St. Andrew’s Scots Kirk

Address for Ash Wednesday, 5 February 2008

“Bent but not broken”

Text: Hebrews 4 verses 14 to 16

“Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God; let us hold fast to our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathise with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in every time of need.”

There is a first time for everything so they say. After thirty years in the ministry, this is my first time to lead an Ash Wednesday service. In fact, it is my first time to attend an Ash Wednesday service. If it is not what you expected then please excuse any shortcomings but also advise me of these for future improvement!

Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of Lent, the season of preparation leading up to our remembrance of Jesus’ death on Good Friday and of his resurrection on Easter Day. The word “Lent” comes from the word “lengthen” because as the Lenten season was being observed in northern Europe, the days were seen to become longer as spring approached. It was as if nature itself was anticipating the prospect of our resurrection hope on Easter morning. I have not quite got my head around the mathematics since it is still 46 days to Easter and Lent is a 40 day observance. Again, perhaps someone can help me with this!

The number 40 in the Bible is very significant. It was the number of days which Noah and his family was obliged to spend in the Ark to escape the chaos of the great Flood. It was the number of years which the Hebrews spent in their desert wanderings on their journey out of Egyptian slavery in preparation for their entry into the Promised Land of Canaan. It recognizes a significant period of time, a time of waiting and wondering, a time of testing and temptation. All of this is caught up into our New Testament reading from Luke 4 verses 1 to 13 which is one of the descriptions provided in the Gospels of the temptations of Jesus. Immediately after his baptism in the Jordan by John, he is led by the Holy Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.
Before we explore what happened there, let us think a little more about testing because it is what many Christians chose to do in the season of Lent. They chose to deny themselves something which may be significant to their lives, usually something to eat, and usually something sweet, or it could be something to drink, coffee and alcohol being popular candidates or it could be smoking cigarettes hoping that 40 days might be enough to break the habit. Not only does such self denial help them to focus on the season of the year but also it may do them, their health and wellbeing some good. Whatever we chose to do in the observing of Lent, it is important that we do not see it as some work of merit by which we shall win God’s approval. 

The reason for observing Lent is to remind ourselves of what Jesus has done for us. Through our Lenten testing, we are reminding ourselves that Jesus was tested for our benefit. The words testing and tempting really mean the same thing. To be tempted is not sinful. To give in to temptation is. And there is only one temptation that has to be resisted and that is the temptation to doubt. This is what is happening to Jesus in the wilderness. He has reached adult maturity. He has been baptized by John in the Jordan. He must now fulfill the purpose for which he came to this world. Than purpose will only be fulfilled by suffering. The devil takes the opportunity to suggest to Jesus that there are other, easier alternatives for him. Firstly, he can save his people by making stones into bread, winning their popularity through their hungry bellies. Secondly, he can save them by the exercise of his princely power, winning their popularity through their hearts which crave for freedom from the Romans. Thirdly, he can save them though performing a series of spectacular miracles, winning their popularity through their intellects which will not believe until they see the exercise of divine power for themselves.
Jesus knows that none of these is the way. We should note that he resists each temptation in turn by quoting from Old Testament scripture. We do not need to put ourselves to any test during the season of Lent because life itself presents us with a series of trails, tests and temptations. We do not need to add to the burden which life already provides. But what are we do to with in these times of testing at lent or at any other time? We cannot win our salvation by our suffering, either by that imposed by the world or by that which we chose to put upon ourselves. No. We have the opportunity to see again that Jesus has done all this for us. He has been tested and he has been tempted just as we are. He has resisted the devil and we can find our deliverance from doubt and sin by our faith in him. The purpose of Lent then, is the same as any other season or service in the Christian year. It is to enable us to fix our attention afresh on Jesus and on what he has done for us so that by faith we may find our perfection in him and in him alone.
“Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God; let us hold fast to our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathise with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in every time of need.”
