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Ash Wednesday? 

 

March 2, 2022 

   
Scripture: Isaiah 59:12-20 
 
12 For our transgressions are multiplied before thee, and our sins testify 
against us: for our transgressions are with us; and as for our iniquities, we 
know them; 
 
13 In transgressing and lying against the LORD, and departing away from 
our God, speaking oppression and revolt, conceiving and uttering from the 
heart words of falsehood. 
 
14 And judgment is turned away backward, and justice standeth afar off: for 
truth is fallen in the street, and equity cannot enter. 
 
15 Yea, truth faileth; and he that departeth from evil maketh himself a prey: 
and the LORD saw it, and it displeased him that there was no judgment. 
 
16 And he saw that there was no man, and wondered that there was no 
intercessor: therefore his arm brought salvation unto him; and his 
righteousness, it sustained him. 
 
17 For he put on righteousness as a breastplate, and an helmet of salvation 
upon his head; and he put on the garments of vengeance for clothing, and was 
clad with zeal as a cloke. 
 
18 According to their deeds, accordingly he will repay, fury to his adversaries, 
recompence to his enemies; to the islands he will repay recompence. 
 
19 So shall they fear the name of the LORD from the west, and his glory from 
the rising of the sun. When the enemy shall come in like a flood, the Spirit of 
the LORD shall lift up a standard against him. 
 
20 And the Redeemer shall come to Zion, and unto them that turn from 
transgression in Jacob, saith the LORD. 
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Summary: Where did Ash Wednesday come from? And what does Lent have 
to do with me? 

ISAIAH 59:12-20 ASH WEDNESDAY? 

What exactly is “Ash Wednesday”? Where does it come from? It’s not in the 
Bible, obviously. But some of its ideas are. Ash Wednesday has its origins in 
the early Christian Church – somewhere between the sixth and eight 
centuries. Originally, the idea was that a Christian, as a sign of repentance, 
would sprinkle ashes on his or her head. 

Where did this idea come from?  

In the Bible, ashes were always associated with humility and mortality, fasting 
and remorse. If you had sinned against God, and you felt remorse about that 
sin, and you were repenting of that sin, then sometimes, in the Bible, you 
would sprinkle ashes on your head as a sign of sorrow and repentance.  

Ashes were supposed to remind you that you were mortal, that you will 
eventually become ashes after you die. We’re only ashes, and we need to 
repent of our sins now while God gives us a time of grace. 

During 6th or 7th centuries, Christian churches thought about this idea. 
People, in private, at times, would sprinkle ashes on themselves as a sign of 
repentance. Eventually, this became a public practice. Instead of sprinkling 
the ashes on your head, the ashes would be rubbed onto the forehead in the 
shape of a cross. It was a sign of repentance, and a reminder of your baptism, 
when the sign of the cross was placed on you with water and the Word. The 
ashes would actually be taken from the palm branches from Palm Sunday, 
burned the year before. 

Some churches today have retained this practice, while others have let the 
practice go.  

In our church, we don’t carry out this practice at the present time, but we 
don’t believe that there’s anything wrong with it. It actually can be quite 
valuable for people who are doing it for the right reasons. What’s really 
important, though, is not whether you have ashes on your forehead. What’s 
important is what’s going on in your heart, what’s going on in your soul. 
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For every Christian, ashes or not, Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of the 
somber season of Lent.  

Lent is a forty day span of time from now until Easter. During this time, we 
focus on Christ’s battle with sin and Satan that he waged in order to win for 
us our salvation. The 40 days of Lent do not include Sundays, because each 
Sunday is considered a “miniature Easter,” a time of joy and celebration of 
Christ’s resurrection. During Lent, though, even on Sundays, we will be 
talking about the battles that Christ fought for us on our behalf. 

Why 40 days? Right after Jesus was baptized, the Bible tells us that Jesus 
went out into the desert to fast and to be tempted by the Devil for 40 days. For 
Jesus, those 40 days were a time of introspection, a time when he battled the 
temptations of the Devil and emerged stronger than he had been before. For 
us, Lent is a time when we make that journey with Christ. We think about 
OUR temptations, our sins, and we repent. The color purple always associated 
with repentance in the Christian church. After these 40 days, we emerge 
stronger than we had been before. 

Lent is a time to evaluate yourself in light of God’s Word. It’s a time to 
abandon the sins you have grown accustomed to committing in your life. It’s a 
time to receive God’s forgiveness and strength to lead a Christian life. It’s a 
time to renew your desire to serve God, and to be the Christians that God has 
made you to be. 

This evening, let’s take a miniature Lenten journey as we look at Isaiah 59. 
Right away in verse 12, we read, “Our offenses are many in your sight, and 
our sins testify against us” – that’s true, isn’t it? If you were to count all the 
sins you have committed in just one week – and remember, sins include not 
just your deeds, but your thoughts. Sins include not just the things you do, but 
the things you don’t do, but should. If you were to count all these sins, your 
offenses would be many. Thousands, millions of sins, testifying against you in 
God’s court of law. 

“Our offenses are ever with us. We acknowledge our iniquities” – there you 
see a key phrase as we think about Lent this evening. Lent is a time when you 
look at yourself, and acknowledge that there are some things that need to be 
fixed up. There are some things about me that are not perfect, things that 
need to be changed, and things that need to be adjusted. My attitudes. My 
lifestyle. 
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Listen to Isaiah describe some of those things he sees that are wrong: 
“Rebellion, and treachery against the Lord. Turning our backs on God. 
Encouraging oppression and revolt. Uttering lies our hearts have conceived.” 

Are these sins you have committed in your life? Take a close look at yourself, 
and ask yourself some hard questions – what are my sins? Where am I “not so 
Christian” in my life? What kind of person am I? Am I really loving?  

Do I show that in my words and actions? Am I really patient? Do I really love 
God more than anything else in my life? Do I make sacrifices for him? Am I 
peaceful? Or, do I like to fight, to assert my will over other people? What kind 
of person am I? What are my weaknesses? What are my sins? Where do I 
need to get better in my life? 

That is the first part of repentance, the first part of Lent. To look at yourself 
and to recognize your sins.  

And then comes the second - to look away from yourself, and to Christ.  

Isaiah does that here… “The Lord looked and was displeased that there was 
no justice. He saw that there was no one, he was appalled that there was no 
one to intervene.” Before Jesus became a man, he looked out over the world 
and saw all our sin, and he was appalled at what he saw. And what appalled 
Jesus the most, was that there was no one to intervene, no one to rescue the 
human race from its sins. 

So Christ did this himself: “So his own arm worked salvation for him, and his 
own righteousness sustained him.” Listen to the battle gear that Christ wore 
for us: “he put on righteousness as his breastplate, and the helmet of salvation 
on his head; he put on the garments of vengeance and wrapped himself in zeal 
as in a cloak.” Everyone pictures Christ wearing a middle-eastern robe – and 
it’s true, that is what Jesus wore. But do you see what else he wore as he went 
into battle for us? He wore righteousness as his breastplate, and the helmet of 
salvation on his head. He was wrapped in a cloak of zeal, and he would take 
vengeance against Satan for all the evil he had done in our world. 

Judgment Day is talked about in these verses too: “According to what they 
have done, so will he repay wrath to his enemies and retribution to his foes; he 
will repay the islands their due.” These are the people who refuse to repent of 
their sins and turn to Christ for forgiveness. On Judgment Day, Christ will 
speak to these people some very harsh words for their rejection of him. On 
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that day, everyone will see Christ’s glory: “From the west, men will fear the 
name of the Lord, and from the rising of the sun, they will revere his glory. 
For he will come like a pent up flood that the breath of the Lord drives 
along.” 

But what about those who do repent, who take a look at themselves, and 
acknowledge their sins, and turn to Christ for forgiveness and help to live a 
new life? What about you? Our final verse tells us: “The Redeemer will come 
to Zion, to those in Jacob who repent of their sins, declares the Lord.” Christ 
will come to you, your Redeemer, and he will grant to you salvation forever. 

Lent is that time when you do some “spring cleaning” in your soul. You look 
deep within yourself, and acknowledge your sins. And then you look to Christ, 
who won the battle for you, and you receive his forgiveness. The forgiveness of 
sins, won for you on the cross. Lent is a time when you grow in your 
appreciation of all that Christ has done for you. Not only do you become more 
aware of your sins. You become more aware of just how much your Lord 
Jesus loves you, that he would do all these things for you. 

The last part of Lent, is leaving that sin behind. Quitting the sin you have 
acknowledged in your life. Some have compared it to quitting smoking. It’s a 
very difficult thing to do sometimes – to quit a certain sin, to leave a favorite 
sin behind.  

These next 40 days, what I suggest you do is this… If you want to give up 
something for Lent, give up a half hour a day – and during that half hour, 
read a half a chapter a day from the book of John every day – a half a chapter 
– it will take you 40 days to do it. Read those verses slowly, and think about 
the words you are reading, and then evaluate yourself. Think of your sins, and 
then rejoice in Christ’s forgiveness. Let God strengthen you through his Word 
this Lenten season. Let God help you to “quit that certain sin” you want to be 
rid of in your life.  

That is Lent. And may this be something you do, not just these 40 days before 
Easter, but throughout your entire life. Amen. 


