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SERMON FOR THE 1ST MID-WEEK LENTEN SERVICE, 2021
A Significant Problem
Genesis 3:19b
Grace and peace to you all from our risen Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.
The text for our sermon tonight is Genesis 3:19b: “For you are dust and you
will return to dust.”
Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth.
Amen.
Dear friends in Christ,
Ash Wednesday marks the beginning of Lent, our 40-day journey (excluding
Sundays) to Jesus’ cross and His tomb to await the proclamation of Easter. Ash
Wednesday begins our Lenten journey with a reminder of our mortality and a call
to repentance. The ancient practice of imposing ashes on the foreheads of
Christians gives Ash Wednesday its name. The church father Tertullian, who was
born 160 AD, writes of the practice as a public expression of repentance and of
our human frailty that stands in need of Christ. Even to this day, some churches
begin their Ash Wednesday services by imposing ashes on their worshipper’s
forehead. Where do the ashes come from? One tradition is to keep and then burn
the palms from the prior year’s Palm Sunday service. Or, if the congregation used
a real Christmas tree, then this tree is burned once it dries out and those ashes are
used. Often, the words of our text are spoken over the person as the ashes are then
applied.
The use of ashes as a sign of repentance is often mentioned in the Bible. When
the king of Nineveh heard Jonah’s message that the city would be overthrown, in
repentance he “arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with
sackcloth, and sat in ashes” (Jonah 3:6). Job too, in repentance, sat “in dust and
ashes” (Job 42:6). When Jesus denounced the cities where most of His mighty
works were performed, because they would not repent, He said, “Woe to you,
Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been
done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and
ashes” (Matthew 11:21).
So it was that the early Christians adopted the use of ashes as an external mark of
penitence.
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Next to Good Friday, Ash Wednesday is the most sombre day on the Christian
calendar as we remember the word of the LORD, “For you are dust and you will
return to dust.”
What do these words mean for us? We’re remembering a tragically significant
day in human history, a day that necessitated everything we must remember
through this entire season of Lent. That day created for us a significant problem,
namely, “you will return to dust.”
God spoke these words to Adam immediately after the fall into sin in the Garden
of Eden. He had informed Adam of all the negative consequences of his and Eve’s
disobedience in eating the fruit of the tree from which God had instructed them not
to eat. Earlier, God had warned Adam and Eve that if they would eat the fruit from
that tree they would surely die.1 But they did not obey God and instead followed
the tempting words of Satan and ate the fruit from that tree.
So from that day on, death followed, just as God said it would. Adam had been
formed by God from the dust of the ground. God’s statement to Adam, “For you
are dust,” simply acknowledged that.2 Then the words “you will return to dust”
acknowledged Adam’s pending physical death and the decay and returning to the
ground that death would bring. Adam was formed from the ground, and Adam
would return to the ground. “For you are dust and you will return to dust.”
There is also an eternal spiritual death that the sin of Adam and Eve brought into
the world that day: an eternal estrangement and separation from God. It was a
banishment from God with His love, mercy, and compassion. Adam would live the
rest of his days remembering those sobering words from God. How he must have
wished that he could turn the hands of time back and undo what he and Eve had
done; but it was done. “For you are dust and you will return to dust.”
Unfortunately, you and I are conceived and born facing the same problem that
Adam did following his sin. As Paul writes in Romans 5, “Therefore, as sin came
into the world through one man and death through sin, so death also spread to all
people, since all have sinned” (Romans 5:12). Paul is talking about inherited sin,
or original sin. With his sin, Adam has given sinfulness to all people, so that all
people are born in a sinful condition. King David finds it necessary to confess,
“Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me” (Psalm
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51:5). The statement of God to Adam, “For you are dust and you will return to
dust” is just as valid when spoken to us.
Obviously this poses a significant problem! But we don’t like to think about it,
do we? Our own death, the fact that we shall one day go into the earth - or even if
we are cremated which also returns one to dust - is not something we like to
remember. It makes us uncomfortable. And our society makes it very easy to avoid
remembering that we are dust. From advertising to books to movies, so often the
impression is given that life in this world goes on forever, that we are invincible,
that somehow, we are the exception to death! We convince ourselves that maybe if
we don’t think about it, we can somehow avoid it. And so, many people go
through life avoiding that one final earthly reality until they are right at death’s
doorstep. God reminds us all this day, “you will return to dust.”
So, as people who remember that we are dust, we gather here on this Ash
Wednesday and repent of our sin. We confess; we admit before God and one
another our sin and our sinfulness. We express our sorrow for our sin. We ask God
to forgive our sin. We ask God to help us amend our sinful life and live a more
God-pleasing life.
However, even more important than we remembering that we are dust is the fact
that God remembers it. This is what David writes in Psalm 103. He says that God
“knows what He has fashioned. He remembers that we are dust” (v. 14). And in
the Scriptures, whenever God remembers His people, He always acts on behalf of
His people, to bless His people.
In fact, God had already remembered us and all His people even before He told
Adam, “For you are dust and you will return to dust” because, just four verses
before God spoke these words to Adam, that very same significant day, God spoke
to Satan saying, “I shall make you and the woman hostile to each other and shall
make your descendants and her Descendant hostile to each other. He will crush
your head and you will crush His heel” (Genesis 3:15). With these words, God
assured and promised Adam that He was going to send One who would crush
Satan’s head.
Remembering that we are dust, God has acted on behalf of us and all people. He
has come here and lived among us in the person of His Son, Jesus Christ. Christ
completely and voluntarily took upon Himself all sin and all evil, even the penalty
for sin and evil: death itself. He Himself went into the earth, into the dust of the
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ground, as He was buried in a tomb. Worst of all, He endured the penalty of
spiritual death there on the cross as He was abandoned and forsaken by His Father
and cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46).
But He would not remain in the dust of the earth. On the third day, He would rise
from the dust of the earth, just as He predicted He would. And so shall we. On the
day when He returns, all believers in Jesus Christ will rise from the dust of the
earth with new, glorified bodies that are incorruptible, no longer subject to sin.
Bodies that are immortal, and no longer subject to death.
That is why when churches observe the custom of placing ashes on people’s
foreheads, they do so in the shape of a cross. For only in the cross of Christ and
what occurred there do we have hope and life.
There’s an old expression that maybe you’re familiar with: “Left in the dust.”
For example, when there’s a race taking place and one runner pulls away from the
other, the announcer may say that the runner who pulled away “left the other
runner in the dust.” In other words, he left the runner behind.
We give thanks that God has not “left us in the dust.” He has not abandoned us in
our deadly significant problem. He has not left us behind. Just the opposite is the
case. He has come in the person of Jesus Christ to make certain that we would be
lifted from the dust of the earth. Just as Christ rose physically, bodily, from the
grave, so we, too, shall join Him “in a resurrection like His” (Romans 6:5). God
will not leave us in the dust. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in
Christ Jesus. Amen.
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