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Talk about good works, growth in holiness, and discipline easily makes Lutherans uncomfortable. To be sure, there is the 
ever-present danger of the Pharisees, the idea that holiness is a matter of external acts. To think that being a Christian 
simply means that you don’t smoke, drink, or chew, or go with girls that do. That as long as you aren’t a bank-robbing 
serial killer, you’re a pretty good person. 
 
There is the also false yet popular teaching that good works as part of the means of attaining salvation, that they complete 
and perfect what faith can only begin, that we are continually working higher up the ladder towards salvation by what we 
do. With such ideas it’s entirely understandable that someone at some point would overreact. As the Reformation moved 
into its second generation, some taught that good works were harmful to salvation. 
 
Our Lutheran fathers, and we ourselves, publicly confess that we “are falsely accused of forbidding good works,” rather 
we teach “we what is pleasing to God in every station and vocation in life.” Because there stand the words of Jesus: 
“when you give to the needy…. when you pray…. when you fast.” Christians do these things, they live a certain way. 
We heard our Lord’s warning against “practicing righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them.” 
He also says in this same sermon: “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and 
give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matt 5:16).  
 
Peter speaks of the qualities, the excellent things that Christians are to supply from their faith: virtue, knowledge, self-
control, steadfastness, godliness, brotherly affection, and love. That is, to know and pursue what is good and godly, to 
resist, flee, and put to death what is evil, to desire the good of others, and demonstrate selfless, sacrificial love to all others. 
The Christian life is to be filled with these things. In short, Peter is teaching on and exhorting us to good works.  
 
Lent focuses us on special devotion and self-denial. Often through the lens of the three disciplines which our Lord speaks 
of in today’s Gospel: selfless giving to those in need, prayer and the Word of God, and fasting, that is, self-denial. Notice 
two things here: all three direct us out of ourselves and toward God and toward others. Christian good works are not 
steps to self-improvement, getting to be a better you just for your own sake, they are to serve your neighbor. The focus is 
not inward, but outward.  
 
The second thing to notice is the day on which we hear these words. The Lenten season, in which we are particularly 
exhorted to apply ourselves to holy living, begins with an inescapable reminder: you can’t save yourself. What comes out 
of you, what comes of your own will and desire and power, ultimately leads only to death. All that we have and strive after 
in this life can be stolen by thieves, eaten up by moths, and destroyed by rust. And we ourselves will return to dust. 
 
There’s a huge divide. It stands between what we are instructed in and exhorted to in Holy Scripture, and who and what 
we are and are capable of in ourselves. Except the divide has been bridged. Where death reigned, life arose. Lent especially 
directs our attention to the holy suffering and death of our Lord Jesus Christ. We see it illustrated so beautifully in the 
cover art of the bulletin. The face of our Lord who comes to Adam and Eve is almost an exact copy of Adam’s face. 
Adam and Eve heard the words of judgment against the Serpent, the promise that one of their descendants would be the 
Second, the New Adam, who would resist temptation where they had not, would deny Himself where they had lusted and 
seized against the command of God, would bear their sin and that of all their children, and in suffering a bruised heel, 
descending into death, He would crush Satan’s head and arise victorious. 
 
This is what Peter speaks of in the opening verses of today’s epistle. This is the content of “the knowledge of God and 
of Jesus our Lord.” Knowledge not just in the sense of knowing the events of history, but knowing that all this has been 
done for us. This is the “divine power” - what God has accomplished for us, doing on our behalf what we could not do 
ourselves. It has “granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness.” In hearing the words and promises of 
God for us in Christ Jesus, we are given the very things that grant new and eternal life to us when they are received by 
faith. 
 
This is also what gives all things that pertain to godliness. Holy living comes from receiving the forgiveness of sins. It does 
not come from s drumming up the power and motivation to do better from within ourselves. It is given through a sharing 
in, a communion with, Christ. He is the source of good works; He is what enables holiness to grow in our lives. We have 



“become partakers,” sharers in, “the divine nature,” Peter says. The glory and excellence of Christ that gives us 
forgiveness, life, and salvation, is also what grants “all things that pertain to godliness.”  
 
Today you received, you look around at others and you see a symbol of your mortality, a reminder of your inability to live 
let alone be holy on your own. You also receive today, in every Divine Service, not just a symbol or a reminder, but the 
very “precious and…great promises” of God in Christ Jesus, granted to you by His own word as He gives you His 
body and blood. It is granted in the hearing of the Gospel, the forgiveness of sins, in the remembrance of what you have 
already received in Holy Baptism, where you were joined to and clothed in the one who has obtained all “that pertain[s] 
to life and godliness.”  
 
It's easy to get excited about Ash Wednesday and the ceremony that is unique to this one day of the year. But the greater 
thing, the answer to what Ash Wednesday reminds us of in all its gritty, smudgy clarity, is given you in every Divine 
Service. There is the means by which you grow in grace, this is how God strengthens and preserves your faith. It is also 
what enables you to grow in holiness of living, what turns you outward from yourself. That is ever the call for the 
Christian, not just in Lent, but in your entire life. You need it not just once a year, four times a year, twice a month, there’s 
never a time you don’t need it, because there’s never a time when a Christian doesn’t need what our Lord gives.  
 
Do you battle against vices, against pet sins that you cannot quit? Come and hear the absolution, hear what God has said 
of you in Holy Baptism, that your sins, not you, but your sins, are dead to Him, and so you really can die to them as well. 
Do you long for stronger faith in God? Do you want to love your neighbor more, to learn to soften your heart and forgive 
him? Then come to Communion, where you receive what was freely laid down in perfect faith and love for you. In these 
things you are not taught to live in a farce, a mere outward appearance of goodness. Here you confess your own inability 
and helplessness, and at the same time you receive all the benefits and power of what your Lord has accomplished on the 
cross and by His resurrection.   
 
In Christ you already have the things Peter speaks of: virtue, knowledge, self-control, steadfastness, godliness, brotherly 
affection, and love. It is good and it is possible, with His divine help and by His continual giving of these things in the 
Means of Grace, to pursue them in your life, to bring them out of the treasury that has been handed over to you, and set 
them in your life. Not for the purpose of others to see and praise you, not for you yourself to glory in, but for godliness to 
shine in you simply for what it is. That is seen, but it is your Father in heaven who is praised for it. Your good works, the 
holiness of living which Lent encourages you to pursue and cultivate, come only from the glory and excellence of the Son 
going to the cross for you. There you see that selfless life of faith in His Father and love for all others which you yourself 
have come to know and receive. 
 
 
 


