The 18th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 24 (a)]
October 16, 2011

1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22 
ISAIAH 45:1-7
1 Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped, to subdue nations before him and ungird the loins of kings, to open doors before him that gates may not be closed: 2 "I will go before you and level the mountains, I will break in pieces the doors of bronze and cut asunder the bars of iron, 3 I will give you the treasures of darkness and the hoards in secret places, that you may know that it is I, the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by your name. 4 For the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen, I call you by your name, I surname you, though you do not know me. 5 I am the LORD, and there is no other, besides me there is no God; I gird you, though you do not know me, 6 that men may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none besides me; I am the LORD, and there is no other. 7 I form light and create darkness, I make well-being and create calamity, I am the LORD, who do all these things.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
What will our Lord do with a guy like Cyrus?

First, just a little bit about Cyrus.  He was a great man—we know that because he was called “Cyrus the Great.”  It was around 540 BC, and Cyrus busted out of Persia (what we would today think of as Iran), and he conquered Babylon, he conquered the Medes and the other great kingdoms, so that he ended up reigning over the greatest kingdom of all up to that time, reigning over the lands all the way from India on the East up to Egypt on the West, and including what we would today think of as Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Turkey, and points north of that.

He was known as a wise and shrewd King, he was also known as bloodthirsty.  Once when he was going to conquer the Massagatae tribes to the North, Cyrus set up a war camp and stocked the camp with food and plentiful wine, and then he put his weakest troops there.

When the Massagatae army attacked the camp, they easily killed Cyrus’s troops, since they were, after all, his weakest ones, and then, in their celebration of the victory, they proceeded to get drunk on all the wine Cyrus had stocked the camp with.  When they were drunk, Cyrus attacked with his good troops and killed them.

The ruler of the Massagatae was their Queen, Tomyris.  She despised Cyrus’s dishonorable way of war, and when she personally led her strongest army against Cyrus in a battle that has been described as the fiercest battle of the ancient world, Cyrus was finally defeated.  According to the historian Herodotus, Queen Tomyris then had Cyrus decapitated, and had his head dipped in a bucket of blood as public vengeance for all bloodlust that Cyrus had shown in his life.


What will the Lord do with a guy like Cyrus?

Cyrus was not a Christian.  He did not have faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, he had not been circumcised into the covenant, he did not go to the Temple in Jerusalem to have his sins forgiven by the blood of the sacrifice, he did not listen to the Gospel of sins forgiven.  Cyrus was only the greatest general and king the world had seen, a man stained with blood, a man who lived by the sword, and ended up dying by the sword—so what will the Lord do with Cyrus?

Two hundred years before the world even knew the name of Cyrus, the Lord had his prophet Isaiah say this:

Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped, to subdue nations before him and ungird the loins of kings, to open doors before him that gates may not be closed.

[Isaiah 45:1]


A man like Cyrus, a man who sometimes is seen as a wise and diligent ruler, other times as dishonorable and bloodthirsty, but a man who has no faith in the Lord, no knowledge of the forgiveness of sins, no comfort of the Gospel, What will our Lord do with him?

For that matter, what will our Lord do with other evil people?  We know what this looks like.  Even in our own day, there are Cyrus wanna-be’s.  We see dictators around the globe who have no aversion to getting the blood even of their own people on their hands, and it’s not just the kings and princes.  It’s the person who covets his neighbor’s business or wealth, it’s the one who sets up schemes to steal from others, the one who gossips and slanders behind his neighbor’s back, it’s everywhere we look in our world, where the Lord’s Commandments are smothered by hatred, thievery, lies, envy, and covetousness, and all the other evil of men’s hearts.

What will our Lord do, not only with Cyrus, but with us?—for we all know that the sin is in our hearts too.


This is a tough question for the Christian.  It’s easy to speak of how God uses good and virtuous people to bring his gifts to the world.  When we look at someone volunteering at a food bank, at a nurse giving caring attention to her patient, at a teacher patiently working with a student, at a police officer putting his own life on the line to protect the innocent, at a judge or governor or president who works hard to protect the life and home and property and businesses, and the marriages, of those under his or her authority—when we look at all these things of people working hard and honorably in their vocations to uphold those things the Lord has instituted by his commandments, it is easy to speak of how God is working through these people to bring his gifts to the world.

God works through the good, through those things that uphold life and marriage and property, no one would have any problem with that.

But what about the evil?  And the evil people?  Where is God then?


Take a look at Cyrus, Isaiah the prophet would tell us.  Giving his sermon 200 years before Cyrus was born, Isaiah proclaimed that a man named Cyrus would come along, he would not be a Christian, that is, he would be a man with no faith in the salvation to be accomplished by the coming Christ, but, this Cyrus, though he himself would not know it, would be anointed by the Lord to protect his people Israel.  

And we know that that did, indeed, happen.  Cyrus, though he had no personal interest in the Israelites, did send them back to their land, and it was by Cyrus’s hand that the nation of Israel was preserved, so that about 500 years after Cyrus himself had been killed, from Israel would come a Virgin named Mary who would give birth to God the Son in the flesh.

Call Cyrus what you will—dishonorable, power-hungry, bloodthirsty, call him a man who is so evil his head should be dipped in blood, but call him the Lord’s instrument, a man anointed to serve the Lord’s purpose, whether he himself knew it or not.


It’s a tough thing to speak of our Lord using not only good, but also evil, for the benefit of his people.

Also in our own world.   But it does give us the prayer to pray for our own kings and princes, and it does give us the way to look at them.

We know that all judges and governors and presidents should be upholding those things instituted by the Lord’s Commandments.  But what do we do when they don’t?  What do we do if there is a judge who gives preference not to the victim of a crime, but to the perpetrator?  If there is a governor who refuses to protect the unborn from the abortionists?  If there is a president who brings doubt to the Lord’s institution of marriage?  Or what of a police officer who, instead of upholding the rule of law, takes bribes and lets justice be bought?

Jesus held up a coin and said, 

“Whose likeness and inscription is this?” 21 They said, “Caesar's.” Then he said to them, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God's.”

[Matthew 25:21]

Caesar was no better than Cyrus some 500 years previous.  But you render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s—tax, respect for his office, obedience to the rule of law, and for Caesar, we pray.  The church intercedes.  Not only for the king or prince who is good and honorable and virtuous, but also for the one who is a bit like Caesar or Cyrus.

So that where a Caesar or a Cyrus is not upholding the things the Lord has instituted by his Commandments, the things of marriage and family, of home and property and business, then the Christian is not given to strike down that Caesar or that Cyrus, but is given to intercede to the Lord that even through that Caesar or that Cyrus, the Lord would work to bring about the gifts of his commandments to the people he loves.


Does God act even through a Cyrus, or even through someone who is evil today?

Back in the 1500's, seeing both some good princes and kings, but also some evil ones, Luther thought this to be an important question.

Luther said, Yes, it must be that God works through also evil people or evil things, or else God is not omnipotent, all-powerful.  If you have a God who works through good and virtuous things, but turns tail and runs when he sees something evil, then you have a God who is powerful only around good, and who, then, is not omnipotent.

So Luther compared it to a horseman who is riding a horse that had two lame legs.  The riding of the horse goes badly, says Luther, but that doesn’t mean the horseman doesn’t do what horsemen do—he rides the horse.  As he rides the horse alongside good, healthy horses, it is apparent that the riding goes badly.

But here you see, wrote Luther, that when God works in and through evil men, evil things are done, and yet God himself cannot act evilly although he does evil through evil men, because one who is himself good cannot act evilly; yet God uses evil instruments that cannot escape the sway and motion of his omnipotence.


Cyrus didn’t know he was the Lord’s instrument, nor did, later, Caesar.  But when evil is on the field, the Lord doesn’t run from the field.  He is still the Lord, he is still riding the horse, and he uses even the evil, even the lame horse, to accomplish his purpose.

The lame horse continues running badly, as lame horses do.  The evil person continues committing evil, as evil persons do.  But even those who don’t know him, who have no faith in his Name—the Lord is using them for his purpose.


And now, for a moment, we may consider ourselves.  For we do know the Name of the Lord, we do have faith in his salvation, we do find our confidence in his Body and Blood, yet, we know that we live in our sinful flesh—flesh that we share with Cyrus, with Caesar.  So we may consider ourselves.  What becomes of the works of our sinful flesh?  We repent of the sin of course, but the sin has, after all been done.  What becomes of that?

The sin is evil.  Yet, our Lord does not depart the field of our lives.  As we repent of our sin, commending ourselves to him, we pray to him that he uses all things, good and bad, to work together for good to those who love him.

He does not depart the field.  He is there, with us, in all that we do, with his promise of the Gospel, forgiving our sin, restoring us to himself.

This morning we saw little Isabella baptized into the Name of Christ.  The name Isabella derives from the biblical name Elizabeth, which means, God is an oath, or God is a promise.

In Baptism, God has made an oath to little Isabel and to each of us and our children.  He has sworn a promise.  In Baptism, he has given us his Name, and where he puts his Name, he will not depart, he will never leave the field—he is there, with us, as our God and Savior, forgiving us, cleansing us, doing all the things of his Name.

So that even as we see the evil in the world, we may say, Nevertheless, I am Baptized into Christ, I am God’s own child.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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