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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, the word of the Lord through the prophet Joel: “ ‘Yet 
even now,’ declares the LORD, ‘return to me with all your 
heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning’… Return 
to the LORD your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to 
anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and he relents over 
disaster.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 The Lord’s prophet Isaiah proclaims, “Your sins have 

separated you from your God” (59:2). That verse is one that 

any of you who have taken my catechism instruction over the 

years may recall, as it in a way gives us the title of that teaching 

illustration called “the Separation Syndrome.” We’ll learn all 

about that teaching illustration of Sin’s fallout in the weeks to 

come, that you may have a better understanding of sin’s ripple 

effect in daily life and thus better appreciate not only your 

need for a savior but the fullness and good order of the 

salvation that that Savior brings.  

 But, first, it is important to understand the two words 

that begin that entire verse: “Your sins.” And, that is why 

tonight is referred to as Ash Wednesday, that you may rightly 
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consider the weight of “your sin.” From Genesis 3, we know its 

end result – condemnation, damnation, the verdict: “Dust you 

are, and unto dust you shall return.” And, sometimes, that 

reference to ‘dust’ is why people believe this is referred to as 

Ash Wednesday. And, in some customary usage, it is… as some 

congregations trace the sign of the cross upon the forehead 

and repeat the phrase, “dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou 

return.”  

 But, perhaps tied in with that Genesis 3 reality, ash is a 

symbol of repentance and mourning over sin. The word ash 

almost certainly comes from the Hebrew word for fire – eish – 

a reminder that the deserved fate of our sin is condemnation, 

as Jesus himself describes the wicked as being cast into 

“unquenchable fire.” Thus, the faithful of old would cover 

themselves in sackcloth (and perhaps ash) to mourn their sins. 

This is how Joel speaks when he says in the chapter before our 

Old Testament reading, “Put on sackcloth and lament, O 

priests; … pass the night in sackcloth, O ministers of God!” 

Then, in the verses right before our text, “Fire devours before 

them (leaving ash), and behind them a flame burns (lingering 

condemnation).” 
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 Yes, we must recognize what it means that sin separates 

us from God. And, by sin, we mean not just the “idea” that we 

are unholy, but the very works of your mind, hands, mouth, 

and heart. Consider how Isaiah describes it in the verses that 

follow that first verse I quoted to you. Meditate richly on this 

extended quote of Isaiah 59, and God grant that its detail of 

sin’s evil convict your heart. The prophet says:  

 

[Y]our iniquities have made a separation 

    between you and your God, 

and your sins have hidden his face from you 

    so that He does not hear. 
3 For your hands are defiled with blood 

    and your fingers with iniquity; 

your lips have spoken lies; 

    your tongue mutters wickedness. 
4 No one enters suit justly; 

    no one goes to law honestly; 

they rely on empty pleas, they speak lies, 

    they conceive mischief and give birth to iniquity. 
5 They hatch adders' eggs; 

    they weave the spider's web… 
 

Their works are works of iniquity, 

    and deeds of violence are in their hands. 
7 Their feet run to evil, 

    and they are swift to shed innocent blood; 
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their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity; 

    desolation and destruction are in their highways. 
8 The way of peace they do not know, 

    and there is no justice in their paths; 

they have made their roads crooked; 

    no one who treads on them knows peace. 
9 Therefore justice is far from us, 

    and righteousness does not overtake us; 

we hope for light, and behold, darkness, 

    and for brightness, but we walk in gloom. 
10 We grope for the wall like the blind; 

    we grope like those who have no eyes; 

we stumble at noon as in the twilight, 

    among those in full vigor we are like dead men. 
11 We all growl like bears; 

    we moan and moan like doves; 

we hope for justice, but there is none; 

    for salvation, but it is far from us. 
12 For our transgressions are multiplied before You [O God], 

    and our sins testify against us; 

for our transgressions are with us, 

    and we know our iniquities: 
13 transgressing, and denying the LORD, 

    and turning back from following our God, 

speaking oppression and revolt, 

    conceiving and uttering from the heart lying words. 
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That is what is entailed when we say those seemingly simple 

words, “I, a poor miserable sinner.” And it does us no good to 

try and water it down or soften it, because then we rationalize 

it’s really not that big of a deal and perhaps can be forgiven 

much more easily than needing the death of Christ.  

 Those who think the glory of Christ’s death is 

embellished also think the weight of their sin is embellished, 

and they who downplay the work of Christ do so because they 

downplay the depth of their depravity. Yes, how often sin is 

euphemized to sympathetic terms so that it seems that 

otherwise good people have “tendencies,” or “problems” or 

“burdens.”  

 But those who sympathize away the dangers of sin also 

sympathize away the deeds of the Savior; those who downplay 

the separation man’s sin has caused also downplay the salvific 

work Christ has completed to reunite God and man.  

 But it’s the marvelous, awesome work of the cross 

which gives the Holy God all the atonement needed to pay for 

every last sin. It’s the merit of Christ crucified that pours forth 

all the righteousness needed to again turn the Lord’s ear to us, 

that he might call out as He does through the prophet, Joel:  
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“’Yet, even now,’ declares the Lord, ‘return to me with all 

your heart.’” (And then, the prophet continues the plea): 

“Return to the LORD your God, for he is gracious and 

merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love”… 

 

… slow to anger and abounding in love, why? – because Christ’s 

sacrifice satisfied the anger; Christ’s sacrifice consumed the 

wrath and rekindled God’s love.  

 And thus, the sinner is called to repentance not 

foremost in the threat of eternal fires turning on to ash, but 

foremost in the compassion and hope of the God who seeks to 

freely forgive for Christ’s sake… the God who desires to leave a 

grain offering and drink offering to bless His people with the 

very elements of the cross that reunited God and man, so that 

He even declares through the prophet Joel: “Behold, I am 

sending to you grain, wine, and oil, and you will be satisfied.” 

You see, then, that Christ has turned God’s wrath into 

love. He has turned the declaration of damnation into a call of 

repentance. He has turned the day of vengeance into the day 

of salvation. He has turned fasting into feasting, that even this 

Ash Wednesday is a day to partake of the gifts of salvation … so 

that St Paul can say in our epistle reading, “Behold, now is the 

favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation!” But, Paul 
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says that – not just as a declaration of celebration and euphoria 

– but also as an exhortation to repentance, even as he explains, 

“We (pastors) are ambassadors for Christ, God making his 

appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be 

reconciled to God.” In other words,  

‘Don’t pass up this opportunity to repent, for the day of fire 

and ash and condemnation is coming. But, in Christ 

crucified, you’ve been reconciled to God so that you may 

despair of your sins and trust that He is merciful and 

gracious, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love.’ 

 
Now, how does that tie in to our Gospel reading? Can’t the 

entire Gospel reading be summarized this way?: ‘Your 

righteousness is not something you have earned and ought 

pridefully flaunt before men, but is an ‘alien’ righteousness, a 

‘not-your-own’ righteousness the Lord has graciously bestowed 

upon you and other sinners as a gift through the atoning 

sacrifice of Christ Jesus. Thus, in repentance over former sins, 

those who rejoice in Christ Jesus will freely give of themselves, 

not to sound a trumpet about their generosity and love, but to 

freely share the bounty (and even remind themselves of the 

bounty) with which the Lord has answered their own need; 

they will pray not as a show of righteousness before others, but 

in confidence that the Lord commands prayer precisely 
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because He promises to hear your prayer as any father hears 

the urgent pleas of his child; and they will fast, not to publicly 

display their piety before others, but to privately remind 

themselves of their own need for God’s abundant blessings 

both in matters of daily bread and in matters of the living bread 

from heaven.  

 Yes, the Christian life to be lived each day – perhaps it’s 

rekindled during Lent, but it ought be lived each day – is a life 

that soberly recognizes the weight of our sin, the gift of 

salvation that has been earned by Christ, (hence) the time of 

favor that is now ours that we may repent and live in the joy of 

free forgiveness and in the discipline of God’s holy will.  

 Therefore, Ash Wednesday is a day to consider the 

seriousness that ash comes from fire, and that sackcloth and 

ashes lament the eternal fires we deserve; but it’s also a day to 

have such ominous reminders be pierced by the good news 

that God is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love… and 

so, he calls us to repentance. 

 Likewise, this Lenten season now upon us is a time to 

consider the terrible truth that our sin separates us from God 

and, thus, heaps upon us all catastrophic consequences that 

play out in daily life and constantly preach impending eternal 
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death; but Lent is also a season to learn anew the divine work 

of Christ in unthinkably reuniting God and man and healing the 

consequences of such separation, reversing them right into his 

everlasting promise to make all things new. Thus, such will be 

our meditation for these Lenten weeks now upon us. 

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
February 22, 2023 


