02/25/09 Ash. Wed. Sermon:  “The Pure and Holy Lamb of God!”
( Texts:  Psalm  103:1-4, 8-14;  1 Peter  1:18-19;  Matthew 26:1-5, 14-30 )

**************************************************************************************
     It’s been a long winter, and it’s not over.  We’re all looking forward to spring.  In fact, when I look at the dirt in my garage I think of “spring cleaning.”  Let’s face it.  We all find it necessary now and then to do some major cleaning around our homes.  However, if we DON’T clean our homes from time to time, it will eventually show, and our homes will not be very pleasant places to live.

     Tonight is Ash Wednesday, the beginning of the Church season known as Lent.  Lent comes around each year to school us in repentance.  You could call it “spiritual spring cleaning.”  In fact, we very much need this spiritual spring cleaning.  We need to air out our souls, clear out the clutter from our sin-filled hearts, toss out the stinking spiritual trash in our lives, and find cleansing in the blood of Jesus.
     Now, even though we Christians focus on our need to repent of our sin every day of the year, during Lent we especially focus on our need to repent as we focus on what God did to deal with our sin – namely, send His own Son to the cross.
     You see, saving us from the damnation we deserve was not easy for God.  As we heard in our reading from 1st Peter:  “For you know that it was not with … silver or gold that you were redeemed…”  A modern way of saying that would be:  “God didn’t whip out His MasterCard and purchase your salvation.”  No!  It was that easy for God.  The Father purchased your salvation with the precious blood of His Son – a lamb without blemish or defect.

     The focus of our sermon tonight and in all our midweek Lenten services will be the great Lenten hymn “Lamb of God, Pure and Holy.”  Each time we gather here before the cross we will contemplate another aspect of our Savior’s redeeming love as we find it described in God’s written Word.

     Now, why does our sermon hymn speak of Jesus as a “lamb?”  In our reading from 1st Peter Jesus is called “a lamb without blemish or defect.”  This is a reference to the Passover Lamb that was sacrificed during the 10th and final plague on Egypt.  

     In order to humble Pharaoh God sent His 10th and final plague that would result in the death of every 1st born male child in Egypt.  However, would God’s own people suffer the same plague?  How could they escape?  Not by their own merits, for they were sinners just like the Egyptians.  Instead, they would be spared because of their faith in God who promised to send a Savior who would deliver them from their sins.
     God told them to take male lambs that had no defects.  They were to kill these lambs and put their blood on the doorframes of their homes.  When the angel of death saw the blood of the lamb, he would “pass over” that home.  In other words, God’s people were saved from the death their sins deserved because someone else would die in their place.  The Passover lambs that were sacrificed were pictures of Jesus – THE LAMB OF GOD WITHOUT BLEMISH OR DEFECT.

     Jesus is the eternal Son of God who became human when He was born of the Virgin Mary.  Even though Jesus is fully God, He is also fully human – except that He is without sin!  Only Jesus could be the perfect sacrifice.  If Jesus had been a mere human, he would have been conceived in sin just like us.  But Jesus is the pure and holy Lamb of God.

     We sinners need such a Savior!  Ash Wednesday reminds us that “dust we are and unto dust we shall return.”  Adam was made from the dust of the ground.  Adam and his descendants were meant to live in God’s love forever.  But that wonderful gift was lost when Adam and Eve rejected God.  We have inherited their rebellious nature, and so we are guilty sinners like them.

     Scripture teaches that the “wages of sin is death.”  When we die we eventually return to dust.  Some people are cremated after they die, and their bodies become ashes.  But it doesn’t matter.  Ashes to Ashes.  Dust to dust.  Because of our sin against God we deserve death.  We are nothing but ashes and dust apart from God – and our sin separates us from God.
     But the Good News is that the Father loved us so much that He sent His only Son to be our Savior – a Savior who purchased our salvation with His own precious blood which He shed for us when He suffered and died on the cross in our place of damnation.

     Now, why did God choose such a difficult way to save us?  One reason is that He wanted us to see how much He truly loves us.  You see, the devil tempts us to sin by getting us to doubt God’s love for us.  Think about it.  The reason we sin is that we think that God does not have our best interests in mind.  That’s why we reject His will for us and choose our own way.  We sinners don’t trust God.  We don’t believe that He really loves us.

     But God DOES love us.  The cross proves His love for us.  Think about it!  The Father gave His own son for us.  Many fathers here tonight have sons.  Fathers, what would be more painful for you?  Being killed yourself by your enemies?  Or watching your only son being killed by your enemies?  I think most fathers would rather die themselves than have to watch their only son die.

     So, to prove His love for us, the Father sent His Son to die on the cross in order to save His own enemies from the punishment they deserve.  Jesus, the Son of the Father, willingly went to the cross in order to save us.  The cross is the ultimate sign of God’s love for us sinners who are enemies of God by nature.

     In His suffering on the cross Jesus exchanged His purity and holiness for our impurity and wickedness.  Jesus took our sin upon Himself and suffered the wrath of God in our place.  All who repent of their sin and trust in Christ not only find their sins removed and forgiven, but by faith in Jesus they also receive Christ’s purity and holiness.  Through faith in Jesus we stand before the Father without blemish or defect.
     Guess what!  This wonderful gift of salvation changes our lives!  Peter says that “you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from you forefathers.”  The people who first read those words of Peter had been redeemed from a culture that was empty of the things of God.
     Some of them were redeemed from unbelieving Jews who were trusting in their own good works to save them from God’s wrath.  Others were redeemed from Gentile pagans who worshipped false gods and indulged in various sins that were popular in their culture.

     The words of Peter also apply to us.  When we look at the culture in our nation there are many people living empty lives.  America is the most wealthy nation on earth, but many in our nation live in spiritual poverty.  Our culture says that we should fill ourselves with the things of this world and then we will be happy.  

     Money. Popularity.  Material possessions.  Sex.  Drugs. Alcohol. Food.  Clothing.  Sports.  Work.  Entertainment.  False religions that tell us what we want to hear.  The world tells us that if we fill ourselves with the things of this world we will be happy.  But all these things will leave us empty if we fail to see that we are sinners whose only hope is the love of God and the salvation He gives us through His Son.

     In our nation we hear a great deal of talk about “freedom,” but what this “freedom” usually means is the freedom to do as you please.  The Bible says that such sinful freedom is truly slavery.  In Proverbs chapter 14 it says:  “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leaves to death.”

     That is the problem with life in this world.  All that glitters is not gold.  Things are not always what they seem.  Turn a sinner loose to do as he or she pleases, and you have sent that person down the path of death and eternal damnation.

     Sadly, that’s what this sinful world is like.  Sin disguises itself as freedom.  Abortion is called “freedom of choice.”  People say they are “free” to use their sexuality as they please – whether that be adultery, sex before marriage, homosexuality or pornography.  

     In our nation’s constitution we have the right of “freedom of religion.”  But many in our nation choose to have “freedom from religion” by avoiding Church Services and despising the preaching of God’s Word. 
     We’re all guilty of sinning against God and then foolishly thinking of it as “freedom” when in reality we are slaves of our own wicked desires and deeds which lead to death.  No wonder Peter calls such false freedom what it actually is:  empty and worthless!

     But the Good News is that we have been redeemed from this empty way of life!  Note the passive nature of this redemption!  We can NOT purchase our own freedom from sin and death.  “The wages of sin is death” – and once we pay that price we are lost.  Someone else had to purchase our freedom from the slavery of sin.
     Here’s the Good News!  The pure and holy Lamb of God has redeemed you from the slavery of sin and satan.  The pure and holy Lamb of God purchased your salvation at great cost to Himself so that we might be His own and live in His Kingdom of love – now and for all eternity!

     Tonight is Ash Wednesday.  Tonight we sinners remember that we are dust and unto dust we shall return.  We’re born terminal, and we’re all on a journey back to dust.  God forces us to face this horrible fact so that we will realize that we need a Savior.  Thanks be to God!  He has given us the Savior we need!  

     The Lamb of God, pure and holy, is our Savior from our sin against God.  Through faith in Jesus we are now God’s forgiven children and we can stand before God’s judgment throne clothed in Christ’s righteousness alone!

     During this Lenten season we focus on the depth of God’s love for us.  The Father sent His Son Who willingly took the burden of our sin and guilt.  He took upon Himself the filthy mess we have made of our lives so that by His sacrifice we might be cleansed and set free to live a new life as God’s children.

     As you beginning your Lenten journey, remember these words of Peter:  “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.”  Amen!  

