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Exegetical Work (Gospel of Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21) 

 Ash Wednesday begins the Lenten season. Lent is the 40-day period before Easter 
designated for reflection and building stronger relationships with God, both as 
individuals and as communities. Ash Wednesday and Lent feature a call to repentance--
---a renewed turning toward God so our relationships may be genuine.  

Many will be devoting themselves intentionally to their relationship with God during this 
Lenten season. They will be reading devotionals, attending special services and Bible 
studies, and perhaps trying to practice more discipline in our spiritual practices. As 
Jesus says in our Gospel reading for this day, “Beware!” It is so easy to place ourselves 
at the center in such efforts, and that is always a slippery slope. 

The text from Matthew speaks clearly to us. We do not do such preparations in order to 
be seen by others, thereby gaining something for ourselves, even status. We do such 
preparations to rid ourselves of all things, to empty ourselves. We do this in order to be 
filled by God in Christ.  When we do this, the focus should not be on our work, but on 
the work of God in Christ Jesus. 

The 6 chapter starts off with “Take heed that ye do not your righteousness before 
others.” This verse refers to Matthew 5:20, where the disciples were told righteousness 
must exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees. Matthew's fifth chapter deals with the 
actions themselves, but this sixth chapter treats of the motives and manners of our 
actions and a pointing to the action of God. 
 
The text begins, "Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by 
them." The word translated here as "piety" is actually "righteousness" (dikaiosyne) and 
is the focus through the entire Sermon on the Mount in Matthew.  

 
Righteousness is not an obedience to rules, but to an inward faithfulness and obedience 
to the spirit of the love of God, love of neighbor and care of the self.  Matthew's vision of 
living well applies to both our private lives and the life of the church.  Lent, and this 
series, is a time when we strip away all the frills to get at the basics of what it means to 
be Christian.  
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Preaching the Text (ideas, illustrations, connections with Living Well) 

As Lutherans, or Christians in general, the way we work on our spirituality is not through 
some practices we created, especially when they are done to impress others which our 
text clearly calls out as sin. The practices we participate in are created by God and in 
them God comes to us. 

God promises to come to us in our baptism. 
God promises to come to us in communion. 
God promises to come to us in worship. 
God promises to come to us in the rightly preached Word. 

We who do these practices recognizing that the “work” we are doing isn’t our work but 
God’s.  In addition to the list above there is a host of ways that God comes to us such 
as through Daily devotional Bible reading, Private Prayer (fixed hour prayer, Jesus 
prayer, etc.), Journaling, Lectio Divina and/or Meditation.  You and your 
congregation/parish may take an opportunity to add to the list. 

Regular practice of the spiritual disciples is how we work on our spiritual life.  They are 
the means that God uses to come to us and should not be neglected.  When I hear 
Lutherans ask how to be more spiritual, I often wonder if they are regularly practicing 
the ancient practices of the faith. 

At this point, it is worth reminding ourselves and our listeners working on spirituality 
through the spiritual disciplines leads us to understand that it really isn’t us working.  We 
are called to simply respond to the gentle whisper of the Holy Spirit. We are called to 
slow down enough to sense God’s connectedness to us.  Remember, the work in the 
disciplines is all God’, so we do these practices in joyful anticipation that by giving 
ourselves we will be truly know and believe we have been found. We do these things 
not as phony hypocrites, but rather in order to be real about our origins and our destiny. 

The ashes on our foreheads remind us that, like Adam and Eve, made from the dust of 
the ground. We are in this world because of a God who loved us and formed us.  
The sign of the cross on our foreheads serves not only to remind us that we are dust, 
but also as a reminder that God has a claim on us in Baptism.  
 
The sign of the cross we wear on our foreheads on Ash Wednesday is not there only 
one day a year. It is the cross that is burned on our foreheads by the fire of the Holy 
Spirit to mark us as God’s own. We show it once a year to remind ourselves that we 
belong to God. We remind ourselves that we die, daily to sin. We remind ourselves that 
Jesus resurrection is our future. We will return to dust, but God is not finished with us. 
Wear your brand in humility, but never in shame. For it is the obvious reminder of God’s 
love and claim on you. 
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Sacramental Connections (quote from above) 

As Lutherans, or Christians in general, the way we work on our spirituality is not through 
some practices we created, especially when they are done to impress others which our 
text clearly calls out as sin. The practices we participate in are created by God and in 
them God comes to us. 

God promises to come to us in our baptism. 
God promises to come to us in communion. 
God promises to come to us in worship. 
God promises to come to us in the rightly preached Word. 

Children’s Sermon 

Invite the children to gather around the baptismal font.  Talk to them about their baptism 
including the promise made by God and cross made on their forehead.  Talk to them 
about the ashes which will be placed on their forehead.  Let them know the ashes on 
their foreheads serve as a reminder they are children of God and disciples of Christ and 
that just as Christ died and was raised to new life, so are we.  Let them know you are 
beginning a series about living well.  Tonight, the focus is on living well spiritually.  
Encourage them and their families to begin a spiritual practice at home of placing water 
on each other’s foreheads, making a cross and saying, “You are a child of God, Jesus 
loves you.”  This spiritual practice will help families remember who they are and to 
whom they belong.  Depending on the size of your group, you may want to model what 
you are asking them to do at home.  Close in prayer and thank them for joining you at 
the font. 

 

Illustrations/Quotes/Resources 

From the Portico Website: 

“Living well is a personal journey that presents each of us with unique opportunities to 
steward our gifts in all dimensions of our lives. It is up to us to tend these dimensions 
of our well-being so we may live as resilient people for the sake of the world.” 

“Living a centered life focused on God affects each aspect of our well-being. Turn to 
God for strength as you seek to live well in Christ. Nurture your relationship with God 
through prayer, devotions, worship, nature, art, and music. Explore who you are and 
know whose you are.” 

Martin Luther in “A Simple Way to Pray: A Letter to His Barber” 
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Prayer of the Day 

Gracious God, out of your love and mercy you breathed into dust the breath of life, 
creating us to love you, serve our neighbors and care for ourselves. Strengthen us to 
live as you would have us live with confidence in the mercy of your Son, Jesus Christ, 
our Savior and Lord, who lives with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. 
 
Hymn of the Day 
 
“We Were Baptized in Christ Jesus”                            ELW 698 
 
 
Synod Challenge: 

Creating wells gives access to clean water, which is one of the biggest challenges to 
overcoming poverty, so giving money to create wells is one of the most powerful 
opportunities to help others “live well”.  With a simple well, or spring box, AS MANY AS 
500 FAMILIES gain access to clean, safe water.  If one figures an average of just four 
per family, one well will potentially provide clean water to 2000 people or more. 

If possible, pass the bowl from the baptismal font to collect money for wells in the 
Central African Republic 

 
 
 

 

 


