
Bible Study 

Ash Wednesday 
 

Opening Prayer:  (Sign of the Cross) “Holy God, when we were baptized, you entered into a holy covenant 

with each of us. We became your adopted sons and daughters; you would be our only God. Open our ears once 

again to hear your words of love, our hearts to receive them, and our wills to put them into practice daily. We 

ask this in the name of our Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.” 
 

Questions before the readings 

1. What are some of your childhood memories of Lent? 

2. In what sense is Holy Mother Church correct in calling all of us to conversion of heart every year?  
 

Commentary before the First Reading: Joel 2:12-18 

Around 400 BC an invasion of locusts and grasshoppers ravaged the land of Israel. Crops were destroyed, 

trees were stripped bare and left to die, and animals starved from lack of forage. The prophet Joel was sent by 

God to call the people back to more faithful living of their covenant with the Lord. For they had become lax in 

the practice of their faith, often merely going through motions without conscious, intentional worship and 

living.   
 

Read the First Reading aloud. 

1. With which words does God tell the people, “It is not sufficient merely to go through the motions of 

keeping the covenant,” that He wants authentic worship and lives of faith? 

2. Whose role was it to call the people together and lead them back to heartfelt faithfulness? 

3. Repetition was a common literary practice among Jewish writers wishing to emphasize something; how 

many ways does Joel state God’s wish that all the people were called to conversion? 

4. What would be proof to the pagans among them that the Lord God is real and He was active in their lives? 
 

Commentary before the Second Reading: 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:2 

Saint Paul’s second letter to the Church at Corinth was occasioned by several crises that had arisen there and 

needed his response. In the portion that we read today, spanning the end of Chapter 5 and the very beginning 

of Chapter 6, Saint Paul emphasizes how all have a responsibility to be part of helping reconciliation to happen 

in the community. As Ash Wednesday calls us to conversion of heart, this reading contains a suggestion that 

we can also be agents in others’ having a beneficial Lenten experience. 
 

Read the Second Reading aloud.   

1. An ambassador is a representative and spokesperson for someone else. What, then, does it mean to be an 

ambassador for Christ? 

2. In what sense did Jesus “become sin,” for we believe that Jesus was completely sinless his whole life? 

3. Saint Teresa of Avila wrote, “Christ has no body but yours, no hands, no feet on earth but yours.” Which 

words from this reading was she echoing? 

4. “Now is a very acceptable time” for what?  
 

Commentary before the Gospel Reading: Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18 

This reading is taken from the long segment of Saint Matthew’s Gospel that collectively is called “The Sermon 

on the Mount.” The verses containing Jesus’ teaching of the Lord’s Prayer, are omitted here for the sake of the 

unity of His 3 examples. Jesus spoke out many times against hypocrisy. Here He gives 3 examples of behavior 

which He has witnessed, in which the doer sought attention more than the good that the act was meant to 

accomplish. Notice the result, of which Jesus warns, from doing good things for the wrong reasons!  
 

Read the Gospel Reading aloud. 

1. What are the traditional 3 disciplines of Lent, taken from this reading? 

2. Think of a modern word or phrase that would mean the same as “almsgiving.” 



3. Jewish law required almsgiving, prayer, and fasting by all. Jesus said He came to fulfill the law, that is, to 

bring it to the level of accomplishing God’s intent and will. Explain how the law about each of those 

requirements, would be “fulfilled” by Jesus teaching in this reading? 

4. The author used 2 different Greek words for the one translated here as “reward.” The reward for 

hypocritical actions is stated using the word for a business receipt; the reward for righteousness uses a 

word that has connotations of a gift. What does that tell us about God’s view of righteous acts? 

5. What is the value of doing the right thing “in secret”?  What difference does it make, then, in the end? 

 

Applying the Readings to our Daily Lives 

1. How easy is it to become “automatic” in the practice of our faith, either at worship or in our daily lives? 

2. Explain what these readings have to do with the cross of ashes that is placed on our foreheads this day? 

3. Fasting has evolved into a multi-faceted concept: taking no food or drink for a certain period of time; or 

taking no food, but allowing oneself water; or eating and drinking less than usual; or giving up some item 

(other than food and drink) or some activity which gives one a degree of pleasure. What is the spiritual 

value that you see in each of those interpretations of fasting? 

4. Would you say all of them are in line with what Jesus referred to in the Gospel reading? 

5. What are some ways in which others have been an ambassador of Christ for you, leading you closer to 

Him? 

6. Is there a way that you would like to try being an ambassador of reconciliation or conversion during this 

Lent? 

7. Do you feel that you, personally, need to be called back to greater faithfulness this Lent? How so? 

8. Choose a Lenten discipline that would be most appropriate, in the light of questions #6 and #7. Share if 

you wish. 
 

Closing Prayer (adapted from the Rite of Distribution of Ashes) 

Loving and merciful God, you are moved by acts of humility and you respond with forgiveness to works of 

penance. Lend your merciful ear to our prayers, and in your kindness pour out your grace on your servants 

who are marked with ashes this day. As they follow the Lenten observances with conscious love for you, may 

they be worthy to come with minds made pure to celebrate the Paschal Mystery of your Son. Through Christ 

our Lord.  Amen.   (Sign of the Cross) 


