
 

“You Have Not Come to Sinai, but to Zion” 
(Hebrews 12:18-24) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  The author to the Hebrews has been showing his readers the superiority in every way of Christ and the 
New Covenant to the shadows of the Old Covenant.  He has throughout his sermon been urging them to press 
forward towards Christ and Christ-likeness and not to fall away back to those shadows which cannot save.  He has 
also urged them to exercise their brotherly affections for one another by doing all in their power to make sure that no 
one of them falls away, that no root of apostasy which brings the bitter fruit of damnation springs up among them, 
and by it many fall away, that there be no idolatrous or godless person who would sell the precious heritage he has 
in Christ for some temporary protection against the persecution of the Roman empire.  He warned that if some or 
many of them turn from Christ, they may find themselves in Esau’s position, shut out from the kingdom, because in 
their hearts they loved the world more than they loved God.   
  But now to enforce his exhortations even more, he draws one last contrast between the Old Covenant and the 
New.  He presents them to us as two mountains:  Mount Sinai and Mount Zion, the one earthly, the other heavenly, 
one the revelation of God’s wrath and justice, the other the revelation of His mercy and love.  And by this contrast, 
he is urging them one last time not to turn back to the Old Covenant shadows, which cannot save, but to keep 
moving forward to Christ and the New Covenant of grace.  And what this shows us is that  
 
  If we turn away from Christ for our salvation, all we may expect to receive in the future is God’s wrath 
and judgment.   
 
I.  First, the author brings his readers back to the foot of the mount where the Law was first given, to Mount 

Sinai.   
A.  This imagery is taken straight from the book of Exodus, when, after the Lord had brought His people out of 

Egypt, He brought them to Mount Sinai, that He enter into covenant with them, the Old Covenant.  
(Remember that God always deals with man through covenant.  It is simply an arrangement between God 
and His people, so that they might know who God is and what He wants, and what it is that they must do.)   
1.  In the third month after they left Egypt, the Lord brought them into the wilderness of Sinai, and they 

camped in front of the mountain.  
a.  Then Moses went up onto the mount to receive the Lord’s instructions about the covenant He was 

about to enact.   
b.  The Lord told him that the people must consecrate themselves for the next two days, for on the third 

day, the Lord was coming down on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people.  He also told Moses to 
set a boundary for all the people around the mountain, for whoever touched the mountain would 
surely be put to death, for the mountain was holy.  No one was to lift their hand against them, but if 
they touched the mountain they were to be stoned, or shot through with an arrow, whether man or 
beast.  So Moses went down and told the people what the Lord said.   

c.  And now let me read to you the account from the book of Exodus 19:16-21.  “So it came about on the 
third day, when it was morning, that there were thunder and lightning flashes and a thick cloud upon 
the mountain and a very loud trumpet sound, so that all the people who were in the camp trembled.  
And Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God, and they stood at the foot of the 
mountain.  Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke because the LORD descended upon it in fire; and its 
smoke ascended like the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mountain quaked violently.  When the 
sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke and God answered him with thunder.  And 
the LORD came down on Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain; and the LORD called Moses to the 
top of the mountain, and Moses went up.  Then the LORD spoke to Moses, ‘Go down, warn the 
people, lest they break through to the LORD to gaze, and many of them perish.’”   

d.  Then the Lord spoke and gave to them the Ten Commandments.  He spoke these words in His own 
voice to the people.  Later, He would also write these same commandments in stone with His own 
finger.  And, of course, in the work of regeneration, He writes again these same commandments in the 
fleshly tablets of our hearts.  All this is to remind us how special and holy these commandments are to 
Him, and how important it is to God that we keep them.  This was so important to God, that He sent 
His Son to keep them, because we could not.   
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2.  But now, after He spoke, notice the reaction of the people in 20:18-19, “And all the people perceived the 
thunder and the lightning flashes and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain smoking; and when the 
people saw it, they trembled and stood at a distance.  Then they said to Moses, ‘Speak to us yourself and 
we will listen; but let not God speak to us, lest we die.’”   
a.  The people were terrified.  There was thunder and lightning, the blast of a great trumpet, a great fire 

raging on top of the mountain, with billows of smoke ascending, the mountain was shaking at the 
presence of the Lord, and the voice of the Almighty God was speaking.   

b.  They were so frightened, as I’m sure all of us would have been as well, that they begged Moses to 
speak to them, and not God.  They were not saying that they didn’t want to listen to Him.  They 
understood from what they had seen that it would be foolish for them to rebel against Him.  But they 
were so terrified by the voice of God, that they wanted Him to speak to them again through Moses.   

c.  The author tells us that even Moses was “full of fear and trembling,” at the sight of these things.  We 
are not told this explicitly in the book of Exodus, but we are told in Exodus 19:16 that “all the people 
who were in the camp trembled.”  This certainly would have included Moses.   

 
B.  But the question that arises from this is, What did all this mean?   

1.  Moses tells us in verse Exodus 20:20.   
a.  He said to them, “Do not be afraid; for God has come in order to test you, and in order that the fear of 

Him may remain with you, so that you may not sin.”   
b.  God had come to test their obedience.  He came to humble them.  They had already rebelled several 

times against Him:  such as when Moses first approached Pharaoh and their labors were increased 
(Ex. 5:21), when their backs were up against the Red Sea when Pharaoh pursued them (14:11-12), 
when they were in the wilderness for three days and didn’t find any water (15:24), when their food 
supply was running low (16:2-3), and when they ran low on water again (17:1-4).  He was about to 
enter into covenant with them, so He gave them this revelation of Himself to make them fear, so that 
they would be faithful to it.   

c.  But if you read on in the book of Exodus, you will see that it didn’t work.  They were afraid for a 
while.  They feared when God smote the land of Egypt with plagues, but it wore off.  They feared 
when He parted the Red Sea, but that wore off.  They also feared when He came down on Sinai in fire 
and opened His holy lips to speak with them, but that also wore off.  They were afraid only as long as 
the memory of that revelation of His wrath remained with them, but after it faded, they turned again 
from the Lord.   

d.  This is all the further that nature can take you.  People are affected by the things of the Lord for a 
while, but if they do not truly receive His grace, they quickly return to the way they were before.  
What we have here, in other words, were fox-hole conversions.  As long as they were afraid, they 
would cling to Him.  But after the power of that fear wore off from their hearts, they returned again to 
the things their hearts were still inclined towards:  the things of the flesh.   

e.  The very next thing that happens is, while Moses goes up on the Mount to receive the commandments 
of God for forty days and nights, the people make a calf and begin to worship it.  What they lacked 
was saving faith.  If they had had it, they never would have turned from the living God to serve idols.  
This is why, when the people finally reached the Promised Land, only Joshua and Caleb were able to 
enter it, for all the rest of the people did not believe.   

 
2.  But now why is the author to the Hebrews reminding his readers about this?   

a.  He is pointing them back to the foundation of the Old Covenant, the one that they are being tempted to 
return to, and he is showing them what it was like.  It threatened utter destruction for any infraction of 
God’s Law.   

b.  Remember that it was primarily a covenant of Law.  There was grace there.  The promise of the 
Abrahamic Covenant was still in force.  A person could be justified by faith in the coming Messiah, if 
he embraced that Messiah through faith, as He was pictured through the Old Testament ceremonies 
and sacrifices.  But the Old Covenant was primarily a legal covenant wedded to the Abrahamic 
Covenant.  It was a covenant of Law.  It required perfect obedience and could only condemn if that 
obedience wasn’t met.   

c.  John Bunyon portrayed the Old Covenant, or the Law, in his book Pilgrim’s Progress as a man who 
attacked Faithful.  He chased him and overtook him while he was on his way up the Hill of Difficulty.  
In the book, Faithful recounts the story to Pilgrim.  He says,  
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Now when I had got about half way up, I looked behind, and saw one coming after me, swift as 
the wind; so he overtook me just about the place where the settle stands.   
 
“Just there,” said Christian, “did I sit down to rest me; but being overcome with sleep, I there lost 
this roll out of my bosom.”   
 
Faith.  But, good brother, hear me out.  So soon as the man overtook me, he was but a word and a 
blow, for down he knocked me, and laid me for dead.  But when I was a little come to myself 
again, I asked him wherefore he served me so.  He said, because of my secret inclining to Adam 
the First; and with that he struck me another deadly blow on the breast, and beat me down 
backward; so I lay at his foot as dead as before.  So, when I came to myself again, I cried [to] him 
[for] mercy; but he said, I know not how to show mercy; and with that he knocked me down again.  
He had doubtless made an end of me, but that one came by, and bid him forbear.   
 
Christian.  Who was that that bid him forbear?   
 
Faith. I did not know him at first: but as he went by, I perceived the holes  
in his hands and in his side; then I concluded that he was our Lord.  So I went up the hill.   
 
Christian.  That man that overtook you was Moses.  He spareth none, neither knoweth he how to 
show mercy to those that transgress his law.   
 
Faith.  I know it very well: it was not the first time that he has met with me.  ‘Twas he that came to 
me when I dwelt securely at home, and that told me he would burn my house over my head if I 
stayed there.   
 

d.  Now I hope you understand by this that Bunyon was not saying that Moses was a cruel tyrant.  But it 
was the Law that Moses represented, the Covenant of Works.  The Law as a covenant can only 
convict and condemn, it cannot give life.  It condemns all who are apart from Christ.  It sentences to 
destruction all those who would earn their salvation through their own works.   

e.  This is what the Hebrews would have to face again, if they went back to the Law as a Covenant of 
Works.  They would be falling away from Christ, would be exposing themselves to the wrath of God 
revealed on Mount Sinai.   

 
II.  But, the author reminds them, they have not come to Mount Sinai, but to Mount Zion.   

A.  Mount Sinai represents the Law and justice of God and His wrath towards sinners.  But Mount Zion 
represents His grace and mercy, as it is held forth in Christ.   
1.  Remember what the apostle Paul said about the Law in Galatians 3.   

a.  He wrote, “The Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith.”   
b.  The purpose of the darkness, and the whirlwind, and the gloom, and the fire, and the trumpet blast, and 

the threatenings was to instill fear in the people, so that they would flee from themselves and their 
own works, which could only condemn them, to Christ.   

c.  There was an old saying in the Scottish Presbyterian Church for those coming for church membership.  
It was the question, Have you been to Mount Sinai?  Have you seen the fire, have you felt the earth 
quaking, have you heard the threatenings?  In other words, had the Law had its proper effect upon 
you, to instill fear in your heart, to drive you to Christ.  Why would you or anyone else come to Christ 
unless you first saw your need of Him?  This is the purpose of the Law.  It is to show you your utter 
bankruptcy before God, and to shut you up under God’s wrath, that it might drive you to the Savior.   

 
2.  And now that the author has reminded them of that fact, and of what it is that they are wanting to return 

to, he now shows them what it is they would be leaving.   
a.  He writes, “But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem, and to myriads of angels, to the general assembly and church of the first-born who are 
enrolled in heaven, and to God, the Judge of all, and to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, and 
to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood, which speaks better than the 
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blood of Abel” (Heb. 12:22-24).   
b.  The earthly city of Jerusalem was built upon Mount Zion.  This was the place where God chose to 

place His name.  But it was really an earthly picture of the heavenly reality, a picture of heaven.  Here 
the author points out again the spiritual nature of the New Covenant.  You have not come to a 
mountain which may be touched, but to a spiritual mountain, to a mountain with a city, the city of 
God, the heavenly Jerusalem, the place where all of the saints of God will one day be gathered, the 
glorious city of God.  Yes it is spiritual.  Yes it is invisible.  But it is the reality, and it is much more 
glorious.   

c.  Here are myriads, or countless thousands of angels.  There were angels on Mount Sinai, through which 
the Law was given (Gal. 3:19).  But they were not there as they are here.  Here they are seen as a 
general assembly, or more literally, a joyful gathering.  The angels are said to be rejoicing in heaven 
in the presence of God, and they especially rejoice whenever one of God’s elect repents and is 
brought home (Luke 15:7).   

d.  Here also is the church of the first-born who are enrolled in heaven.  All of the elect are the church, 
and their names are said to be enrolled in heaven, in the Lamb’s book of life.  But unlike Esau, who 
sold his birthright, the right of the first-born son, Jesus, who is the first-born, or the heir of all 
Creation, has received the blessing, and has guaranteed them to all His people.  They will receive it 
because of Christ.   

e.  Here is God, the Judge of all.  He is the One who has already judged the sins of His people in Christ, 
and who will condemn all who persecute them on that final day.   

f.  Here are the spirits of righteous men made perfect.  The Bible does not say that when we die, our souls 
sleep in the grave until the resurrection.  When we die, our spirits are immediately perfected and pass 
into the blessed presence of the Lord, where we are made perfectly happy for all eternity.  This is 
where our brother Nick Roorda is now.   

g.  Here also is Jesus, the mediator of a New Covenant.  Whereas the Old Covenant could only condemn, 
Jesus can save.  He is the mediator of a better covenant.  He is One through whom we may draw near 
to God.   

h.  And here is the sprinkled blood, that which speaks better than the blood of Abel.  The blood of both 
Abel and Christ were cruelly shed, but whereas Abel’s blood cried out for vengeance, Christ’s blood 
cries out for mercy.  Christ willingly shed His blood in our place, that our sins might be forgiven.   

 
B.  The author is asking his readers, Will you turn away from this mountain, this jubilant city, this heavenly host 

of angels and saints, this God, this Christ, this blood which alone can cleanse you of your sins, to return to 
Sinai?  God forbid!   
1.  To do so would be utter suicide.  Christ alone can save them.  He is everything the Old Covenant was 

pointing to.  He is everything that they need.  In Him is the forgiveness of sins.  In Him is eternal life and 
eternal happiness.   

2.  Where else would you go?  Faithful would have been destroyed by Moses, if Christ had not interceded on 
his behalf.  The Law would also have destroyed us as well, had Christ not done the same.  But He has.  
Christ has come and quieted Sinai’s thunder.  He has put out Sinai’s fire.  We must therefore press on 
toward Christ.  We must trust in Him alone for our salvation.  We must put off every sin and put on 
Christ.  For this is the only safe road which leads to heaven.  Are you on that road this evening?  I hope 
you are.  If not, then I would invite you to come to Christ now, and begin your pilgrimage towards Mount 
Zion.  May the Lord grant that you may.  Amen.   


