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This past Wednesday, many Christians (Protestants and Catholics alike) celebrated Ash Wednesday.  It marked the beginning of the season of Lent, which is a season of Preparation, Meditation and Reflection leading all the way up to the Holy Week of Easter.  Over the next 40 days, not including Sundays, some people choose to (give up( certain things or (privileges( that they cherish (or clutter or becoming distracting) in life, while others may (take on( new experiences or a new focus intentionally (such as devotionals, fasting, meditation and prayer time, volunteer services...etc.) that help them rekindle and reconnect their relationships with God. 
On Ash Wednesday we remember that “from dust we come from, and from dust we shall return.”  Many Christians received ash mark in the sign of a cross on their foreheads or on their hands, not to show off our personal righteousness, but as visible sign of reminding ourselves that we are frail and broken people who stand in the need of personal repentance through God’s grace.  We are NOTHING when standing before the presence of our Almighty God.  When the wind blows, we are like dusts and ashes that simply scattered and drifted away.
These 40 days of Lent also invite us to examine our own sinful nature that’s embedded in our thoughts, our actions and our living.  When it comes to Sin, one definition that we often hear is “Missing the Mark”.  As a matter of fact, the Greek word for Sin (a`marti,a) was derived from the root word amartanō which was an archery term that means "missing the mark" or “missing the target”.  When we sin, we have essentially “missed the target” at the Bull’s Eye – with Christ being at the center.  When we sin, we’ve deviated from our path and have gone astray from God’s intended purpose in our lives.  
For those who had watched the recent Winter Olympic, they had this biathlon event.  It is a combination of Cross-Country skiing and archery.  This event tests of one’s physical strength, speed and range of accuracy.  These Biathlon athletes carry their air rifle on their back, while navigating across the countryside on their skis.  When they arrive at the shooting range, they would have to shoot at 5 intended targets at about 50 meters (160 ft) away.  If they hit all of their targets, they would move on and continue to race on their skis.  However, if they miss any of the targets, they would be penalized by having to go in this penalty lap, hence losing much valuable time in the competition.  

All of this may sound very simple, but it is not.  Imagine the difficulty of trying to remain calm and focused, as your hearts were beating and your hands and legs were still shaking after pushing yourself uphill on a pair of cross-country skis.  This was no easy task at all.  
In the same way, we are all competing in this marathon event as we know as LIFE.  We are constantly being challenged to remain focused and to perform at the top of our game.  When we “miss our mark”, consequently we are penalized.  We have one target to aim for in our life with Christ and his mission at the center.  At times, our arms and legs may be shaking.  We may grow tired and weary or we might just want to give up and quite running the race. We may get easily discouraged when challenges arise and we get distracted by things around us.  We’ve exhausted our energy while focusing on the peripheries and non-essential matters while on the inside we are shallowly rooted and grounded in our faith.   Various forms of earthly temptations have challenged our ability to focus and to fix our eyes on Jesus and our missions.  We’ve neglected our personal discipline and devotion that sustain us in remaining calm and collective under pressure.
When Jesus spent those 40 days and 40 nights out in the wilderness, He too was tempted, just like we would also, out of his physical needs of food, authority, and ultimately his allegiance to His Heavenly Father.  But throughout those 40 days and 40 nights, Jesus went on a prayer walk with God, and the Holy Spirit was with him in order to protect Him from evil harm’s way.  He was never alone!   

Come to think of it, all of us have our share of temptations that we must overcome in our everyday lives, don’t we?  We don’t need to look far to come across various forms of temptations across the media.  Unfortunately much of these images and ideas have been engrained into our minds and have become socially acceptable, while God’s Word and the message of salvation (the Good News) is still being distanced and remained foreign to so many today.  When we yield into these forms of temptations, they draw us away from God and indulge us in the form of sins.  Small sin propagates into a larger sin and we use lies to cover up and make excuses to think that it’s all right and acceptable.  The cycle continues on…. 
As Martha read for us earlier from the Book of Genesis, evil existed ever since the days of Adam and Eve.  Sin occurred when Adam and Eve violated the trust and accountability through God’s order.  Their disobedience led to rebellions against God.  Sin led their son – Cain into jealousy and hatred, and ultimately killing against his own brother Abel. 
Because of our sins, human beings have fallen into a slippery slope of eternal damnation.  Every time we “Miss the Mark”, Satan wins another small victory!  Satan is constantly lurking for the “opportune” time to strike.  
Not only we need to be vigilant of Satan’s presence when we are experiencing crises and challenges in life but we must also remain vigilant in the moments of triumphs and celebration of accomplishment and freedom.  The ultimate goal of Satan is to distract our focus and derail our relationship with God, causing us to “miss our mark” altogether.
Temptations and evils make us more aware of our own human weaknesses and shortcomings.  We are all dependent upon God and are at the hands of God’s mercy.  We make ourselves vulnerable while journeying in the wilderness of life.  We might be alone but we are never too far away from God.  Christ calls upon us to cast all of our burdens and worries upon Him.  He said, “Come unto me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."
  

When we are carrying too much burdens and worries on our shoulders, we would easily get burnt out.  We grow weary and tired.  We cannot differentiate the rights and the wrongs and cave in to the temptations of evil.  When we are most vulnerable and weak, we would “miss the mark”.  
In our New Testament passage today in Paul’s letter to the church in Rome, the Apostle Paul made a startling comparison between the 1st Adam and the 2nd Adam who is Christ.  The 1st Adam’s sin led to condemnation to us all.  Consequent to Adam and Eve’s sinful disobedience, humanity is eternally enslaved under the penalty of death.  Our intimate relationship with God has been broken and our accounted trust has been violated.  We have “missed the mark” of the Bull’s Eye!  
However, through the 2nd Adam’s righteousness, our sins have been redeemed for what the Son of Man has done upon the cross.  No longer will we be “missing the mark” on the Bull’s Eye, but rather our lives will be centered upon Christ.
Interestingly our appointed lectionary text today only goes as far as verse 19.  Somehow it stops-short of the most important part of our passage today, which come immediately following in verses 20-21.  That’s why I added to our reading earlier.  Verses 20-21 tell us “where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so that, just as sin exercised dominion in death, so grace might also exercise dominion through justification leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  
The opposite of sin is grace and reconciliation.  We cannot talk about grace without talking about sin and repentance.  We might acknowledge that they must go hand-in-hand.  Often times we hear people preaching about the great things that God is going to do for us, without mentioning one’s own sinfulness and the needs of repentance and confession.  We focus solely on the news that are “good” for our ears and our hearts, but that’s not really the Good News at all.  The Good News awakes our senses of wrongs.  It helps us realize that we are in need of God’s grace, in spite of who we are and what we have done in the past.  God still loves us no matter what.  Without repentance and confession, God’s grace is meaningless and cheap.
With his earthly mission for humanity, Christ served as a pivotal turning point between human sin and reconciliation.  Sin is one’s falling away from God’s grace.  When we are not living within the realm of God’s grace we are then living in sin.  Our sinful nature and our propensity to sin reveal how far we’ve come short of God’s glory and how much we are still in need of God’s grace and mercy.

Reconciliation only comes when we realize that we are forever in debt to God for what we’ve done wrong and acknowledging that we need God’s grace.  We cannot redeem ourselves out of the depravity of our sins.  Only God can reach out and extend God’s mercy upon us.  God sent Jesus to this worldly mission in order to redeem and save through this one man.  
As the Apostle Paul tells us through his letter to the church in Rome, “therefore just as one man's trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man's act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all.  For just as by the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous.

During this season of Lent, God has invited all of us to go on a journey with Him….a journey that ultimately lead us to the foot of the cross where Christ triumphs and claims the final victory over the death of sin.  Jesus said, "If anyone want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
   Christ has already done the heavy lifting for all of us, all we have to do is carry our own crosses and follow the path that Jesus has already trotted.  Step by step, He will lead us on our journey to cross.
Throughout this journey, instead of blocking out with our own voices, God invites us to listen and discern attentively to what the Spirit is telling us…sometimes it may not be what we want to hear.  And that is OK!!  But trust in God and the Spirit’s leading, as the Psalmist reminded us that “God’s word is the lamp unto our feet and a light unto our path.
  

God invites us to scrutinize our own spiritual lives under the microscope.  Where is God right now in your life?  Have we fallen off God’s radar screen totally and packed our bags and left Eden on our own?  Are we ashamed of their own sinful image in the presence of God’s perfect image. 
Perhaps we once had a personal intimate relationship with God but slowly and maturely, our relationship may have drifted apart over the years.  It’s OK, all of us have experienced that.  Perhaps some of us may be wrestling with that right now in our lives when God has become just another distant friend whom we only call upon when we’re in need of God’s help.  Perhaps Satan is already at work among us, preventing us from seeking personal intimacy and harmony with one another and with our Maker?  Are our eyes still fixed on the Bull’s Eye with Christ at the center?
In humility and faithful obedience, Christ invites us to lay down our lives before Him and to check ourselves, along with ALL of our baggages, at the foot of the Cross.  That’s what this season of Lent is all about…a time to Reflect, Rekindle and Redirect our passion for Christ.  
Through this season of Lent, may we rediscover our intimacy with God once again through our constant prayers and meditations.  Thanks be to God for God’s grace, humility, and mercy.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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