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Ash Wednesday and the Days Following
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ASH WEDNESDAY

The Force of a Command
Read Luke 13:1–5

Return to Me with all your heart, with fasting, with 
weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts 
and not your garments. Joel 2:12–13a

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the British 
Royal Navy was at the height of its power, superior officers custom-
arily spoke to their subordinates with great courtesies. An admiral 
might send the message, “My compliments to the captain. If he finds 
it convenient, would he please join me for dinner?” However, the in-
vitation carried the force of a command; no captain in his right mind 
would ignore the admiral’s invitation! It was always convenient to 
obey. Great regret would come upon the captain who refused!

So it also is with the Word of the Lord. Pastors and theologians 
sometimes speak about God’s invitations to us. For example, Luther 
wrote in his Small Catechism, “God tenderly invites us to believe” 
(Introduction to the Lord’s Prayer). However, the courteous and gra-
cious invitations of our Divine Admiral should never be ignored, no 
matter how gentle or optional they might sound!

Speaking through Joel, God invited His people, “Return to Me.” 
Like the invitation of a British admiral, God’s invitation carries the 
force of a command. Do not ignore God’s invitation to repent of sin, 
thus continually returning to the Christ to be saved! The call to repen-
tance must be obeyed. Great regret will come upon those who refuse.

Help me, Lord, to return, according to Your command. Amen.
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THURSDAY AFTER ASH WEDNESDAY

The Wisdom of the Cross
Read 1 Corinthians 1:18–25

Behold, My servant shall act wisely; He shall be high 
and lifted up, and shall be exalted. Isaiah 52:13

When Isaiah said, “high and lifted up, and . . . exalted,” he was 
speaking about our Lord’s crucifixion. Jesus Himself spoke about His 
cross in that same manner, saying, “I, when I am lifted up from the 
earth, will draw all people to Myself ” (John 12:32; Jesus said this “to 
show what kind of death He was going to die,” v. 33). Speaking about 
the crucifixion, Isaiah wanted us to know that our Lord acted wisely 
when He voluntarily died for us: “Behold, My servant shall act wisely.”

Death is a strange sort of wisdom, especially the terrible death 
of crucifixion. But the wisdom of this particular death is made clear 
by the resurrection. The world wants nothing to do with the resur-
rection. When the Word and Wisdom of the Cross is preached, the 
world calls it “foolishness”; the Scriptures call it “the power of God” 
(1 Corinthians 1:18).

Because Jesus acted wisely on the cross, His wisdom is now ours. 
Our Lord’s wisdom comes to us through preaching, Baptism, and the 
Sacrament of the Altar. Thus, we become wise; thus, even the young-
est, most infantile, and most freshly baptized Christian possesses 
more wisdom than all the philosophers in the world put together.

Give me Your Spirit, Lord, that I may remain “wise for salvation” (2 Timothy 
3:15). Amen.
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FRIDAY AFTER ASH WEDNESDAY

Marred beyond Human Semblance
Read John 19:1–11

Many were astonished at You—His appearance was 
so marred, beyond human semblance, and His form 
beyond that of the children of mankind. Isaiah 52:14

“Behold the man!” (John 19:5). That is what Pontius Pilate said to 
the chief priests and others who had brought Jesus to Pilate. Hoping 
to satisfy their thirst for blood, Pilate had previously turned Jesus over 
to his men, who flogged and tortured our Lord. Once the torture was 
complete, Pilate presented Jesus to His accusers, saying, “Behold the 
man!”

Why did Pilate say, “Behold the man”? It might have been nec-
essary. None of our Lord’s accusers—having stood face-to-face with 
Him—might have been able to recognize Him any longer. “Many 
were astonished at You.” It must have been terribly difficult to look 
at Jesus in that moment, just prior to His final torment on the cross. 
“Marred, beyond human semblance, and His form beyond that of the 
children of mankind.” Jesus was not even recognizable as a human 
being. “I am a worm, and not a man” (Psalm 22:6).

Being reduced to nothing, Jesus suffered to make us into some-
thing. As a result of His marred semblance of a man, He gave us the 
semblance of God, righteous and pure forever.

Dearest Jesus, by the power of Your marred human semblance, crucified 
and lifted up, give me the semblance of God, both Your Father and mine. 
Amen.
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SATURDAY AFTER ASH WEDNESDAY

Startled
Read Matthew 27:45–54

So shall He sprinkle many nations. Kings shall shut 
their mouths because of Him, for that which has not 
been told them they see, and that which they have not 
heard they understand. Isaiah 52:15

In a footnote, the English Standard Version of the Bible offers the 
word startle as an alternative for sprinkle in this verse: “He [Jesus] 
shall startle many nations; Kings shall shut their mouths because of 
Him.” The “shut mouths” refers not to silence but to the appalling 
nature of our Lord’s death that it would make even powerful men 
cover their mouths with their hands. Powerful men would stand in 
awe because the death of Jesus delivered a startling revelation: “that 
which has not been told them they see, and that which they have not 
heard they understand.”

A Roman centurion (“ruler of one hundred”) stood at the cross 
while Jesus died. Our Lord’s suffering—together with the sign over His 
head, the jeers of His enemies, and the sorrow of His friends—”star-
tled” the centurion’s confession of Christ. The centurion was awed 
and appalled by his own work that day; “kings shall shut their mouths 
because of Him.” However, the centurion could not remain silent. 
Our Lord opened the centurion’s lips so that his mouth might speak 
praise: “Truly this was the Son of God!”

“O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare Your praise” (Psalm 
51:15). Amen.


