
Sermon for February 14, 2018 – Ash Wednesday
Sermon Texts:
Joel 2: 1-2, 12-17
Isaiah 58: 1-12
Psalm 51: 1-17

Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21

II Corinthians 5: 20b - 6:2

Sermon Title:
"Now is the Day of Salvation"

Sermon Topic:   Ash Wednesday

Sermon Purpose: To teach the reason we need to express our faith in (and to renew our commitment to) Jesus Christ, during Lent.

......................................

Sermon Prayer:  We come with all the pressures and attitudes of the world around us, Lord.  As we read the Scriptures and as we hear the Word of God, enable us to know Your vision for our lives and Your Will in our ministry.  In Jesus' precious name, we pray.  Amen.

Recently, a pastor surveyed a hundred members of various churches in his community about the significance of the cross.  This is the question he asked: "Would it make any difference in your life if Christ had not died on the cross?"  Remember now, he asked this question of church members.  Here are the results:

· 45 said they didn't think it would make any difference.

· 25 said they thought so, but when asked what the difference would be, they weren't sure.

· 20 said it made all the difference in how they lived and believed.

· 10 said they didn't know, because they didn't know what the cross was all about.

Is there something wrong with this picture?  Only twenty percent felt the cross made a difference in how they lived and what they believed.  How sad!  The cross is at the very center of the Christian faith.  Christ's crucifixion is mentioned in every book of the New Testament - except Philemon, 2 John, and 3 John.  That's a statement about the centrality of the cross in the New Testament.  The cross is the symbol of our salvation.  It's a constant reminder of what God has done in our behalf.

In California, a small boy accidentally fell into an abandoned mine shaft.  His playmate ran for help.  Rescue workers moved in by the score.  Heavy machinery was brought in and tons of dirt began to be moved.  Finally, after two days and nights of digging, the little boy was rescued successfully and appeared to be in excellent condition.  His mother said, later, about his condition, "Well, he was very hungry and very dirty."  After a night in the local hospital, he was released and sent home in good health.  In a couple days he persuaded his father to take him back to the place where the accident had occurred.  
The little boy was shocked!  He saw a mountain of earth that had been removed by great machinery.  He looked up at his father and said, "Daddy, do you mean they did all this for me?"  His father hugged him tightly and with tears in his eyes he said, "Yes, all this was done to save you."  That's what the cross means to Christians: "All this was done to save you."

Are you familiar with the expression, "knock wood?"  Many of us knock on wood before undertaking a project.  It's supposed to be good luck.  Sometimes, we knock on wood when we make a comment so as not to jinx ourselves, or not to bring bad luck. 
The "knock on wood" superstition is supposed to have originated in the practice of touching wood on the occasion of good fortune, in gratitude to Christ - who is associated with a wooden cross.

We all ought to be knocking on wood daily for what Christ has done for us.  Allegedly, a long time ago, a question was asked: "How will sinful humankind come to the Father?"

Jesus gave the answer, "Over my dead body."

That is the immediacy of what Christ has done in our behalf.  He has torn down the wall that separated us from God.  He has given Himself as a sacrifice on our behalf.  He has provided us with the opportunity to begin a new life - a life of purpose and of power.  That's the first thing we need to see - the immediacy of what Christ has done.  But we also need to consider the intimacy of what He has done.
A fourteen-foot bronze crucifix was stolen from Calvary Cemetery in Little Rock, Arkansas, a while ago.  For more than fifty years that crucifix had stood at the entrance to the cemetery.  Now it was gone.  Thieves, apparently, cut it off at its base and hauled it away in a pickup.

The cross was donated to the cemetery in 1930 and was valued at the time at ten thousand dollars.
After it was stolen, probably it was cut into small pieces and sold as scrap metal for fifty cents a pound.  Police said the 900 pound cross probably brought only about $450.  Obviously the thieves didn't know the value of that cross.  I guess if you don't understand the significance of what happened on Calvary two thousand years ago, crosses do come pretty cheap.  Calvary's cross didn't come cheap to God.

A couple years ago, 12-year-old girl and her parents drove across five states and traveled 1,300 miles to thank the man who saved her life.  Tanya Gentz came from Galveston, Texas, to Charlotte, North Carolina, through a record snowstorm in Tennessee that held them up for two days.  Tanya had one purpose in mind.  She wanted to thank, and hug, and praise the man who gave his bone marrow to cure her leukemia.  "I'm the only person that could have done this for her," the man said.  Tanya put it this way, "It's hard to thank somebody who gave you your life."

Yes it is.  And yet, that's the position in which we find ourselves.  We begin this Lenten season thanking the One who gave us our lives.  How shall we thank Him?  With fasting?  We might.  With a cross drawn with ashes on our foreheads?  That might be helpful, too.  But the most appropriate response is to make a renewed commitment to live a Christ-like life as God grants us the ability.  God's love for us is immediate and it is intimate.  Our response should be urgent.  Now is the day of salvation.

Let’s prepare our hearts and minds to receive God's gift through the Sacrifice of Christ Jesus, our Lord. Let’s have a moment of quiet meditation.

[Slow count to 30]

Amen.
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