Sermon for Ash Wednesday

February 25, 2009 

Texts:  Psalm 51:1-17; Deuteronomy 5:1-21; Romans 2:12-16; Matthew 5:17-20
Tonight, after listening to this sermon

And confessing in song how we have wandered from God,
We will be invited into the so-called Lenten discipline.

We will begin the season of Lent,

By acknowledging our need for repentance

And by pleading for help in resisting

Whatever it is that leads us away from God and neighbor.

We will confess our sins
And call for God’s mercy toward us.

In an act of both penitence and renewal,

We will receive ashes on our foreheads in the shape of a cross,

Reminding us of how the cross releases us from our sin.
Tonight is indeed a night for expressing our repentance.
But how is it we know.
What we have done wrong?
We came here this evening expecting to confess our sins,

But how are brought to the knowledge of the sin we need to confess?

What is it that tells us how we are separated us from God

And from our fellow human beings?

We aren’t born knowing right from wrong.

We need something that guides us.

As Christians and Jews, we are brought to the knowledge of our sinfulness,

Through the Law, God’s Gift to Israel and to us.  

For us as Christians, the Scriptures, both the New and the Old Testaments

Reveal God’s Law to us.
The Ten Commandments are a cornerstone of the Law.

This evening Brad read the version of the Ten Commandments

Found in the book of Deuteronomy,

Which is Moses’ last sermon to people of Israel.

During each week in Lent we will look
At one or more of the Ten Commandments,
And discuss the ways in which these commandments

Reveal our sin to us.

Tonight as you walked into church

You were given a stone to hold in your hand.

This stone and ones that you will receive in the coming weeks

Will remind you of the stones of sin that you carry with you.

Only you know what those sins are.

Only you know how those sins

Are weighing you down,
And eating at the relationships that make up your life.

As you feel the stone’s roughness,

And its sharp edges,

Think and pray about the ways 
In which sin tears at your life.
Pray about the ways in which the Ten Commandments
Help you to know how you have been separated 

From God and from the people you care about.  

The gift of God’s Law reveals your sin to you 
And drives you to penitence.

But penitence with no means of release from sin

Would weigh you down and destroy your hope.

As Christians, we have an alternative to hopelessness.
Our hope is grounded in Jesus Christ

Whose death on the cross

Is the key that releases us from the power of sin.

If the Law reveals us to be sinners,

It also drives us to realize how much we need the Gospel,

The Good News that Jesus died for us,
And freed us from sin.   

Tonight, we experience that hope in Matthew’s Gospel.
As we hear about Jesus as the fulfillment of the Law.
Now, many of Jesus’ contemporaries had accused him
Of being lax in his regard for the Law.  

They had seen him disobey a dietary law here or there,

Or fail to follow some ritualistic cleansing,

Or eat with people who were believed to be unclean.  

Yet in tonight’s Gospel,

Jesus says emphatically,

I did not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets,

But to fulfill them.

For Jesus and his contemporaries,

The term:  “The Law and  the Prophets”
Was another way of saying the Scriptures.

It is not very difficult to see Jesus
As the fulfillment of the Prophets.

Throughout Matthew’s Gospel,

He quotes the Hebrew Scriptures no less than 14 times,

To show the original Jewish Christian readers
How Jesus fulfilled many of the Old Testament prophecies.
However, to understand what it means

That Jesus is the fulfillment of the Law

Takes a little more pondering.
If you fulfill something,

Like fulfilling all the requirements for admission to a particular college,

Or fulfilling the entry prerequisites for the job you want,

It means that you have met the mark.
What was Jesus telling his listeners

When he said that he came to fulfill the Law?

I think that Jesus was telling them that he saw his entire life

Through the lens of the Hebrew scriptures,
And reminding them of the high esteem in which he held the Law,

Which is, after all his Father’s gift to the people.

His life was lived as a fulfillment of the Law,

Meeting its mark,

Both by obedience to Law and by a deeper interpretation of it. 

It is truly Good News for us,
Who are shown to be sinners by the Law,

And who repeatedly miss its mark,

That Jesus fulfills the Law, because he fulfills it for us.  

As we see our shortcomings in the face of the Law,

The places where we have missed the mark,

We are driven to our need for Jesus,

Who came to pay our debts 

When we have come up short in our struggles to meet God’s Law,

If, as the last verse of the Gospel states,

We have to be more righteous

Than the Pharisees,

To enter the Kingdom of Heaven,

It is not by our own righteousness

That we can gain an entry ticket to heaven.

It is through the righteousness 

Of the one who came to earth for us,

That we are indeed made righteous.  

The Good News for us tonight,
Who hold this rock of sin in our hands

Reflecting on how we have missed the mark of the Law,

Is that we are truly compelled to depend
On the Gospel that our righteousness and salvation

Have already been earned for us,

By the only One who is able to fulfill the Law.

Yes, you may feel weighed down by the rocks of your sin,

But by grace, through faith,

That weight can be removed from you.

When you come before God tonight,

Confessing your sin,

Telling God how you have missed the mark,

You will be made more righteous than the Pharisees,

Not by what you have done,

But by the grace of the Messiah,

The Lord’s own anointed One.

Amen
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