November 28, 2004
Isaiah 2:1-5
First Sunday



Of Advent (A)


Mountains of the Lord

1.
Good morning and welcome to the Museum for the Mountains of the Lord.  My name is Ya’al Harim and I will be your tour guide today.  Our museum holds exhibits for many of the mountains where the Lord has shown Himself to His people throughout history.  Our museum’s motto comes from the prophet Isaiah, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob” (v 3).  So let’s follow Isaiah’s charge and “go up to the mountain of the Lord.”

2.
As we climb the escalator, we come to our first room.  It displays the tallest mountain mentioned in the Bible—Mount Ararat.  From here, you can see both the Caspian and Black Seas.  This is the mountain where the Ark rested after the Flood.  What was the first thing Noah did after coming out of the Ark?  He built an altar and offered burnt offerings to God.  Why?  God was there.  Noah had spent more than a year locked away in the Ark as the judgment of God fell upon the evil of the earth.  Now, he was celebrating his release from this merciful prison.  The aroma from Noah’s sacrifices moved God to say in his heart, “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood” (Genesis 8:21).  Have you ever stopped to consider what God just said?  “Every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood.”  EVERY inclination is EVIL.  Have you ever stopped to think that you have NEVER had a GOOD inclination?  Everything you’ve ever thought, said or done has been evil at its core.  So why is it that during Advent we say, “Come Lord Jesus”?  Do we really want Him to come?  If everything you’ve done in your life has been evil at its very core, are you ready for Him to judge you?  When He comes, people say to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb!” (Revelation 6:16).  That’s not exactly something I’d be looking forward to.  However, Noah knew that God had been gracious to him and his family.  And so do we.  We throw ourselves on God’s mercy and trust His promise to save us when He destroys the world at the end of time.  God destroyed the entire world except the eight people and the animals inside the Ark.  Noah thanked God with his sacrifices for the mercy shown.  This was the first mountain top experience, but it wasn’t the greatest.  The greatest is still to come.  Let’s continue to the next room.

3.
Our next room shows one of the most famous mountains in Israel.  On this side, you can see the Dome of the Rock.  Now, on the better side, you see the ruins of Solomon’s Temple.  It’s the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.  The Temple was the center of Jewish life.  Why?  God promised He would be in His temple.  This was where the people brought their sacrifices.  This was not the first sacrifice offered on this mountain.  Traditionally, this is the mountain where Abraham was put to the harshest test of any parent.  A command from God to sacrifice his only son Isaac as a burnt offering.  Abraham didn’t waver though.  Isaac questioned him, but Abraham said, “God himself will provide the lamb” (Genesis 22:8).  When Abraham had raised the knife to kill his son, God told him to stop.  God provided a ram which was caught by its horn in the thicket.  The ram caught in the thicket that Abraham sacrificed was only a hint of the Lamb God provided some 2000 years later for us.  Not far from here, Jesus of Nazareth stood on trial for His life.  Jesus told the truth—He is the Son of God.  The Jews condemned Him to death for blasphemy.  This put Him right where He wanted to be.  He was offering Himself as a sacrifice for the sins of the world.  Sacrificed for your sins and mine.  Thousands and thousands of burnt offerings had been sacrificed on the altar in the Temple.  But the only Son of God sacrificed Himself as a burnt offering for us on the altar of the Cross.  Suffered the torments of hell we deserved as He hung there.  More on that later.  Let’s continue to our next room.

4.
Our next room displays one of the epic battles in which God has been engaged in history.  Elijah thought he was the only person on God’s side in Israel.  He was a man on the run.  King Ahab had had enough of this renegade prophet.  A massive manhunt had been called.  In a plot twist, Elijah called the king out.  Elijah challenged the king to a contest of the gods.  Right here on Mount Carmel.  God versus Baal.  Two altars were set up.  Two sacrifices were made.  Two sets of prophets battled—450 prophets of Baal against one prophet of God.  Two gods battled.  The true God would send down fire from Heaven to consume His sacrifice.  The prophets of Baal went first.  All morning, they cried, “O Baal, Answer us!”  Nothing.  About noon, Elijah told them, “Shout louder!”  Still nothing.  All afternoon, Elijah continued to poke fun at them.  “Louder!  Maybe he’s deep in thought.  Maybe he’s indisposed.  Maybe he’s in Edom or Assyria or Egypt or Ethiopia.  Cry louder!”  The time for the evening sacrifice came.  Elijah told everyone, “Watch this.”  He rebuilt the altar by piling twelve stones on top of each other.  Naming each tribe of Israel as he went along.  He laid the wood across the altar.  He prepared the sacrifice according to the Mosaic law.  He spread it across the wood.  He then dug a trench around the altar.  A trench large enough to hold about half a bushel of wheat seed.  Twelve jars of water were poured over the altar.  Enough water to drench the sacrifice, the wood and the stones.  The runoff filled the trench around the altar.  Elijah prayed once.  Not hundreds of times like the prophets of Baal.  Just once.  God sent down fire to consume the sacrifice on Elijah’s altar, the wood, the stones and the water in the trench.  That’s how God was present on Mount Carmel.  He took a material form.  A visible form.  Fire.  So it is today.  He comes to us in a splash of water in our Baptism.  He comes to us in His very own body and blood with the bread and wine of Holy Communion.  He still manifests Himself in material ways so that this we receive a foretaste of the presence of God at the end of the tour.  A foretaste that moves us to continue our tour.

5.
This next mountain is a very special mountain.  This is Mount Tabor.  Five miles northwest of here is the town of Nazareth.  Major battles were fought here.  However, none of these battles compared to the biggest event that happened here.  Moses and Elijah appeared here and Jesus’ face was changed.  Moses and Elijah were there to glorify Jesus.  However, Peter put his foot in his mouth.  He understood that something awesome was happening.  He just didn’t know what to say, so he said the first thing that came to his mind—“Master, it is good for us to be here.  Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah” (Luke 9:33).  Peter was too busy trying to stay in the moment instead of listening to the moment.  He wanted to build shrines to keep the three there.  He wanted to keep his mountain top experience going.  He wanted to make the Son of God, the true object of our worship, into an idol.  Do we ever do this?  Do we ever try to make God into an idol?  What does this look like?  This is when we disrespect God.  When we come to church because we want to go through the motions.  When we come because someone wants us to be there.  When we come because we think God’s taking attendance.  When we come because there’s nothing better to do on Sunday mornings.  When we treat the body and blood of Jesus Christ as a magical potion to cure all our ills.  This does nothing more than make the object of our worship—the one and only righteous Son of God—into an idol.  We find ourselves like Peter, putting our feet in our mouths.  God the Father came down in a cloud to tell Peter to put a sock in it.  “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to Him” (Luke 9:35).  Jesus was preparing to complete His mission.  He was going to Jerusalem to pay for our sin.  We also must continue our tour.

6.
Our next room is a favorite spot for meditation and prayer.  Many people on the tour wish they could be left behind here so they can sense the power this place seems to have.  This is the Mount of Olives.  Further up the slope stands the Dome of the Ascension—a mosque standing on the spot where tradition tells us Jesus ascended into Heaven.  The mosque wasn’t here then.  A little down the hill is a small grove of olive trees named Gethsemane.  Of course, you know the grove was here then.  Jesus would often come here to be alone and pray to His Father.  It was here that Jesus made His triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  Zechariah prophesied this event as he said, “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion!  Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem!  See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey” (9:9).  Throngs of people, pilgrims coming to the Feast in Jerusalem, clamored around Jesus.  Proclaiming “Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest!” (Matthew 21:9).  Luke adds that some Pharisees in the crowd asked Jesus to rebuke his disciples.  Jesus replied, “If they keep quiet, the stones will cry out” (Luke 19:39-40).  His response is revealing.  This was a major event.  This was headline news.  Even nature would cry out because God was present in Jesus.  The King was coming to Jerusalem.  He was coming in flesh and blood.  He was bringing salvation.  Salvation to His people.  Salvation in His flesh and blood.  Not just salvation for those around Him or Jerusalem.  Salvation to you.  To me.  “See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation” (Zechariah 9:9).  The King has come.  And He has come for you.  His entry into Jerusalem for you led to His exit from Jerusalem for you, which is through this doorway.  Follow me.

7.
The end of the road is where most people in first-century Judea thought would be the end of Jesus’ road—Mount Calvary.  Here Jesus was nailed to a cross.  Executed as a common criminal.  The ultimate injustice.  Jesus was an innocent man.  We are poor, wretched, miserable sinners.  He was declared guilty.  We were declared innocent.  He told the truth.  We live in lies.  He was put to death.  We have been given eternal life.  He suffered our deserved torment in Hell.  We have been rewarded with His inheritance in Heaven.  But this was not just an earthly injustice.  This was an eternal injustice by the holy Son of God.  He caused us—poor, miserable, wretched sinners that we are—to be declared righteous, sinless, holy saints in the Father’s sight.  There won’t be sin in Heaven.  But Heaven will be filled with sinners.  We’ll be there.  That’s an injustice.  But it’s a wonderful injustice.  Now that we’ve been here, we can go to our last stop on the tour.  

8.
Our last stop is the last stop.  This is the chief of all mountains—Mount Zion.  Throughout the Bible and history, Mount Zion has meant many things.  It has been a hill in the city of Jerusalem.  It has been the entire city of Jerusalem.  It has been the Jewish synagogue.  It has been the holy Christian and apostolic church.  In Revelation, it is “the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, [which John saw] coming down out of heaven from God” (21:2).  Mount Zion will exist after all other mountains are gone.  It is this mountain where God has proclaimed:  “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them.  They will be His people, and God Himself will be with them and be their God.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away” (Revelation 21:3-4).  This mountain is the culmination of all the mountains on our tour.  It is the chief of the mountains because it is where God has promised to be.  Words really can’t describe this mountain.  John was forced to use the image of a city made from precious stones to convey the sheer beauty and glory.  The eternal, complete, pure presence of God.  What’s this like?  I hate to sound negative, but it’s nothing we can even fathom.  There is complete peace.  What do I mean?  No war.  No hatred.  No pain.  No misunderstandings.  No sorrow.  No depression.  No divisions.  No sickness.  No hunger.  No injustice.  No day.  No night.  No need for protection.  No bills.  No student loan interest.  No drugs.  No sin.  No death.  No taxes.  This is what we have to look forward to.  Can you imagine a place like this?  But this is what we’ve been promised.  This promise tells us that whether we spend more time on the mountains or in the valleys while we’re on Earth God is with us.  The sacrifice of Jesus on Mount Calvary has paid our admission.  This makes coming into God’s presence easier.  As with Mount Ararat, the judgment has taken place.  Mount Zion is a new beginning.  Unlike Ararat, this is a completely new beginning.  As I said, the judgment has taken place.  We’ve been judged righteous because of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  Noah’s sacrifice moved God to say, “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood” (Genesis 8:21).  Jesus’ sacrifice and our presence here on Mount Zion say that every inclination of our hearts will be good, pure and holy.  And already now, because Jesus died for you, God counts every inclination of your heart as good, pure and holy.  Everything evil in you has been paid for by Christ.  This promise is the reason we say, “Come, Lord Jesus,” and really look forward to His coming.

9.
We at the Museum for the Mountains of the Lord want to thank you for your patronage this morning.  We have seen a great deal this morning as we have gone up to the mountain of the Lord.  Every mountain has had one thing in common:  our gracious Lord was present there with His people.  Our gracious God is with us here, too.  This church is our mountain of the Lord.  Each Sunday our Lord meets us here and gives us a foretaste of what Mount Zion, the chief of all mountains, will be like.  He is here in His Word and His body and blood.  These precious gifts are the reason why we can say, “Come, Lord Jesus.”  Amen.
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