A Worship Tour through Hebrews (11:1-12:29 [esp. 12:18-24])
Please forgive me for reaching back thirty years for a story to introduce this message. It was late July 1980. I was twenty years old. I was traveling as a college student in Scotland, bicycling through coastal villages northeast of Edinburgh. I spent a night in St. Andrews and the next morning walked over to play golf at The Royal and Ancient Course. They have been playing the game continuously there for five hundred years. No existing course boasts the history and tradition it does. I stood on the first tee conscious that I my feet rested on ground walked by some greats whose names I knew – Watson, Nicklaus, Palmer – and many other legends whose names I did not know. Knowing where I was and who had been there had a profound effect on my game. This was the highlight of my golfing life. And to that point golf had been one of the most important influences in my life.

I tell you the story because I hope to convince you that if you understand where you are and who you are with when you come into a worship service, it will affect the way you worship.  When we grasp the surprising splendor and unrivaled value of the local church among all other communities to which we might belong, we will invest our lives in making her more beautiful and developing her worth. I hope to convince you of this by looking at the description of the church in Hebrews 12:18-24. These are some of my favorite verses in the whole book. I must confess that when I chose to preach about corporate worship in Hebrews this summer, it was these verses that I could not wait to get to.
Hebrews 11-12 A Study in Contrasts

I begin by setting these verses in context. The best way I can do that is to point out some of the many contrasts drawn by the preacher of this book. There is a contrast:

Between the Faithful /and Jesus, the Perfecter of our Faith

Hebrews 11 catalogs a host of people who trusted God and remained faithful. They clung tenaciously to God’s promises whether they experienced triumph or trial. A fault line runs through v. 35.
Hebrews 11:35 Women received back their dead by resurrection [this is triumph; a miraculous demonstration of God’s power in response to the faith of some ordinary women. BUT]. Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life [This is trial in which God’s grace is evident in weakness and persecution].
11:39 reminds us that all these, whether in triumph or trial acted in faith. We come to the end of the chapter, awed by their trust in God and faithfulness to Him. The preacher is setting us up. We are ready to gaze at these faithful ones as our models. But chapter 12 opens by telling us that, instead, they are watching us. We are to watch Jesus. He is not awaiting the fulfillment of a promise, He is the fulfillment of all the promises. He is the author and perfecter of our faith. Faith looks, not another human being, but the Lord Himself. The whole book of Hebrews has been an expose on why Jesus is better than anyone else. He is better than angels, than Moses, than Abraham and Melchizedek. Now he adds an entire index of names and sets Jesus above them all. Look to Him. A second contrast is drawn:

Between the "Not Yet" /and the "Already." 

Chapter 12 urges us to keep going. We have not yet arrived. The race continues (12:1-2). The battle rages on (12:3-4). Discipline remains in effect (12:5-11). In stark reversal of this theme 12:22 begins with the phrase, “you have come.” You’ve arrived. You’re in. The verb “come” is in the perfect tense. An action is completed in the past. The results of that continue right through the present and into the future. It is a perfected action. When the writer says, “You have come” he has not merely stated a fact. He has declared that his readers have arrived at a place and the results of having come will continue forever. This “arrival” forms half of a third contrast:

Between the Deserted Mountain and the Delightful Mountain

VV. 19-24 contrasts the experience of God’s people under the Old Covenant and Under the New Covenant. The Old Covenant was associated with Mt. Sinai where Moses received the law directly from the hand of God. Let me take the time now to read these verses so that you will see the contrast. These will be the focus of the rest of this message.

Hebrews 12: 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.

The contrast appears vividly in the parallel phrases “you have not come” in v. 19 and “But you have come” in v. 22. Time does not permit a full discussion on the situation on Mt. Sinai. Suffice to say, this was a place of holy horror and terrifying fear. Even Moses crumbled under the fear. The preacher of Hebrews insists that Sinai is now a deserted mountain. God led his people from the wilderness to the Promised Land. So He has now moved his people under a New Covenant. He has moved them (figuratively) to a new mountain. This mountain is a permanent home not a temporary stop along the way. This mountain is full of delights, not the dangers of Sinai. Arriving on this mountain brings with it many privileges. This new mountain is the local church. I commend to you these privileges in the hope that, when you know where you are and who you’re with, it will change how you worship. You will honor the church as the most significant community in this world and in your life.

Privileges of Participation in the Church (12:22-24)

“You have come.” You’ve arrived. Through faith in Jesus Christ obtained these privileges. Reading  vss 22-24, it is tempting to think that they speak of some reality beyond this life that is not yet ours. But the text says that Christians have already come (perfect tense). There is an actual realization of these privileges now. This is not pie in the sky but boots on the ground. This is not just something that an individual Christian experiences mystically at various moments in life. They are enjoyed right now in the local church. The visible, physical local church is the place where the privileges of Hebrews 12:22-24 are realized by God‘s people. We may enter into a greater enjoyment and appreciation of these beyond this life, but they belong to us even now.

1. A Share in Zion's Glory

What are they? The list begins by naming this delightful mountain, Mt. Zion. You have come to Mt. Zion. The primarily Jewish audience for this sermon knew Mt. Zion as the holy center of God’s presence and authority among his people.  Speaking ultimately about Jesus, the Father affirmed,

Psalm 2:6 “As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my holy hill.”

Zion is that place where God’s people gather to worship him.
Psalm 65: 1-4 Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion, and to you shall vows be performed. 2 O you who hear prayer, to you shall all flesh come ….  Blessed is the one you choose and bring near, to dwell in your courts! We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house, the holiness of your temple! 
Zion was closely associated with temple worship. God was present everywhere but He was specially present on Zion

Psalm 50: 1 The Mighty One, God the Lord, speaks and summons the earth from the rising of the sun to its setting. 2 Out of Zion, the perfection of beauty, God shines forth.
The radical nature of what is being claimed cannot be overstated. We cannot read to this point in the book and think that the writer has in mind that his readers should go and worship in Jerusalem under the old arrangement. Rather, he is claiming that in coming into the church, a believer has entered a new Zion. Other NT writers vividly describe the privilege of the church as the temple of God. I have time only to point to one example, but what a strong one it is.

1 Peter 2:4 As you come to [Jesus Christ], a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 6 For it stands in Scripture: “Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious, and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.”

Believers gather in New Zion. Where and how do believers today find satisfaction in the goodness of God’s house? It is in that spiritual house where they are being built up as living stones. This is not (merely) a future hope but a present reality. It is not experienced in some private mystical realm but in the local church.
John Newton wrote Amazing Grace to celebrate the individual experience of every believer. He also wrote a famous hymn to celebrate the glory of the local church. Ken Osbeck introduces Newton’s masterpiece with these words:

“In our New Testament age, Zion refers to the church, a community of God’s people, a living and dynamic organism.”

So it is the local church being described when we sing,

Glorious things of thee are spoken, Zion, city of our God;

He whose Word cannot be broken formed thee for his own abode:

On the Rock of Ages founded, what can shake thy sure repose?

With salvation’s walls surrounded, thou may’st smile at all thy foes.

Savior, if of Zion’s city I, through grace, a member am,

Let the world deride or pity, I will glory in thy name:

Fading is the worlding’s pleasure, all his boasted pomp and show;

Solid joys and lasting treasure none but Zion’s children know.
2. Citizenship in the Heaven-like Jerusalem/City of the Living God

Secondly, v. 22 further defines Zion as the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem. The writer is not teasing his readers to go back to the literal Jerusalem for worship. He is speaking of a new kind of city, the ultimate Jerusalem. Referring to it as a city emphasizes citizenship, belonging. One could make a case for church membership just from this text. A city has citizens. The ancient world placed a high honor on citizenship. A person took it as a sign of honor to belong to the citizenry of a particular city. We have already arrived in this city. It is heavenly not to identify its location but its character. It is heaven-like. The local church is to be something like heaven on earth. A city has leadership and organization. The local church has elders to serve with humility and rule with authority. She is called to do everything, especially in worship, properly and in an orderly manner (1 Corinthians 14:40). The living stones are arranged properly so that the living temple worships God well in all that it does. The city is a place of refuge to which one runs when under attack. 
Are you a citizen of this city? The Bible describes the story of our lives as wandering in a dangerous wilderness of sin. We love ruling our own lives but hate the consequences of living in fear and futility. We try to deny God’s right to judge us for refusing his rule over us. God sent Jesus out of heaven and took him willingly to the cross. He died to accept the punishment that we as rebels deserve. Those who turn back from wandering and come running to Christ at the gates of his city find forgiveness and restoration. If you have never come to Christ this way, come to Him today. The privileges that we are speaking of this morning belong only to those who will submit to Christ.  A third privilege of God’s people in the local church is the 
3. Ministering Presence of Angels

The last part of v. 22 reminds the church that when she gathers in worship, angels are gathered with her. There are innumerable angels in festal gathering. The word innumerable means ten thousand, literally, but came to refer to an incomprehensible number. The preacher has already taught us that God’s angels are on a mission to serve those who will inherit salvation (Hebrews 1:14). When the church gathers, the ministering angels gather. We know from Peter that they long to investigate this salvation that God has promised his people on earth (1 Peter 1:12). Right here among us now are angels serving us as we worship. They may be protecting, prompting, or enlightening us. But we dare not deny their presence.

4. Admittance into the Assembly of Christ’s Heirs

But we ought not to think that angels are the only significant creatures in the room. V. 23 says that we have arrived in the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven. Assembly is the word for church. “Firstborn” is plural. A local church is the gathering of those who rightfully claim an inheritance with Jesus of all the blessings of the world to come. Sitting around you right now are members of the royal family. In C.S. Lewis’ words (I paraphrase) , there are those in your presence right now that if you were to see them as they will be one day you would be tempted to worship them. Think about the person in the church with whom you have the greatest difficulty getting along. So far as you know, the two of you will soon be in heaven together and then he or she will be more dear to you than your closest relative here on earth (stolen from John Newton).

Believers are even now those who are enrolled in heaven. Jesus told his disciples to rejoice that their names are written in the book of life (Luke 10:20). V. 23 notes that God is the judge of all. How can we rejoice when God is the judge and (as the last verse of ch. 12 notes) he is a consuming fire? It is only because He has accepted us in Christ and judged us right in his sight. Here on earth we await our inheritance. But there are others present who have moved much closer to the full experience of the world to come. A fifth privilege is that we have come to 

5. Encouragement of Advanced Ancestors
We have come to the spirits of the righteous made perfect. Those who are justified, declared righteous, are made perfect by God’s Holy Spirit and the discipline he spoke of earlier in ch. 12. 

Hebrews 12:11 For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.

As we gather to worship, there is present the cloud of witnesses (12:1), the spirits of those righteous ones who have entered into the perfection of the life to come. They await perfect bodies, but their spirits enjoy perfect fellowship with Christ. They anticipate the culmination of salvation for all God’s people. Finally, v. 24 speaks of the privilege of being a part of a:

6. Acceptance in a Forgiven Fellowship

We have come to Jesus who mediates a new and better covenant. Jesus enters into a covenant with his Father to pay the price for sin so that he can earn for believers a full cleansing from sin. He offers his own blood. This blood is better than Abel’s. Abel’s blood demands justice. There must be revenge. The one who takes a life must lose his life. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Our sin put Jesus to death. Yet instead of demanding our blood as punishment, he offers us life and forgiveness of sins. That’s so much better.
The Church is a forgiven fellowship. We have arrived in a company of people who are free to worship and serve God without fear of condemnation. The church does not provide such forgiveness on its own.  It testifies to it. The local church is where the new covenant community actually forms and functions in this world.
These are the privileges claimed as realities by God’s people in the church. You are here in a living temple surrounded by angels, and heirs, and ancestors in a way that does not occur except as the church gathers. When we see who we are and where we are it will affect how we worship.

 It will also affect the way we treat the local church. Note that v. 18 begins with the word “For.” These privileges serve as a reason or motivation for following through on a responsibility. That responsibility is explained in the previous paragraph. That responsibility involves keeping the church pure. 

Hebrews 12:15 See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no “root of bitterness” springs up and causes trouble, and by it many become defiled; that no one is sexually immoral or unholy like Esau, who sold his birthright for a single meal.

This is a call for taking care of the church. Deal with those who profess Christ but do not truly know the grace of God. Deal with bitter people whose complaining defile others in the church. Deal with immorality in the body. Deal with other unholiness like the materialism of Esau. He gave up his family blessing to satisfy his immediate passions. Why would God’s people be so zealous for the purity of their church? Because of who they are. Because of the privileges they have described in vv. 18-24. We care about sin in the body. We are not simply a collection of individuals but an assembly of Christ’s heirs. We are his kingdom. If this is the case, then the church cannot just be another social group in which we participate. It is a heavenly society. It has a responsibility to welcome those who make a profession of faith in Christ and to exclude those who demonstrate that their profession is false. Church membership and discipline flow from the sacred nature of this society.
In the same summer I played St. Andrews I went to the U.S. Embassy in London to register for selective service. Jonathan Leeman referred to just that kind of experience as he tried to describe the significance of the local church.
“If you have ever stood inside the embassy for your own nation in a foreign country, your fellow citizens working behind the desk will tell you, ‘You are standing on the soil of our nation.’ But the homeland of God’s people is nowhere on this planet. There are only ambassadors and embassies. The church on earth is those embassies of ambassadors gather together in the name of Christ. What that means is that an individual cannot meaningfully, truly, or authentically submit one’s life and discipleship to both Christ and his earthly proxy in something other than the local church.”

My purpose is to raise our affections for the local church. As this happens our experience of worship together will deepen and sweeten. We will sense the joy to which the writer of Hebrews invites us at the close of chapter 12.
Hebrews 12:28 Therefore let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, 29 for our God is a consuming fire.
Alternate Ending

I began recalling one of my favorite places. I close reciting my favorite poem. It’s title is “The Kingdom of God” by Francis Thompson. This man spent a great deal of his life in despair and drug addiction but came to Christ and found consolation.

The poem speaks of finding God’s presence, not in the physical places like the Sea of Galilee (Thompson calls it by its older name Genessareth), or in places only accessible by our imagination, but in the very place where we live. Thompson poetically pictures this as Jesus walking on the water in London on the River Thames.

Though I do not know if Thompson intended it, it is my conviction that this “world intangible” or untouchable is the world we “touch” when we by faith enter into a relationship with Jesus and his people  in the church. May the worship and service of this church make a place of consolation and encouragement to those who seek Christ.

O world invisible, we view thee,
O world intangible, we touch thee,
O world unknowable, we know thee,
Inapprehensible, we clutch thee!

Does the fish soar to find the ocean,
The eagle plunge to find the air--
That we ask of the stars in motion
If they have rumour of thee there?

Not where the wheeling systems darken,
And our benumbed conceiving soars!--
The drift of pinions [angel wings], would we hearken,
Beats at our own clay-shuttered doors.

The angels keep their ancient places;--
Turn but a stone, and start a wing!
'Tis ye, 'tis your estranged faces,
That miss the many-splendoured thing.

But (when so sad thou canst not sadder)
Cry;--and upon thy so sore loss
Shall shine the traffic of Jacob's ladder
Pitched betwixt Heaven and Charing Cross.

Yea, in the night, my Soul, my daughter,
Cry,--clinging Heaven by the hems;
And lo, Christ walking on the water
Not of Gennesareth, but Thames! 

