18 Pentecost, 2011  
                                                                                   
                       Isaiah 45:1-7


OUR HEAVENLY FATHER IS IN CONTROL

Sermon for the 18th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011 

Isaiah 45:1-7


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. The text for our sermon today is the Old Testament reading from before, Isaiah 45:1-7: 1 This is what the LORD has said to Cyrus, His anointed one, “whose right hand I have grasped to subdue nations before him, whom I shall use to undo the weapon-belts of kings, and to open doors before him so that the city-gates will not be shut: 2 ‘I Myself shall go before you and smooth down the elevated places. I shall break bronze gates in pieces and cut through iron crossbars. 3 I shall give you treasures from dark places and riches stored in secret places, so that you may know that I am the LORD, the God of Israel, and that I am calling you by your name. 4 For the sake of My servant Jacob, and Israel, My chosen one, I have called you by your name. I am giving you a title of honour, although you do not know Me. 5 I am the LORD and there is no one else. Apart from Me there is no other God. I shall equip you for action, although you do not know Me, 6 so that people from the sunrise to the sunset may know there is no one except Me. I am the LORD and there is no one else. 7 I form light and create darkness. I cause prosperity and create calamity. I am the LORD, and I do all these things.’”

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,
We live in a crazy world where unbelief and error and horrible vices are sucking people in by the millions, growing worse and worse, stronger, more violent, more wicked and defiant, spinning the world into a vortex of chaos. We fear what tomorrow might bring, and so we are tempted to say “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we shall die.” That is what many are doing in today’s world. Why fight and struggle, they say, for righteousness and real justice? Why trust in God and wait for heaven? Let’s just enjoy what we can now and never mind tomorrow. 
But no matter what, even though the devil is the prince of this world, yet the King of the entire universe is Jesus Christ, the Lord, and His is the kingdom and the power and the glory. We trust that He is in control. 

Cyrus, to whom our text is addressed, was ruler of the united empire of the Medes and the Persians, the land that is now Iran. About 600 years before Christ they began to rise to power. They had already taken the northern section of Mesopotamia, which was known as Assyria. Now they pounced on Babylon, the golden kingdom which Nebuchadnezzar had ruled. It was under him that the Jews were taken into captivity in Babylon 586 years before Christ was born. But now he was dead, and the turn came for the silver kingdom of Persia to rule. King Cyrus attacked the capital city of Babylon. It was an impregnable fortress and the glory of the ancient world. Its walls were 300 feet high. Who could conquer it? Its gates were a pair of immense brass doors. There were 100 such gates. But he did not have to breach the wall or smash the gates. He diverted the river and marched his troops in through the river-bed, under the wall. He captured the city in a single night with scarcely any fighting. 


This is what the LORD has said to Cyrus, His anointed one, “whose right hand I have grasped to subdue nations before him, whom I shall use to undo the weapon-belts of kings, and to open doors before him so that the city-gates will not be shut. Cyrus is called the Lord’s anointed. The word for anointed is Messiah. Cyrus was the Lord’s Messiah. The Lord takes hold of Cyrus’s right hand, as He did with Israel. Of course he is not the promised Saviour, and in fact there were several other kings who were called the Lord’s Messiah, and they were not the promised Saviour, either. But King Cyrus was the man God ordained to save the Jews and restore the holy land, ending their Babylonian captivity. The Lord led him every step of his career, conquering one nation after another. And notice who it was that won his wars. It was the Lord all along. He says, ‘I Myself shall go before you and smooth down the elevated places. I shall break bronze gates in pieces and cut through iron crossbars. I shall give you treasures from dark places and riches stored in secret places, so that you may know that I am the LORD, the God of Israel, and that I am calling you by your name. For the sake of My servant Jacob, and Israel, My chosen one, I have called you by your name. I am giving you a title of honour, although you do not know Me. I am the LORD and there is no one else. 

Cyrus thought he was doing this all himself, just as did Nebuchadnezzar before him. Because of his own anger and pride and greed for conquest, Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem and took the Jews captive - or so he thought. But it was the Lord’s own plan to do this, foretold years earlier. Nebuchadnezzar was just a pawn in the Lord’s hand. The Lord was using him to punish Tyre and Philistia and Moab and Edom and all the rest, and especially unfaithful Judah. And now the Lord was also using King Cyrus to accomplish His purposes. Cyrus thought he was conquering countries for his own glory and for the glory of Persia. He must have been impressed with his victories, as one nation after another fell into his hands and especially Babylon itself, the great fortress city. Yet it was the Lord who opened the doors, struck terror into the kings so they would surrender, and gave his armies power in the field. 

Today, too, the Lord is using the powers of this world, even though they do not know Him. It is He who is driving them forward, even in their vicious and evil purposes. Yet they are pawns in His hands, ever realising that He is bringing His will to pass, and not even knowing Him at all, yet serving Him. We do not always realise what God is accomplishing with such people and nations, but His will is being done on earth, and even in their rush to do evil, the wicked end up serving God. 
That does not mean that they are to be rewarded for serving Him, because they are not doing it willingly. It is not of faith or for the love of God that they serve Him, but because He is over-ruling their evil purposes to perform His mercies. Their works, even though God’s will is being done, are still sin. If someone shoots you through the head, God is using him to end your earthly life and bring you to heaven, but that person is still a murderer, disobeying God’s command You shall not kill. So we should not become puffed up with pride just because we have done something for God and His kingdom; even the heathen do that. We should rather be grateful that God accepts our works, not because we have done them, but because the merit of Jesus Christ is added to them and makes them acceptable in God’s sight. 

Secondly, we note that God controls the heathen for the sake of His Church. Isaiah writes, For the sake of My servant Jacob, and Israel, My chosen one, I have called you by your name.This is certainly not just the nation of Israel, but Israel, My chosen one. The elect are the believers, both Jews and Gentiles. St. Paul says, “For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. 29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter,” (Rom. 2:28-29).
 We, who trust in Christ as our Saviour, and not in any goodness or merit of our own, are the true Israel; and for our sakes the Lord moves the nations about upon the earth, raising them up and casting them down in their time. Cyrus did not realise it, but he was God’s tool for sending the Jews home. Joseph’s brothers did not realise it, but when they sold Joseph into slavery, they were God’s tools for saving themselves and the church and others from starvation and extermination. And when the Jews screamed for Jesus’ blood and when the Sanhedrin condemned Him they were also God’s tools, punishing Jesus for the sins of the world, so that every believer might have His righteousness. 

Sometimes the Church needs to be chastened and purified, and God allows the wicked to persecute and kill and fill the air with their blasphemies, so that believers will flee to the Rock of their salvation and find comfort and peace in Him alone, and also flee fornication and youthful lusts and other temptations with which they have befouled themselves. It often happens that Christians grow lazy and self-righteous and careless and indifferent and need to be humbled and led to repentance. The faint-hearted and fearful turn away, but believers believe, not because the future looks good for them, but because they believe the promise of God in Christ which is found in His holy and infallible Word. 

It is true that we cannot always see how God is helping His Church, because His ways are past finding out, but His purpose, as He says here is, so that people from the sunrise to the sunset may know there is no one except Me. I am the LORD and there is no one else. 

God's plan is laid out from the beginning. This prophecy about King Cyrus is an especially noteworthy one because it shows that the Lord controls the future. Isaiah wrote those words about 700 years before Christ, about 150 years before Cyrus was born. Yet He calls him by name and has his whole career laid out for him. He is anointed to capture Babylon and free the Jews. Yet because of this prophecy, some have said Isaiah did not write it, but someone else who lived at the time of Cyrus and knew the name. But if that is true, then why would Cyrus, upon hearing the prophecy, be so impressed by it that he also signed an order to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem? The real reason people reject this prophecy is because they reject all prophecy, saying it cannot be: no one can foretell the future; and the reason behind that is that then they would have to acknowledge that the prophecies about Christ are all true, and they would have to recognise that Jesus is the Messiah, the Saviour promised from the beginning, the only Saviour of sinners. The prophecies of Him are all clear and plain, fulfilled in detail, but many would like to explain them away, so they pick and find fault in all prophecies. Yet they do not recognise that they themselves with their unbelief were also foretold. Jude writes “In the last time there will be scoffers, following their own ungodly passions.” 19 It is these who cause divisions, worldly people, devoid of the Spirit,” (Jud 18-19). In spite of them, God’s plan is laid out from the beginning. God planned before the world was created, to raise up Cyrus and use him for His Church’s benefit, just as Jesus was also delivered up according to ﻿the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, (Ac 2:23). The Jews with all their malice, and Pilate in his weakness, were carrying out God’s eternal plan, though they did not know it. 

And what is His plan? Our Second Reading today from 1 Thessalonians gives us an idea. There we were told: “For the Word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only through Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place,” (1 Thess. 1:8). God sends His Word out into the world. He floods it with His Gospel. The Holy Spirit was poured out at Pentecost. His water of life flows all over the world yet today. The knowledge of Jesus Christ brings salvation, and by faith we have righteousness. Cyrus was chosen to restore and preserve Israel and the holy land for this purpose. God’s Word goes everywhere. The water of Baptism floods the world and brings Christ’s righteousness to millions. The Lord’s Supper feeds us unto salvation and eternal life. 
God’s good and gracious will is that sinners should repent and receive salvation through faith in Christ. And in the interest of that salvation God overrules the purposes of men and causes His will to be done. This is what we also pray for in the Lord’s Prayer. And when God deals with you and me, one at a time, with our risings and fallings, our fears and worries and our sicknesses and blessings, it is all done for the same purpose, that we may know Christ, and that believing, we might have life through His name. It is not so that we might have fun, or be happy, or have a full belly, or have all we want, or earn a reward of our own, but that we may know that He is the only God and our only Saviour. So regardless of what happens in the world, whether it seems good to us or appears to be an absolute catastrophe, we may thank God that His will is done, just as Job said, “The Lord ﻿gave, and the Lord has taken away; ﻿blessed be the name of the Lord,” (Job 1:21). Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE EIGHTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


O God our Father, Lord of all, the creator and sustainer of all things in heaven and on earth, we bow before You in worship, and bring before You our praise and our prayers. In the name of Your only Son Jesus Christ, we ask You to forgive us our many sins, and to rescue us from what we deserve because of them. Come into our lives with Your power, and save us from the temptations and dangers that threaten us.


We recognise our own weakness and know we need Your help. Without Your strength we can do nothing. Therefore, give us the power and blessing of Your Holy Spirit, so that we may stand in the grace You gave us in Baptism, and that we may live a life that measures up to the standard You set when You called us to faith. Inspire us with the Gospel about Your delivering up the Son of Man into the hands of sinful men. Because we humbly receive all spiritual blessings from You, take away our stubborn self-wills, and lead us to do Your perfect will. Take away our pride and conceit, and make us humble. Take away our critical and grumbling spirit, and make us content. Take away our resentment and anger, and make us gentle and patient. Help us in love to put up with each other’s faults and weaknesses, as people who have been made rich by Your love.


Pour out Your blessing on Your Church, O God. By the Spirit’s power, make us one in heart and mind, in the peace of Christ. Enable us to grasp the Church’s oneness in Christ in the truth of the Gospel. Take away from us our pride and sinful desire for pre-eminence. Inspire us by Jesus’ humble service to us to serve You gratefully through serving our neighbours. Give us opportunities to demonstrate the confession of the Gospel before the world, that people may be drawn to Your Son and rejoice in Your salvation.


Give Your guidance and blessing to all lawful authority, especially to our Queen and her representatives, and the parliaments of our Commonwealth and State. Give them wisdom and sound judgment, that godliness may rule and evil be kept in check.


Be the guardian of our homes and families. Make them places where Your Word is treasured, where faith in You produces love, and where love expresses itself in service to You and others.


Touch with Your healing power the sick, the sorrowing, and the suffering. Hear their cry, and remember them in Your mercy. Show them that You are the ever-present source of help, and the saviour of all people, especially of those who believe.


These things we ask in the name of Jesus Christ, our Saviour and Lord. Amen. 
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