Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy mountain! Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming, it is near, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness! Like blackness spread upon the mountains, a great and powerful army comes; their like has never been from of old, nor will be again after them in ages to come. Yet even now, says the Lord, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing. Return to the Lord your God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from punishment. Between the vestibule and the altar, let the priests, the ministers of the Lord, weep. Let them say, “Spare Your people, O Lord, and do not make Your heritage a mockery, a byword among the nations. Why should it be said among the peoples, ‘Where is their God?’”                                                                               Joel 2:1-2, 12-14, 17
We entreat you on behalf of Christ: be reconciled to God. For our sake God made the One who knew no sin to be sin, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God. As we work together with Him, we entreat you also not to accept the grace of God in vain. For He says: “At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of salvation I have helped you.” Look, now is the acceptable time; look, now is the day of salvation! We are putting no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry, but as servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: in great endurance, afflictions, hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; in purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true, as unknown, and yet are well known, as dying, and look, we are alive, as punished, and yet not killed, as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing, as poor yet making many rich, as having nothing, and yet possessing everything.

2 Corinthians 5:20b-6:10
Repent, and Believe In the Gospel
1. In Paul’s times, the knowledge of Jesus was at best minimal and mainly obscure, apart from the group we call today the “Early Church,” but then known as the offshoot of Judaism called: the “followers of the Way.” Even those early Christians however, needed to learn more about Jesus, as they never met Him, not even in a visionary way Paul, as Saul of Tarsus did. They recognized and accepted Jesus to be the “Messiah” of the Old Testament, but they also discovered and realized, He was not exactly what the religious leaders, the rabbis, the scribes and the priests described and proclaimed to be like.
2. On the other hand, those who were not familiar with Jesus’ teaching, did not have a clue who Jesus was, especially if they were the Gentiles, especially not from Israel or Judea. Paul knew that people, and not only the Jews, need to be acquaint with who Jesus Christ is, and even those who embraced Him as the “Savior,” must know Him better, and not as a distant God, but as the personal Savior, ever present with them. 
3. The process of learning about Christ is inseparable from the process of growth in faith, but learning begins at the moment when we realize that we need “to know.” Our faith as a process of spiritual growth, is inseparable from the process of learning. The more we know about, and of Jesus, the greater our faith becomes. Over all the ages the Church gained a tremendous amount of information about Jesus, but people always needed to discern what is the true knowledge, and what is the human invention, and we also have to do the same. For this, our faith is vital, especially today, when we are bombarded with so much confusing and conflicting information. People who do not discern what is true and what is not, end up with the knowledge that is essentially worthless, if not dangerous. We can clearly see this in the historical, theological and cultural revisionism of historical, theological and cultural facts, and in the creation of utterly twisted opinions, and views. 
4. Paul’s message is especially important today, because more and more people try to grow in their own interpretation of Jesus Christ, rather than in the true knowledge of Him. We all have received a limited knowledge of Jesus as we were growing up, either because we were born into the Christian home, attended the school where the Bible was still taught, or because we were attending church services for a while. Still, the knowledge we received through all these, is but just a seed that must grow into a mature plant, but will do it only, if properly cultivated and taken care of. In my first pastoral charge, the parsonage we lived in neighbored an abandoned plum orchard. When the time of the harvest came, I picked some of these plums to make a jam, unfortunately, because nobody tended to the trees for years, the plums were much to sour to be of any use. If our faith is not cultivated, it also will grow sour and useless. 
5. Paul reminds us that we are reconciled with God, even if we accepted His grace with a naïve faith at first, but with time, as we grew in His knowledge, our naïve faith became stronger and stronger, to the point we know we can trust Him implicitly. If we stop growing in the knowledge of Jesus Christ however, we will easily find ourselves entangled in the webs of various heresies and false teachings. I believe we all are familiar with a statement attributed to Alexander Pope, a 17 century English poet, “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.” (His exact words were: “A little learning is a dangerous thing.”) As the “followers of the Way,” as members of Christ Church, we indeed must strive to grow more and more in “our knowledge of Jesus Christ.” 
6. In the end however, our knowledge of God and Savior Jesus Christ, comes not from the “head knowledge” we acquired through various forms of studies, but from the influence God has upon us. Paul writes that even in all suffering he experienced, God was still with Him, comforting him, and carrying him through. God indeed comforts us, when we are discouraged. Paul also tells us that when we are remorseful, when we seek forgiving God, He revitalize us, He strengthens and renews us. In the end, only personal, real and living God whom we put our trust in, may do all these.
7. Many people today become indifferent and complacent, even after being Christians for many years, therefore the evening like today, the “Ash Wednesday,” clearly reminds us that we need God’s Grace, that we need God’s guidance, and that we need to fully embrace Him. We may sometimes wonder, we may sometimes ask: “where He is?” when we experience all these troubles Paul writes about in today’s passage, but we must remember these words: “At an acceptable time I have listened to you, and on a day of salvation I have helped you,” and: “Today is the day of salvation, today is the acceptable time.” In a few minutes we will begin distribution of ashes, at that time, please remember the powerful words of Jesus: “REPENT, AND BELIEVE IN THE GOSPEL.”
