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“Prai se be to the God and 
Father of our Lord Je su s Chri st! 

In hi s great mercy he ha s given 
u s new bir th into a living hope 

through the re surrection of  
Je su s Chri st f rom the dead.”

1 Peter 1:3 
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Travel can be tiring, but also very rewarding. 
When I first started taking road trips, I used a 
road atlas to plan my journeys. Today, I use an 
app on my phone. My traveling companions 
and I take time to consider where we might 
stop along the way to stretch our legs and 
how we’ll pass the time on the road. With any 
road trip, the final destination gives shape to 
the rest of the journey.

You and I are embarking on a well-traveled 
road. We are following along the path that 
Jesus walked as he moved toward his death 
and ultimately his resurrection. This is a 
journey like no other. Along the way, we’ll 
stop at a few critical junctions in the life of 
Jesus before we gaze at the cross and, finally, 
the empty tomb. 

Junction #1: At his baptism, Jesus starts his 
public ministry with his final destination 
clearly in view. He identifies himself with 
the sins of all people and foreshadows the 
way he will lay down his life in sacrifice 
and take it up again in resurrection. 

Junction #2: Jesus enters the wilderness 
for forty days, where he fasts and is 
challenged by the tempter. In the forty days 
leading to Easter, we mimic Jesus’ forty 
days of testing by engaging in spiritual 
practices that prepare our hearts for his 
resurrection.

Journey to the Resurrection
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Junction #3: Here we pivot toward the final week of Jesus’ 
ministry before his death. A woman prepares Jesus for his 
burial with an act of devotion and generosity that Jesus holds 
up as a model for all who would follow him.

Junction #4: We join Jesus and his disciples at the Passover 
table for a final meal. Jesus expresses the depth of his power  
in an amazing act of humble service as he washes each of  
his disciples’ feet to instruct us about what it looks like to  
serve others.

Finally, we arrive at the cross of Jesus. We remember that what 
appears to be defeat is actually the victory of God over evil. 

But this journey doesn’t end at the cross on Good Friday. The 
cross leads to resurrection life. We join in the wonder and awe 
of those followers of Jesus who peered into the empty tomb 
that Sunday morning. In celebrating the resurrection, we find 
hope that can fill every moment of our lives.

In the early church, the forty-six days (forty if you subtract 
the Sundays) prior to Easter presented an opportunity for new 
believers to prepare for uniting with the church by baptism. 
This time period came to be known as Lent. Early believers were 
leaving behind old religions and customs, and they intentionally 
took time to investigate the claims of Jesus and examine their own 
soul before finally committing to Christianity.

Today, for some Christians, Lent represents a shared spiritual 
practice rich with meaning. Other believers may be alarmed by 
the idea of Lent, considering it a stale tradition or even a harmful 
form of legalism. Regardless of our different church traditions or 
backgrounds, all Christians can claim the season before Easter 
as an opportunity to become more aware of the weakness within 
us and our world and to chase after Jesus instead of the lesser 
pursuits that often claim our attention.



1
Confession

DUST  
AND ASHES



8

Ashes to ashes and dust to dust . . . in the  
sure and certain hope of the resurrection of 
the dead.

You have probably heard these words spoken 
at a funeral or burial service. As a pastor, I’ve 
spoken them many times. They are words 
intended to benefit the living, not the dead. 
We remember that our lifetime will come to 
an end, but also that hope for the life to come 
can shape and provide direction for the way 
we live right now. When we begin with the 
end in mind, all of our actions, decisions, and 
attitudes help us intentionally make progress 
toward our anticipated final destination.

Jesus began his public ministry with a 
clear-eyed vision directed toward his final 
destination. He knew exactly how the story of 
his public life and ministry would end, but he 
also believed that the end of his story would 
be the beginning of new life for him and for 
all who trust in him. His public ministry, 
which would lead to a cross and an empty 
tomb, began with his baptism.

Dust and Ashes
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Read It
Key Bible Passage
For this session, read the story of Jesus’ baptism in  
Matthew 3:1–17.

Optional Reading
See how the apostle Paul connects our baptism with Christ’s  
death and resurrection in Romans 6:1–11.

“Confessing their sins, they  
were baptized by [John] in  
the Jordan River.” 

MATTHEW 3:6
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Know It
1. What was John the Baptist’s primary message and how did the 

crowds respond? 

2. Jesus said he wanted to be baptized in order to “fulfill all 
righteousness” (Matthew 3:15).  How did he accomplish this  
in his baptism?

3. How does John the Baptist describe Jesus to the crowds? How 
does God the Father (the voice from heaven) describe him?
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Explore It
Baptism 
John the Baptist’s practice of baptism grew out of the Jewish 
tradition of ritual washing. We can learn more about the 
significance of baptism by exploring these ancient practices.

To baptize (baptizo in Greek) means to dip or immerse and refers 
to ritual and spiritual cleansing that comes from an act of washing 
in water. In the Old Testament, baptism or ritual washing was used 
by priests for sacrifices and to maintain ritual purity. 

• New priests were washed when beginning their office 
(Exodus 29:21; Leviticus 8:6).

• Priests washed their hands before completing sacrifices 
(Exodus 30:17–21).

• The high priest washed himself 
before and after sacrifices  
on the Day of Atonement 
(Leviticus 16:1–28).

• Ritually unclean people  
and objects were washed 
(Leviticus 11:24–40; 12–15).

Both before and after the time of 
Jesus, various types of baptism were 
practiced.

• The Qumran community was a 
separatist, Jewish sect living near 
the Dead Sea around 100 bc.  
They believed that they were the only surviving remnant 
faithful to God’s covenant and practiced daily baptism or 
ceremonial cleansing as part of their covenant community.

Medieval Mikvah (Jewish ritual bath)
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• Judaism permitted gentiles to convert by following certain 
guidelines: studying the Hebrew Scriptures, becoming 
circumcised (for males), and completing several ritual 
obligations that culminated in a ritual bath (baptism) to 
leave impurities behind and be reborn into the Jewish faith. 
Baptism for gentile converts likely began near the end of the 
first century ad.

John’s baptism was available to all “who repent of their sins and 
turn to God” (Matthew 3:11 nlt). Crowds visited John in the 

wilderness by the Jordan River 
to confess their sins and “wash 
away” the impurities in their 
lives. They would rise up out 
of the water and symbolically 
leave their sin, shame, and  
guilt behind. 

Jesus had no sins to repent 
of or turn away from, yet he 
insisted on being baptized. Part 
of the significance of Jesus’ 
baptism is that all of the sins 
left behind by people (in fact, 
all humanity) were received by 
and placed on Jesus. 

Baptism also represented death (being laid down in the water) and 
resurrection (being raised out of the water). Jesus’ ultimate aim—
becoming our sin substitute and making new life possible for all 
who believe—is foreshadowed in his baptism at the very beginning 
of his public ministry.

Jordan River
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Live It
Jesus doesn’t condemn us. He came into our world to offer us 
forgiveness and new life. No action, spiritual practice, or work 
that we perform earns God’s blessing or forgiveness. We receive 
Jesus’ righteousness as a free gift when we trust in him and his 
completed work for us—when we place our confidence in his life, 
death, and resurrection as the means that bridges the gap between 
us and the life God offers. 

As we follow Jesus, confessing and turning away from our sins 
and failures becomes an important spiritual practice. God uses 
this to help us keep growing as he shapes our character to become 
more like Jesus. God provides the power that changes us. We can 
be obedient to his call to live devoted to him and in the reality of 
his forgiveness.  
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Life Application Questions
1. Why is confessing our sin—out loud, in writing, in prayer,  

or directly to another person—so difficult? 

2. Can you remember a significant moment when you confessed 
sin or failure to another person—or when someone confessed 
to you? What was that experience like and how did it affect 
you and your relationship with the other person?
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3. How would you describe what it means that Jesus took our sin 
upon himself or became sin for us? (Read 2 Corinthians 5:21 
and 1 Peter 3:18 for additional context.)

4. Are there any ways that you hold on to the sins that Jesus 
carried away from you? What makes it challenging to release 
these sins? 
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5. How would your life be different if you were to live each and 
every day in the enduring truth and reality of the freedom that 
comes from forgiveness?

6. We have been freely forgiven by Jesus. Is there anyone in your 
life (living or dead) whom you need to forgive, whether they 
have asked for forgiveness or not? If so, what has been holding 
you back from forgiving them?
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Spiritual Discipline: Confession
Practicing spiritual disciplines in the weeks leading to the 
celebration of Jesus’ death and resurrection can prepare our hearts 
to fully embrace the significance of those moments.

We often think of confessing our sins only as part of the beginning 
of our relationship with Jesus, where we acknowledge our failure 
and turn to faith in the finished work of Jesus. Confession does 
not end with our conversion, but continues throughout our life 
to keep leading us to the freedom we enjoy in Jesus. Confession 
involves your entire being: mind, heart, and soul. It includes 
thoroughly examining yourself, feeling the emotional response of 
sorrow because of sin, and then determining to turn away from 
those sins with the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Ash Wednesday

Many Christians begin Lent by observing Ash 
Wednesday. This is a day to intentionally turn away from 
our failings and lesser pursuits that sometimes cause us 
to miss the best that God has planned for us. 

The palms used to celebrate Palm 
Sunday from the previous year are 
burned, and the ashes kept. On 
Ash Wednesday, they are used 
to place the sign of the cross 
on the foreheads of worshipers. 
This is a reminder that our life 
here is temporary. We are made 
of dust and will return to dust, but 
through Jesus we also receive the 
blessing of life beyond this life. 
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Here is a guide for confession for you to consider:

1. Write down the sins you are guilty of: pride, greed, anger, 
fear, laziness, gluttony, lust, hate, etc. 

2. Confess (speak out loud) these sins to God.

3. Remember the promise: “If we confess our sins to him, he 
is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all wickedness” (1 John 1:9 nlt).

4. Tear that paper into as many pieces as possible and throw it 
away, or, if you prefer, burn it.

5. If you have a trusted friend, you can confess your sins 
to that person and involve them in this process. There is 
something liberating about bringing our sins out from the 
dark and into the light, and feeling God set us free.

Prayer
Lord Jesus, thank you for taking all of my sin on yourself, 
becoming sin for me, and giving your life so I can enjoy new life. 
Give me the grace to live in this new freedom and in victory over 
the power of sin. Amen.
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