpet and a voice whose words made the hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to 

them.  For they could not endure the order that was given, “If even a beast touches the mountain, it 

shall be stoned.” Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, “I tremble with fear.” With these 

descriptive words the writer got the people thinking about the history of their worship of God.  

 Now, if you had no knowledge of the past practice of worship to which the writer was 

referring, there are some things you might surmise on the basis of what he wrote. For example: a 

blazing fire and darkness and gloom and tempest and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words 

made the hearers beg for no further messages—does not sound all that pleasant or enjoyable. These 

words have a terrifying character about them. They describe something potentially destructive, 

unpleasant, foreboding (a blazing fire)… {You see, lighting was an issue then in the worship of God’s 

people!}  A blazing fire, darkness, gloom, tempest, the sound of a trumpet!  There was an encounter 

of some sort: a voice whose words made the hearers beg for no further messages. There was a 

message given, which was in some way experienced as frightening, because the people pleaded that 

no further messages be spoken. Everything about what these words suggest there was nothing 

friendly or intimate about this experience.  It was fearful! As a matter of fact it seems as though 

from the origin of this voice there was a certain distance to be kept—for they could not endure the 

order that was given, “If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall be stoned.” There was severe 

penalty if the rules of this encounter with God were violated, even if an animal that didn’t know any 

better came into the space of this encounter there were deadly consequences. And further, as 

regards this experience, it involved a person of significance in the peoples’ history: it involved 

Moses, the one who led God’s ancient people out of captivity in Egypt, who solved their disputes and 

saw to their needs. Even he was terrified—indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, “I 

tremble with fear.” 

 If you know anything about the experiences of God’s people as recorded in Exodus (19:9b-

20; 20:18-21),  you may recognize in the language of these verses from Hebrews 12,  images 

associated with the occasion when God gave the Ten Commandments to His ancient people, Israel 

on Mt Sinai.  The writer of Hebrews pointed his readers back to that experience in order to say to 

them, “as regards your approach to God as you run the race of faith, looking unto Jesus—as regards 

living out your faith under the Lord’s discipline today, your approach to God is not with the 

experience of dread and fear like God’s people at Mt Sinai when God gave His law.” The whole 

character of that encounter with God was a very sensory experience—fire and smoke that could be 

seen; thunder, a sounding trumpet and a voice that could be heard.  Animals were stoned who 

touched the mountain space God inhabited. There was a distance that had to be observed between 

God and His people who approached Him.  The people then were so terrified and alarmed they 

didn’t even want to hear “the voice” (Evans) – “So frightful and awesome was this display of God’s 
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power that the people begged God to speak to them only through Moses.”  Yet, even Moses was 

afraid.  

 To the Christians reading this Letter to the Hebrews, the writer essentially said, “In Jesus, all 

of that which was your previous experience in coming to worship God is quite different.”  “In Jesus 

the new and living way has been opened through the curtain that is through his flesh.  In Jesus you 

have access and are welcomed to come right into the very presence of God, right up to God’s 

Throne.” This is what now characterizes the approach of Christians to worship God: VS22:  But you 

have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable 

angels in 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.  Approaching 

God through Jesus is a festive event! There is an astounding community gathered before God of 

angels and saints. Jesus is there to mediate an intimate relationship with God! 

 It would seem from the manner and disposition of worshippers today that sometimes we 

still think we come to an unapproachable God. But then other times, it seems as if our approach is 

far too casual and even careless. It seems we come quite selfishly, looking for a pleasing-me 

experience—that unless I feel something,  unless mountains shake and there’s a thunderous voice… 

(and some cool lighting!), it’s just not worth my time.   

 But that is not the worship of those belonging to Jesus and to His Church. For you have not 

come to that… You have come to Mount Zion…, to Jesus. This text is not to be understood in the sense 

of worshippers today literally coming to a particular physical location and experience. Rather, it 

means to say, because of Jesus—because of the forgiving, saving work of Jesus, in Him you come 

right into the very center of God’s presence. That is what the phrase you have come to Mount Zion 

means to hold before us.  

 Every time as we come to worship God in Jesus’ name, we are in a spiritual sense ushered 

into the very glories of God’s heaven. What greater motivation do you need to get up on a Sunday 

morning and come to worship with the Lord’s people?  Worship is not a little personal pick me up.  

It is not what you or I prefer in certain hymns or songs, or a band or an organ, or short, inspirational 

sermons, or long, expositional sermons.  Rather, it is that in Jesus, we come to God and the glory of 

His heavenly dwelling. … We come to innumerable angels in festal gathering, 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…” 

 When God is approached for worship in the name of Jesus, it is a full assembly to which we 

gather. How ashamed we should be that our exuberance for worship is lessened or our singing half-

hearted because we think our gathering so small.  Even this morning, right now, approaching God in 

Jesus’ name, we have come to innumerable angels in festive gathering.  There is a zealous & glorious 

host with whom we worship the living, ruling, Lord Jesus.  How dare we be in any measure lessened 

in our enthusiasm, or distracted in our attention to lift up our voices in great praise of God!  There is 

a great host with whom we sing; a great host with whom we pray and read and preach and listen to 

the word of God.  There is the assembly of the firstborn (VS23)—those saints of God’s ancient people, 

the likes of all those we read and studied about in Hebrew chapter 11—in Jesus’ name we have 

come to be gathered with them in the worship of Almighty God today. We have come also to the 
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spirits of the righteous made perfect.  In other words we have come this morning to be gathered in 

spiritual worship with all our loved ones in the Lord who have gone on before us. Those who were 

saved in Christ Jesus, who are now in death among the Church triumphant—we come to be 

gathered with them when in Jesus’ name we approach God to worship. We are if you will, during the 

worship of God, closer to those dear saints gone on before us then we are at any other time in our 

earthly existence.  

 We have also come in Jesus’ name and under his forgiveness and righteousness, we have 

come to God, the judge of all.  Yes, even in our gathering in sanctuaries made with hands, in the 

name of Jesus we come to the Almighty, to the All-knowing, All-powerful, Everywhere-and-always-

present-before-whom-no-things-are-hid, God. And what is profoundly different in coming through 

Jesus is that we need not fear this Holy Judge. “There is now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus.” (Rom 8:1) 

 Having said that, please do not think that God’s character has changed. Do not think that God 

is any less holy than He was in the Old Testament.  Do not think that God is any less offended by our 

sin or disregard for His law than He was on Mt Sinai.  Do not think that the blazing fire is now but a 

flicker, or that the voice has turned sweetly charming, or that his sanctity has somehow diminished. 

How foolish we are to think that God is not as awesome and terrible and most glorious and majestic 

as God has always been, and as such hates sin and deplores our sinful depravity.  BUT, in Jesus, we 

are brought near.  For we are been covered by HIS sprinkled blood.  JESUS has reconciled us to God.  

JESUS has redeemed us.  We have by faith in God’s mercy and grace been transferred from the 

domain of darkness to the kingdom of God’s Son.  (Col. 1:13) Today in worship, we come to Jesus, the 

mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood of the Lord’s sacrifice. Every time the Lord’s 

people assemble to worship it is as if we are bathed anew and afresh in Jesus’ life-giving blood that 

cancels sins debt and enlivens the soul to life-everlasting.   

 In the light of these splendorous and excellent things, how sad that Christians do not move 

with great diligence toward every opportunity to worship God.  (BTW, in case you didn’t know, 

OEPC has two such opportunities every Lord’s Day to worship Him.) In the light of all of these 

marvelous spiritual realities that are in play every time God is approached in the name and through 

the mediating work of Jesus alone, do not ever think that the worship of God needs us to do 

anything special, like really cool lighting, to make worship work better.  

 When you Christian, respond in the name of Jesus to “let us worship God”, you come, in Jesus, 

by the power of God’s Spirit, you come to Mount Zion—to the very presence of the Creator God. We 

are there now. As we come across the threshold into the sanctuary and respond in faith to that 

glorious Lord’s Day call: “let us worship God,” we are even now before Him, the judge of all—we are 

in the very presence and place of God.  The sanctuary today is filled. We are gathered with 

thousands upon thousands of angels. We are there with saints gone on before us.  We are there 

covered with the forgiveness and righteousness of Jesus, by which we are welcomed and accepted 

by the Most Holy God. We are in Jesus’ name ready and able to listen to and to obey His voice.  Every 

time we come to God in Jesus’ name, this is what we come to. I pray it is so for you and for all of us, 

and that because it is, we sing and we pray, we preach and we listen, we fellowship and we live, we 

serve and we witness as if we were in heaven. For when we worship in Jesus’ name, we are in 

heaven!  To God be the glory.  Amen! 


