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Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon us sinners. Amen. 
 

There are two great dangers which threaten the Christian on a day like today. The first is to see being a good Christian 
simply as a matter of outward acts. Today is the only other day of religious observance besides Christmas Eve that can fall 
in the middle of the week and yet you can still expect the church to be reasonably full (this sermon was written before 
today’s weather). Many people who don’t give much thought to their life as a Christian know enough to go to church on 
Ash Wednesday and get a little smudge on their forehead. That’s good as far as it goes. God be praised that His children 
know enough to be in church at least on this day, and Christmas, and Easter.  
 

A danger, a very real danger, is to think that simply putting one’s time in at the house of the Lord whether a few times a 
year or every week, showing up today and getting a smudge of ash on your forehead, is what makes you a Christian. That 
as long as you do that, you’re good. This is not a new problem. Much of what the Reformation was about was addressing 
people who had been taught their whole lives to put their hope for salvation in simply doing things the church told them 
to do: say these prayers, fast on these days, give up these foods, go on pilgrimage to some distant religious site, or better 
yet, go on Crusade, show reverence to bits of bone and cloth, attend church and see the body and blood of Christ lifted 
up. Do those things, it was said, and you’re a good Christian, and you have the reasonable hope of salvation. A salvation 
that was based on your works of discipline and obedience. 
 

In today’s Gospel, our Lord warns against taking up religious practices for the purpose of being seen by others. Do not 
think that being a godly person consists in writing checks and giving goods in a public way. If you want people to fawn 
over how generous you are by giving money to build a building and then naming it after yourself, you’ve got what you 
wanted. But don’t think that God is at all impressed. So also with prayers and practices like fasting. If it’s done for the 
purpose of others noticing and thinking well of you, you get what you want. But it is at the cost of doing it with devotion 
to God. 
 

So comes what I suppose is obligatory warning of this day. Do not think that Ash Wednesday is simply about getting 
ashes on your forehead. It means nothing if you are not repentant in your heart. If you think it is getting ashes that makes 
you righteous, that you don’t have to worry about taking what it means to heart and repenting, then it means worse than 
nothing, it means damnation. Ashes cannot save you. Ashes cannot please God. Neither can your fasting, prayers, or 
almsgiving. 
 

The prophet Joel makes clear that if it’s a contest between tearing your clothes in sorrow or your heart being broken in 
contrition, God would have the latter. “Rend your hearts and not your garments.” The people of Judah played patty-
cake with other gods and practiced the gross sins of fornication and child sacrifice. They neglected the widows and 
orphans and favored the wealthy. Yet they thought that as long as the required sacrifices were offered to the God of 
Israel, all would be well. Prophets like Isaiah sought to dispel the people of Judah of that notion. God commanded those 
sacrifices, but apart from a faith that recognized and trusted in what those sacrifices were given to accomplish, God hated 
them, wanted nothing to do with them: “What to Me is the multitude of your sacrifices? Says the LORD: I have 
had enough of burn offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of 
lambs, or of goats…Bring no more vain offerings” (Is 1:11, 13a). David teaches us in his psalm, “The sacrifices of 
God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, You will not despise” (51:17). 
 

No external practice, no good work, no discipline or pious act can substitute for the true acknowledgement of sin, saying 
that God’s Word is true when it condemns us as sinners. They cannot turn away God’s wrath for our sin. Such things are 
unable to ease the torments and terrors of conscience. They don’t replace true humbling before God that leads us to 
confess our sins for what they are. All these are worked in us by God’s Word. It is the Holy Spirit who shatters our self-
confidence and righteousness and indicts us as damned sinners. And it is faith, worked in our hearts by the Holy Spirit, 
which clings to Christ and His holy work on our behalf that delivers us from despair, that frees you from the worry of 
having done enough good or too much evil to be saved.  
 

A Christian is one who confesses himself as a poor sinner, and Christ as the sole savior and hope. It is not our works that 
are righteous or make us pleasing to God, it is Christ and His work. His perfect obedience, His innocent suffering the 
punishment for our sins and His suffering death and hell for us. 
 



But the other danger that arises today is to think that this truth, this hope and confidence, has nothing to do with our lives 
and conduct. To say that concern for holy living, for giving thought to how I as a Christian ought to live, has no place. It 
is to reject prayers, fasting, almsgiving, to reject ceremonies, such as ashes, because some wrongly place their trust in those 
things. We can just as easily place our trust in not doing things and say, “Well I am a better Christian because I don’t need 
those things!”  
 

Some think that our Lord’s warnings in Matthew 6 mean that Christians should not talk to one another about their 
spiritual disciplines. We ought not use them to try to one-up one another or impress others, but there is nothing in our 
Lord’s words that precludes us from sharing about our lives and struggles for the sake of the advice and encouragement 
from fellow Christians. So if you need and desire help in praying more regularly, in fighting against the sins and 
temptations that trouble you, talk to your spouse or friend or pastor. God has given them to you for that purpose. It’s 
entirely likely that the reason so many today fall away or struggle on their own is that we as a people have largely become 
uncomfortable or unwilling to speak with one another about these things. Partly at fault for that is this false idea that any 
deliberate effort towards godliness and especially talking to others about it is sinful. 
 

The heart that trusts and believes leads to confession not only with the mouth but with the body. Where there is 
contrition of the heart, this very often shows itself visibly. This is a regular part of our lives; when you are sad it is 
reflected in your countenance, the sorrow is carried in your voice. Someone cannot see into your heart to see that it is 
broken, but they can see in your face and hear in your speech that you are sad, what is external bears witness to what is 
unseen in the heart.  
 

We see this described for us in the beautiful account of Nineveh’s repentance. It’s interesting that the warning Jonah gives 
is of doom in 40 days. Looking around us, what if we took to heart the divine judgment that this land, that we ourselves, 
rightly deserve? What might this Lent look like it we dedicated ourselves to heartily repent and mourn the terrible sins of 
our day, knowing that they provoke God’s holy wrath? We would rightly be cut to the heart, and I hazard a guess that 
even our lives would look different. The king of Nineveh commands a fast, sackcloth, and ashes not only for himself and 
his people, but even for the animals, trusting in God’s mercy, and hoping that He will relent in His just judgment and 
wrath. 
 

We are plainly told that “God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster 
that He had said He would do to them, and He did not do it.” Just as we generally tell how someone is feeling by 
their external expression and acts, Scripture also speaks this way. God often identifies the condition of the heart by 
pointing to its fruits. So while our Lord warns against doing the works of almsgiving, prayer, and fasting for the purpose 
of being seen by others and praised by them, after the warning He goes on to give instructions for when the Christian 
does these things.  
 

The heart that knows the goodness and loving-kindness of the Lord is moved to call out to Him in prayer, is given a spirit 
of generosity and the charity it has received, and takes up the cross of self-denial, fighting against the sinful flesh not only 
by contrition and repentance, but disciplining it. Part of repentance is the desire to turn from sin, and in faith we make 
effort to do better. In our rite of Individual Confession and Absolution, after confessing any sins that trouble him, the 
penitent says, “I am sorry for all of this and ask for grace. I want to do better.” 
 

Holy Scripture gives us many positive examples of visible signs of the repentant heart. To rend one’s heart may well lead 
you to rend your garments, or weep tears as the sinful woman at Jesus’ feet, or beat one’s breast as the penitent tax 
collector, or as many did in the Bible and today, take up ashes as a sign of mourning over our sins and the sentence of 
death which we have brought upon ourselves.  
 

As Lutherans we freely and happily retain the ceremonies of the church that we have received from our fathers in the faith 
so long as they do not deny the Gospel. We retain them because they teach. And so the ashes which give their name to 
this day are entirely fitting and appropriate for the Christian to make use of. They teach that it is your body that must die 
and return to the dust from whence our father Adam came. And yet even as your soul is delivered from eternal death by 
the sacrifice of Christ for your sins, so also your body will be delivered, hence the ashes in the sign of the cross, the same 
sign made over you so often in the Divine Service, the same sign which the Small Catechism bids you to make each 
morning and evening at your prayers. Because it is the sign that was placed upon you in your baptism. With it is said the 
very Name which clamed you as God’s own child in those blessed waters given not to cleanse away dirt from the body, 
but to wash your soul and body with the blood of Christ.  
 

Turn us, O God, that we may be turned unto You. Bind up the wounds of our souls that we may be healed. Amen.  


