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In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. Our sermon text for today is the
Gospel reading, Matthew 6:1-21, particularly the verse where Jesus says, “For where your treasure is, there your
heart will be also.” So far the Word of the Lord.
“You have mercy on all, O Lord, and abhor nothing you have made. You look past the sins of men that
they may repent. You spare them all because you are our Lord, our God.” Those were the words of the antiphon
from the Introit today. While those words aren’t recorded in Scripture, which is why it is called a “liturgical text”
in your inserts, they are still true because they do conform to what the Word of God teaches about God’s mercy.
God is merciful, slow to anger, and abounds in steadfast love (Ps 103:8). “If you, O LORD, kept a record
of sins, O Lord, who could stand? But with You there is forgiveness; therefore you are feared” (Psalm 130:3-4).
It is precisely because our Lord has the authority to forgive sins that causes us to fear Him. For He who can
forgive sins can also withhold such forgiveness. This is why the Christian life is one of daily repentance, for apart
from repentance and faith our sins remain and forgiveness is withheld. Consider the Fourth part of Baptism:
“What does such baptizing with water indicate? It indicates that the Old Adam in us should by daily contrition
and repentance be drowned and die with all sins and evil desires, and that a new man should daily emerge and
arise to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.”
Perhaps nowhere else in the Church Year do we see this call to daily contrition so clearly than on Ash
Wednesday. We can literally see it; the ashes on our foreheads remind us that “dust we are and to dust we shall
return” (Gen 3:19) as we heard in the Old Testament reading. Every day is a gift from God, but as Job confesses,
“The Lord gives, and the Lord takes away” (Job 1:21). We don’t take our days on earth for granted, which is why
we pray along with the Psalmist, “Teach us to number our days, that we may get a heart of wisdom” (Ps 90:12).
So each day, we walk in repentance, and look to He who forgives those sins. Lent is about Christ. In Lent,
we journey with Him to the cross, confessing He was stricken, smitten, and afflicted for our sake.
Ash Wednesday officially begins the journey. When it was brought to my attention that the past three
Sundays’ paraments were historically violet instead of green, I did not like it. I like to keep my Lent separate from
everything else. That’s exactly why we made the switch, though. We don’t do things the way the pastor likes it,
but how the Church has historically taught it, when of course, it serves the purpose of teaching the Faith and keeps
Christ as the focus!
Sure enough what amazed me was how much a simple color on the altar, pulpit, lectern, and stole truly
helped change my mindset. The Gesima Sundays are known as “Pre-Lent” for a reason; their intent is to help us
prepare to journey with Christ to the cross. Just as we don’t simply decide one day to go on a trip, but instead
mentally prepare and physically pack for days sometimes even weeks before embarking, so also the “Pre-Lent”
Sundays help us prepare for the expedition to the cross. The violet paraments can’t help but get you thinking
about the Lenten season earlier than usual.
It helps prepare us for the three things our Lord expects of us as He taught in the Gospel reading today;
that we give to the needy, that we pray, and that we fast. Notice Jesus doesn’t say, “if” we do these things, but
“when”. While these three things are a guide for the Christian life, they also show us where our treasures truly
are. Our treasures typically are our own wealth, our own free time, and our bellies. Our treasures are most easily
identified by where we spend our money. Or if we aren’t spending it, where we are hoarding it. Most of the time,
where does our money go? To our bank accounts, spent on our hobbies, and spent on food. The three things Jesus
expects of us aren’t limited to the Lenten season of course, but since this is a season of repentance, it is appropriate
to think about them especially now. Jesus not only suffered, was crucified, and died for us; His passion was
because of us!
Lent is a time to buckle down on our spiritual hygiene. We ought to be mindful of those who are in need
and actually give, we should be mindful of the importance of talking to God, our prayers should be without
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ceasing (1 Thes 5:17), and fasting, whether it be giving up food or some other sin or vice at least historically was
a regular feature of the Christian life. These three things help show us our idols that entice us to keep our money
for ourselves, that distract the use of our time with something else instead of prayer, and that lure us to indulge in
spending on things that go far and beyond what we need; that might even be harmful to us.
Giving things up for Lent is not just a Roman Catholic thing as I still to this day so often hear. Fasting for
the sake of striving to demonstrate self-control, a fruit of the Spirit, however, is 100% a Christian thing, because
it’s a Bible thing.
Giving to the needy, praying, and fasting are ultimately a benefit to our neighbor. Even though our sinful
flesh will always try to find ways for it to benefit, the Christian strives to make sacrifices that benefit our neighbor,
because we try to mirror the love of Jesus, who sacrificed His life for the benefit of us all. So, we do the works
God has given us to do anyways, despite our sin, because our neighbors need them. If we catch ourselves seeking
to glorify ourselves through giving to the poor, praying, or fasting, just repent! And cling to the sure hope that
that is precisely why Jesus died for you – to forgive your sins!
Sinful motivations are always going to be there in one way or another, but that shouldn’t deter us from
striving to bear the fruits of the spirit by the grace of God. If giving up chocolate or sweets or coffee or some food
item is an exercise of self-control, praise God! Increasing one’s self-control will benefit your neighbor in other
ways!
When Jesus warns, "Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by
them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven”, He isn’t teaching that all our spiritual
life should be behind closed doors. How could we ever bear each other’s burdens as Scripture teaches us to do if
we kept all spiritual matters private? Instead, we should have no shame in telling others our struggles or how we
are trying to give something up because we are trying to lead more God-pleasing lives. The danger is if we are
doing so to boast about ourselves, or even worse, if it somehow causes us to think that we are better Christians
than others, and therefore merit God’s favor more than someone else.
We are journeying with Christ to the cross. It is there alone that we find God’s favor and the reason for
God’s favor! It’s Jesus! Thus, Lent and whatever customs are attached to it, are all driving us back to daily
contrition and faith. For when we repent, we confess that our hearts do seek earthly treasures. Rather than letting
that lead us down a road of despair, faith believes the promise that Christ bore our sins. Faith holds onto the
promise that Jesus’ treasure is all for whom He died. Faith clings to the reality that though we are mortal, in Christ
we receive the medicine of immortality. In Christ, though we die, yet shall we live. We sing in the hymn, “Lord
Jesus Christ, You Have Prepared” v. 6, “Lord, I believe what You have said; help me when doubts assail me.
Remember that I am but dust, and let my faith not fail me. Your supper in this vale of tears refreshes me and stills
my fears and is my priceless treasure” (LSB #622). Your heavenly treasures come to you in the Word, and under
the bread and wine. Jesus gives you His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. By faith we receive such
forgiveness; by faith alone can we confess it is such a priceless treasure. Though the Lord remembers that we are
dust, this dust will be raised to eternal life. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

