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2 March 2022; Ash Wednesday 

Isaiah 58; 1-12, 2 Corinthians 5: 20b – 6:10 
Matthew 6: 1-6, 16-21 

 
1. Where your treasure is…. 

Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. (Matt 6: 21) 

What, I wonder, really matters to you? Often it is hard to tell, but 

when we look at other people over a period of time, we may see 

that although they say one thing, their heart is really in another 

place. Recent political scandals have shown us that deeds and 

words don’t always match up. 

 

Yet even behind some of the things that we do truly care about, 

there are deeper issues that we need to think about. Jesus warns 

that some things in which we invest time and energy are earthly, 

rather than heavenly. Lent is a time for examining our priorities 

and to ask if we are headed in a direction that is actually life 

enhancing, or one that is not. 

 

2. From our readings 

In the passage from Isaiah we heard about a people who care 

about outward religious observances. ‘Day after day they seek 

me’, asking ‘of me religious judgements, they delight to draw 

near to God’. Yet their other actions belie their purposes. They 

fast and call on God, yet they oppress the poor, and do not 

share what they have. In a world where many are starving, 

this is a reading that should I think be uncomfortable 

listening for those of us who say we love God. How many 

children will die of malnutrition whilst we are in church 

today?  

 

And then from Jesus’s own teaching we hear his own 

denouncement of those in his day – many years after 

Isaiah’s time - who like to make a show of their piety. 

What matters to them is the admiration of others, being 

seen to be good and holy. Jesus tells his disciples that this 

is not what they should do. Notice that he doesn’t tell them 

not to give alms, to fast or to pray, but to do it secretly. 

Impressing others is not what these things should be about. 

He ends by urging them to store up treasure in heaven 

rather than on earth. 

 

3. So how do we store up treasure in heaven? 

Jesus tells his disciples that God will reward their piety, but 

only if it is done in secret. The implication is that although 

religious observance is pleasing to God; it will bring 

reward only if it is not just self-serving. From Isaiah we 
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have a pretty clear message that religious observance should not 

be in place of action on behalf of those who are poor or 

oppressed. It is faith expressed in deed that brings reward from 

God in the form of his responsiveness. ‘If you remove the yoke 

from among you….the speaking of evil, if you offer food to the 

hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, ….then (and only 

then) the Lord will guide you continually and satisfy your needs.’  

 

And Jesus himself echoes this elsewhere. In the Beatitudes we 

are told that the ones who are blessed are those who ‘hunger and 

thirst for righteousness’ – not for self-righteousness like those 

who practise their piety in a way that shows it off, but true 

righteousness that actually seeks to meet the needs of others. 

 

4. So what if our treasure is in the wrong place? 

Challenging words. What if we read or hear them and realise that 

our treasure, and thus our hearts, are not in the right place? That 

our actions belie our true treasure which lies with our own 

comfort and well being rather than with God’s justice and 

showing forth his love and care for all?  That our lofty vision and 

our efforts are hopelessly parochial and limited?  Well, such a 

realisation is not a bad place to be at the start of Lent. For God 

knows our weakness, and our tendency always to veer off course.  

And Lent is a time for repentance. Religious observances 

can be a help in this, if done in the right spirit, and not just 

to gain religious brownie points. That is why there is a long 

tradition in the church of giving something up for Lent, or 

perhaps of engaging in a scheme that makes us aware of the 

needs of others. This year, our Bishop Guli is urging us to a 

Holy sabbatical in which we start by listening to God to 

discover his priorities. 

 

In a moment, I shall invite you to join in custom that 

supposedly dates from about the 6th century AD. After 

prayers of repentance, I will invite you to come up and 

receive the sign of the cross on your forehead with ashes. 

We are encouraged to remember both our sinfulness and 

our mortality. This may or may not be meaningful for you 

personally, but it is not a bad place to start as we seek to 

discover that true treasure lies in following the ways of 

God.  

 

In the end, whether we give something up or not, this is a 

time to review our priorities and what matters to us most 

deeply, and to face our own inadequacies. This is not in 

order to make us feel guilty – guilt is an unproductive state 
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that can just leave us paralysed. No, we need instead to ask God 

to heal us and to re-direct us. As our collect says, we pray that 

God will ‘create and make in us new and contrite hearts, that 

we, worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our 

wretchedness, may receive from Him, the God of all mercy, 

perfect remission and forgiveness.’   Amen 

      

 


