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Where are you going?
Brothers and sisters in Christ,


He was born right here in Covington.  Baptized in a school cafeteria just days after he was born, because that’s where his church was worshipping. In fact his family helped set up the chairs for worship. And as soon as he was able to walk, he was pushing chairs and helping out at church. He’s been in church and Sunday school or kids club just about every week of his life, says his prayers before every meal, devotions with his family every day. He had the books of the Bible memorized when he was 4 and now, at 10, he’s got the whole small catechism down. He even helps go door-to-door to invite other people to church. He’s committed. So what about him?  Where is he going?

Another child grows up Mosul, Iraq. He’s taught that Allah will be pleased if he says his prayers every day, if he obeys his imam, if he makes his pilgrimage. And he does.  And if someday the opportunity presents itself for him to offer his life in service of Allah, that he might defeat the infidel, oh to think of such glory! What about him? Where is that boy going?

A young woman has been raised by her tribe to respect the spirits of her ancestors, and she does. She learns all the necessary incantations and charms to ward off the evil spirits and to follow the good. As she grows everyone in the tribe recognizes her skills.  She becomes a teacher herself and passes on the knowledge that has been passed down to her. And she is faithful and committed – more committed than we sometimes seem to be.  What about her? Where is she going?

What’s the difference, there? Three children brought up in three different homes, taught three different things. All very faithful. But where are they going?

In our Gospel Lesson, the question was asked, “Are only a few going to be saved?”  In Bible Information Class, the question was asked “What about those others who don’t know Jesus?” It happened when we read that passage where Jesus is saying, “No one comes to the Father except through me” – the question is asked, Maybe in your own heart when you think about all those other people out there, questions arise. What about them? Where are they going? Is it really so exclusive?

Did you notice how Jesus answered it in the Gospel lesson?   Basically, he didn’t. He redirected it.  Instead of answering the question outright – he says, no, no - what about you? Before you worry about the others, what about you? Where are you going? He said, make sure you enter through the narrow door.

“Are only a few going to be saved?” Wrong question.  “Are you going to be saved?”

And that’s where our text from Hebrews comes in with the answer.  The writer to the Hebrews boils it all down to two paths, two places to go.  There’s the law, and then there is grace.


And the context here is important.  Earlier in the chapter, he was discussing two things that are so often misunderstood – Hardship and Obedience. He says to realize that hardship is not a sign that God forgot about you. Quite the contrary - we should see it as love, as discipline from a loving father, as training, as God working with us to mold us into a better us. And so he says to obey God through that whole process, but then there is a key verse that really sets up what we’ve got in front of us today.  In verse 15, he says, “See to it that no one misses the grace of God” in this.


When we think about our lives of obedience, when we think about our walk of faith and the trials that we have to go through, he says, don’t miss the grace of God – because look at where we are going.

Our text starts with where we aren’t going. Look at how he describes that.  Hebrews 12:18-24  18 You have not come to a mountain that can be touched (something that is about the physical, the visible, which is kind of our default, what we so often get so caught up on. He says you haven’t come to that mountain…) 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,  (even though we think that is what we want -just tell us God. No that is terrifying, he says,) 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."  


You know what scene he is describing, right? This is Mt. Sinai. This is when God gave his law.  He terrified the people with his presence, with his commands – even an ignorant animal must be killed, he said, if it doesn’t obey. Because God is holy. He is just. Sin can’t be in his presence.  Justice says it must be punished.

And,in a way, we get that, right? Deep down we have a sense of justice. Sure, we might kind of think he should grade on the curve at least a little bit and be OK with us as long as we try our best.  But when it comes down to it, we can’t argue with the logic or justice of this scene. If the wages of sin is death, and God is a consuming fire that must destroy sin - then yes – this is what our attempts at obedience should lead to – this burning wrathful presence of God. So whether it is the Christian memorizing the books of the Bible or the Muslim following the five pillars, or the animist serving the ancestor gods, or you, trying to be the best person you can be… if we are trying to approach God on the basis of our obedience, this is the picture. We’re trying to approach that consuming fire trumpeting and thundering in its holiness and we’re trying to say “Accept me. I’ve done my best.”  No way, right? Everyone who approaches with imperfection, every one of those three children, every one of us – we cannot stand in the consuming fire of God’s justice. 

And just trying to be better, no matter what path, just trying to be better, doesn’t work.  It’s like, last week, Vicar picked me up from the airport, and we got to talking about so many things since I had installed him last week and then left him to try to figure it out. So he had some questions.  And I was answering them and not paying attention to where we were going until we were about in Tyrone on 85 South.  He had taken a wrong turn.  Now, it was my fault, I should have been paying attention and helping him, but I wasn’t. I was busy talking.  So we were heading Southwest instead of East.

Now, since we were going the wrong way, there was only one fix.  Turn around.  Head the other way. Speeding up wouldn’t have helped. Passing a few other cars wouldn’t have gotten me any closer to home. Only turning around would work.

But, think of how often we try the “try harder”. That’s what every other religion in the world does when they realize they have to be right with God.  “Be better” is the answer.  It’s what our hearts tell us when we come across fears or doubts or hardships. “Be better.”

No, God’s Word says, “Turn around. Repent” Instead of looking at yourself and how you can fix things, instead of trying to just outpace some of the other people you see on the path, turn around.  Because God’s Law is not where we are going. That’s a consuming fire.
But, he says, as an opposite thing…:  22 But you have come to Mount Zion (That place where his temple was, where God dwelled in a special way among his people), to the heavenly Jerusalem (to a place far better than anything we can imagine here), the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly,  (praising God and worshipping him in thanks, not trembling in fear) 23 to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. (We have status as the ones inheriting all of this. Our names are in heaven.) You have come to God, the judge of all men, (the one who is making the call is on our side) to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, (We get to gather with each other – made perfect by the declaration of our God and judge – perfect in his sight through faith. Look around and consider what a privilege it is to worship together with all these people made perfect.  You’ve come here.  Then he says what makes here here…) 24 to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, (Our relationship with God isn’t based on our obedience but on his  and on his promise) and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.  Abel’s blood cried out to the LORD for justice. Remember that, when his brother Cain killed him and God said Abel’s blood was crying out for justice. But this blood crying is better.  Jesus’ blood was shed to fulfill justice and, just like the worshippers in the temple could approach God when they were cleansed by the sprinkling of the blood of the sacrifice, we’ve been covered in the blood of Christ. In Baptism, we were connected with him in his death, buried with him that we might rise to new life.  In the Lord’s Supper – Jesus gives us his own blood to make us pure and clean.
This is where you have come, where God works in grace. You have come…to Jesus. And through him, you can be sure where you are going. See to it that no one misses the GRACE of God in this. His terrifying law is designed to scare us. Because e just wants us to turn around, to head the right way.  It’s designed to drive us to Jesus, and to his church where we gather to praise him and celebrate his grace and rejoice in his declaration of our perfection because of the blood of Jesus.
So back to the three children we started with. If where they are going is based on their obedience, no matter the culture or religion name – the presence of a holy God is a scary thing. They’d be going to hell, because just trying harder on the wrong path – it doesn’t work.

But when they turn around. When someone shows them Mount Zion – where God dwells with his people through his promises…when someone shows them Jesus, whose blood satisfies that wrath. Where are they going? Heaven. May God use us to turn more and more people from the mountain of the law to God’s Abiding Grace.
In Christ,

Amen

