SERMON SERIES: WITNESSES
“Simon The Cyrene: From Observer To Participant”

Matthew 27:32-37
The sermon series we’re using during the season of Lent is entitled “Witnesses.”  We’re exploring people who were eyewitnesses to Jesus, and how each person was transformed from one place in life to another.  In addition, this series leads us to the choir’s Easter cantata called “ We Are Witnesses.”  We started last Sunday by looking at Mary Magdalene, a woman who went from darkness to light as a result of her encounter with Jesus.

As part of each message, I’m using the writings of J. Barrie Shepherd, former pastor of First Presbyterian Church of New York City.  He wrote a book entitled Faces At the Cross, a collection of poems, prayers and stories of biblical people who were at the cross.  Each week I’m including Rev. Shepherd’s thoughts on those people to give us a different perspective.

Let’s turn to our Scripture reading for today, Matthew 27:32-37.
Have you ever gone somewhere to watch something and somehow ended up being involved in the proceedings?  Maybe you were there by choice or by chance, and your intent was just to see what was going on.  But something happened and you got drawn into the events around you.  It sometimes happens when riots break out or public protests are happening.  We see media reports of someone who got swept up in the destruction or display.  They started out as mere observers but events caused them to become participants.  Such was the experience of our witness this morning, Simon the Cyrene.  He was a man who went from observer to participant in the passion of Jesus.
32Along the way, they came across a man named Simon, who was from Cyrene, and the soldiers forced him to carry Jesus’ cross.  33And they went out to a place called Golgotha (which means “Place of the Skull”).  34The soldiers gave Jesus wine mixed with bitter gall, but when he had tasted it, he refused to drink it.
35After they had nailed him to the cross, the soldiers gambled for his clothes by throwing dice.  36Then they sat around and kept guard as he hung there.  37A sign was fastened above Jesus’ head, announcing the charge against him.  It read: “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews.”
Cyrene was a Roman province in what is today Libya in North Africa.  It was a month’s journey from Cyrene to Jerusalem.  Simon was possibly a Jew since there was a large Jewish population in Cyrene.  He may’ve been on a pilgrimage from Cyrene to Jerusalem for the Passover.  Or he may’ve originally been from Cyrene but was now a settler living in the countryside near Jerusalem.
We know very little about Simon.  Matthew and Luke give us his name and place of origin; John doesn’t even mention Simon; and Mark identifies him as …the father of Alexander and Rufus (15:21).  Mark’s gospel was primarily written to Christians in Rome, so Alexander and Rufus may’ve been known to them, providing a direct link to eyewitnesses at the crucifixion.
We also know that Simon wasn’t involved in the riots surrounding Jesus. Mark tells us that Simon …was coming in from the countryside (15:21).  Simon was a visitor in Jerusalem and wasn’t part of the crowd against Jesus--but he was part of the crowd nonetheless.  When it was evident that Jesus couldn’t continue without help, the Roman soldiers grabbed Simon and forced him to help Jesus with the burden of the cross.
As part and parcel of Roman rule, any soldier could conscript a Jew to perform small, menial tasks on their behalf, such as watering a horse or carrying something.  To resist such a ‘request’ could mean beatings or imprisonment.  It was just one more way Rome reinforced their superiority and reminded the Jewish people who was in charge.
As Jesus watched Simon place the wood on his back--as he felt Simon’s arm wrap around his torn, bloody frame—do you think that Jesus remembered his own words, recorded in Matthew 5:41: “If a soldier demands that you carry his gear for a mile, carry it two miles”?  Do you supposed he wondered where Peter, James and John—his closest friends--were?  Shouldn’t they have been there to lend a hand?  Shouldn’t they have volunteered to help bear the weight?  It wasn’t a close friend who helped Jesus.  It wasn’t a disciple who helped him.  It was a man yanked unwillingly from the crowd…
How I got involved in this I’ll never know.

I was on my way into the city--trying to finish up my business and get on the way home before the Sabbath--when I heard a commotion in the streets.  Next thing I knew I was in the middle of a mob dragging three poor souls out of the city to be crucified.


I was working my way toward the edge of the crowd when a rough hand grasped me by the shoulder, spun me around, and I saw a Roman soldiers.  He led me to the officer in charge, saying: “Here’s a fine strong fellow, from the country by the look of him.  He’ll do to carry the cross.”

And before I could protest, they shoved me under an enormous wooden cross, and prodded me into lifting it and bearing it down the street.  Well, it doesn’t do to argue too much with these Roman soldiers.  They’re apt to turn on you and fling you in their cells to cool off overnight.


I couldn’t help noticing, however, that the one whose cross I bore was quite different from the other two.  They looked like typical criminals: ragged garments, shaggy hair and beards, wild, cunning looks on their faces.

The third one seemed a gentler soul.  He clearly had been more severely beaten, yet I never heard one word of complaint or self-pity.  The other two were making their share of noise, proclaiming their innocence, screaming for the crowd to save them.  The third one had a kind of dignity about him.  He didn’t strike me as a criminal.  Then I saw the sign they were carrying to nail on his cross: KING OF THE JEWS it said in three languages, so I guess he must have committed some kind of political, or maybe even religious crime.


As we walked--or rather stumbled--through the streets, he met my eye from time to time, and I felt drawn to him.  He was obviously sorry I had to bear his burden.  But more than that, it seemed as if he had some kind of secret to share with me.  It was then I noticed he was saying something to me above the din of the street.  Finally I heard it: “God loves you.”
Was he simply saying ‘thank you’ for the help I had been compelled to give?  Was he trying to pronounce some kind of blessing on me?  Or was he telling me some news?  That was the way he seemed to regard it--as if it were the latest, the hottest piece of news that ever was.


You know something?


Some kind of blessing did descend.  I felt suddenly sure of who I was and what I was doing.  I felt that, of all the places in the world, there was no place I would rather be than here, compelled to bear this awful weight.  I felt as if my life had moved across all of its years toward this moment, toward these words that simply said “God loves you.”


So I’m standing here, waiting for another glimpse of those eyes, another chance to hear that news that shook me to the core...


What will I tell my wife when I go home?  How can I explain what happened to my boys, Alexander and Rufus?  Can I find a way to share with them the news he passed along to me today?  God loves me.  God loves you.

Simon’s task in helping Jesus wasn’t long or drawn out.  The cross wasn’t any heavier than other things Simon probably carried as part of his daily labor.  But this one task was incredibly necessary.  Often we ignore the small tasks of faith and discipleship.  They don’t garner attention.  We think they don’t matter so we avoid them or pretend they don’t exist.
Years ago, during my youth ministry days, I had an adult volunteer named Dan who was part of our leadership team.  Dan wouldn’t lead a devotion or small group.  He wouldn’t give a talk or presentation.  Dan wasn’t the kind of person who enjoyed being up front.  But if you needed chairs set up, or tables moved, or food brought in, or the floor swept, or the youth encouraged—Dan was your guy!  He enjoyed doing the small, behind-the-scenes tasks that others often overlooked, but which were critically important for the success of the youth ministry.

Simon the Cyrene took on a task that nobody else wanted.  It was a task that cost him a lot.  He was covered in the sweat and blood of Jesus’ body.  He was made unclean by touching the cross and the blood of Jesus, so he wouldn’t have been able to participate in Sabbath activities.  And imagine the jeers and curses he endured from the crowd as he assisted Jesus.  Participation in the life of Jesus does not come cheap.  It has its own glories and joys, to be sure, but these are often not what our world—or we—expect and want.  Our sinful human nature wants to be noticed, to be seen and praised; our egos want the limelight and credit for all the good stuff.
But life in the kingdom of God isn’t about first place, attention or fame.  It’s not about who can be the greatest, coolest or most popular.  It’s not a coincidence that three of the four gospels record the disciples questioning which of them was the most important: An argument started among the disciples as to which of them would be the greatest (Luke 9:46).  We all want to be needed and we all need to be valued.  But fulfilling these needs in the kingdom of God comes from our identity in Jesus—who he is and what he has done.  It’s not about us.  It’s all about Jesus.
Jesus lived a life of service.  And he calls us to that same life.  In fact, if we’ve accepted him as our Lord and Savior, we’ve already agreed to live our lives in that way.

Like Simon, many times we’re called to the least impressive tasks for the sake of the kingdom.  Many times we’re called to help someone else carry their cross, whatever it may be.  We must never forget that if we aren’t obedient in the small things, we will not be entrusted with greater things.  Jesus said “Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much” (Luke 16:10).
          As we prepare to conclude our time together, let us bow in prayer:

          Jesus, you have honored us with gifts, talents and abilities that we can use for the glory of your kingdom.  Sometimes we may be tempted to think that our work is too insignificant to really matter.  Or we think that our failing health means you can no longer use us.  Forgive us for such thoughts.  Every moment of prayer, every act of compassion, every kind and gentle word, every card sent, every hug and handshake, are used by you to remind others of their worth and importance.  We also thank you today for the servants in this church who are willing to undertake the least noticed and most mundane tasks for the sake of your kingdom.  They are the very lifeblood of this congregation and we are grateful to have them.

And now, Jesus, before we go our separate ways to be in ministry in the world this week, place upon our hearts one person who needs our help in bearing their burden.  Who do we need to be Simon of Cyrene for this week?  Who can we serve in the simplest and most unrecognized of ways?  Bring them to our heart now, O Lord…


Gracious God of our Lord Jesus Christ, your Spirit has given us the face or name of someone we can serve this week.  Now by your awesome power, bring us in contact with that person in the days ahead, that we may show them the mercy and grace that has rescued us, and that reaches out to them as well.  Amen.
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