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A. Students of the Old Testament will remember the name “Cyrus.”  Cyrus the Second or Cyrus the Great was a Persian king who released the Jews from captivity in Babylon. You recall that in 586 BC the Lord removed his protection from his sinful and unfaithful people. The Babylonians over ran Judah, destroying Jerusalem and the temple, and deported the leading citizens to Babylon as slaves and for “reeducation” into the ways and religion of Babylon. The high drama of the events we find in the book of Daniel details the trials of the Jews in captivity. 

But in 539 BC, the Lord permitted Cyrus and his army to conquer Babylon, having diverted the river that protected them like a moat. Cyrus was of a more tolerant bent. He released the captive peoples to return to their homeland, taking their religion and their idols along with them. The Jews had no idols, of course, but Cyrus authorized them to return to Jerusalem and to rebuild both their city and their temple. The Lord used this man to restore his fallen people.

B. But Cyrus was no card-carrying follower of Jehovah. He would be more like the theological liberals that infected the church in the 1800s. He was open-minded and tolerant of all religions. He himself was probably a pagan, a follower of the Zoroastrian religion. But he was pluralistic in his outlook. So the Lord used a pagan, a military conqueror to rescue his people from captivity, and even to partially fund the rebuilding of the temple. 

C. It’s clear from history that God sometimes uses bad people to accomplish his good purposes. In the context of that wonderful promise from Romans 8 that “for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose,” some of those “all things” include bad times and bad people. It is the confidence of God’s people that he is in control, and he even weaves together the aims and actions of his enemies to accomplish his good will. Luther pointed out that even the devil is God’s devil.

What we must focus on is God’s good promises to us as his people. Whether the outlook is bright or gloomy, cheery or foreboding, God reigns. 
I. WE MUST TRUST GOD TO KEEP HIS PROMISES. 


A. Though the Lord sometimes follows a circuitous route, with detours and switchbacks, he always keeps his promises. And we see his sovereign working in our text for this evening. The basic promise that God gave to his people Israel was that they would be his people and he would be their God. God would claim them as his own and care for them as his dear ones. In the present generation, the specific outworking of that promise was that David would be their king and that the unified people would be blessed through his leadership.

Talk about circuitous routes! It took a long time for David even to get to this point. Once he was anointed as the next king, it would have been nice if Saul had politely stepped aside and handed the reigns over to David. But the Lord was training and tempering David through his hardships. God was keeping his promise, but he did so in his own time and in his own way. That should be helpful when things are not going well for us. Our plan may seem off the rails, but God’s plan never is. And his promise is more certain than life itself. 

B. Part of God’s plan, then, was the removal of any contenders to David’s claim to the throne. He was already proclaimed the king of Judah. But Ish-bosheth, the son of Saul, still held on to his tenuous reign in Benjamin and to the tribes of the north. And God used the wicked deeds of wicked men to accomplish his will, to fulfill his plan, and to keep his promise. 

“4 When Ish-bosheth, Saul’s son, heard that Abner had died at Hebron, his courage failed, and all Israel was dismayed. 2 Now Saul’s son had two men who were captains of raiding bands; the name of the one was Baanah, and the name of the other Rechab, sons of Rimmon a man of Benjamin from Beeroth (for Beeroth also is counted part of Benjamin; 3 the Beerothites fled to Gittaim and have been sojourners there to this day).”

Then we find a brief introduction to another remaining member of Saul’s family who will come into the story later.

 
“4 Jonathan, the son of Saul, had a son who was crippled in his feet. He was five years old when the news about Saul and Jonathan came from Jezreel, and his nurse took him up and fled, and as she fled in her haste, he fell and became lame. And his name was Mephibosheth.” 

Now back to Ish-bosheth.


“5 Now the sons of Rimmon the Beerothite, Rechab and Baanah, set out, and about the heat of the day they came to the house of Ish-bosheth as he was taking his noonday rest. 6 And they came into the midst of the house as if to get wheat, and they stabbed him in the stomach. Then Rechab and Baanah his brother escaped. [The writer gives a bit more detail into the gruesome murder.] 7 When they came into the house, as he lay on his bed in his bedroom, they struck him and put him to death and beheaded him.”

So there it is: the last viable contender to the throne has been liquidated. God accomplished his will through the wicked deeds of wicked men. Nothing will stand in the way of God fulfilling his promises. 

C. Who would have expected Donald Trump, proud, boastful, admittedly sexually immoral, to be used of God to punish lawlessness, to correct government corruption, and to restore a measure of faithfulness to God’s order of creation in our nation? We can be thankful for these gains, even while we must not approve the man. The current president of the United States could not be ordained an elder or deacon in any rightly ordered church, nor even approved for membership! And yet God is using him to restore some measure of righteousness to our nation. 

Martin Luther was protected by Elector Frederick the Wise, who still clung to some of his Roman superstitions. 

The Reformation officially came to England through King Henry the Eighth, whose vile wickedness and bloated pride would likely make our current president look like a choirboy.


Hitler was defeated in part by another godless monster named Josef Stalin. 


The point is that we can always trust our God to keep his promises even if his means and method may surprise us. Secondly…
II. WE MUST WORK WITHIN GOD’S EXPRESSED WILL.


A. That God sometimes uses the ungodly to accomplish his good will does not give us any license to use ungodly methods ourselves. All our dealings with others must be completely above board, models of impeccable integrity. We must always take the high road, even though it may be hard and costly to us and may seem to be ineffective in doing the Lord’s work or achieving ministry results. 


B. Apparently Ish-bosheth’s security was so lax that David could have sent a hit squad, a small band of ninja, commando assassins to neutralize his competition. But he didn’t. And all along we have borne witness to the fact that David, God’s man, took the high road in his trials and tribulations with his rival, Saul. Twice, David had Saul in his clutches, where a quick swipe of a sword or thrust of a spear would have solved all his problems. But he refused to strike, and he refused to let his men strike. David waited, patiently, acting as a model of integrity. Perhaps part of his thinking was to remember that after he ascended to the throne he still had to govern the people. And if he started his administration with a lack of integrity, how could he ever regain it? 

Joab avenging himself on Abner, Ish-bosheth’s general, moved David one giant step closer to the goal. But David went to great lengths to distance himself from this cowardly act. 


C. David had remained a fugitive, falsely accused, he and his faithful men in constant danger, and for what? For the sake of honoring the Lord and obeying his will. He did not lift a finger against Saul or his family, and the Lord delivered the kingdom over to him. So while we are waiting on the Lord, we must work within the parameters, the guard rails of God’s expressed will, his law. While God often used the ungodly to work his godly purposes, we must never be among them. We must remember that the aim, the goal, the target is not to accomplish the work but to glorify God and to enjoy him forever. God is not glorified by faithless detours or sinful shortcuts, and neither will we enjoy the journey with a guilty conscience, disqualified from the prize. 


Don’t tithe on what you steal. Don’t date an unbeliever with the hope of converting them. Don’t rejoice in your cruel neighbor’s downfall. Don’t think that a little lie will solve any of your problems. 

In his temptation in the wilderness the devil offered Jesus an easy way out, one that bypassed the cross. “5 And the devil took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, 6 and said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will. 7 If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” But Jesus never took the bait. He saw right through the empty boast, and chose the path of integrity, of faithfulness to God’s command. “And Jesus answered him, “It is written, “‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and him only shall you serve.’ ” (Luke 4:5-8)

We must trust God to keep his promises and work within God’s expressed will. And…
III. WE MUST BE SURE OF GOD’S JUDGMENT. 


A. David, who himself spent years in suffering as a hunted outlaw, refusing to take the easy way out, was not about to reward these vicious killers. They may have thought they were doing the Lord’s work. That’s what they said. But the reason they brought their “trophy” to David was clearly for selfish gain, to curry favor with the man who would be king. 

“And they said to the king, “Here is the head of Ish-bosheth, the son of Saul, your enemy, who sought your life. The Lord has avenged my lord the king this day on Saul and on his offspring.” 9 But David answered Rechab and Baanah his brother, the sons of Rimmon the Beerothite, “As the Lord lives, who has redeemed my life out of every adversity, 10 when one told me, ‘Behold, Saul is dead,’ and thought he was bringing good news, I seized him and killed him at Ziklag, which was the reward I gave him for his news. 11 How much more, when wicked men have killed a righteous man in his own house on his bed, shall I not now require his blood at your hand and destroy you from the earth?” 12 And David commanded his young men, and they killed them and cut off their hands and feet and hanged them beside the pool at Hebron. But they took the head of Ish-bosheth and buried it in the tomb of Abner at Hebron.” 


B. There nestled in verse 9 is David’s wonderful affirmation of faith: “As the Lord lives, who has redeemed my life out of every adversity….” What he was saying was, “I didn’t need your help, Boys. I have been trusting in the sovereign Maker and Ruler of the universe, the self-existent God who reigns over the nations. He rescued our ancestors from slavery and death in Egypt. He settled us in this good land. In my own life, he helped me defeat the giant and protected me in all my battles with the Philistines and when I was on the run being hunted down by Saul. It was the Lord God who has redeemed my life out of every adversity.” 


C. Is this your testimony? If you think back, you will find this to be true for you as well. Your help, my help, is in the name of the Lord who made heaven and earth. The Lord uses means. He uses the greater wisdom and power of parents to protect us are raise us when we are young. He uses the governing authorities to maintain law and order and to keep us safe. He uses the church, its members and officers, to shepherd us and watch over us, providing the Word and the sacraments for our growth in grace. But this is the Lord’s doing. The means are nothing: it is God’s working through them that accomplishes his good will in us. And with just a little thought, every believer can echo David’s statement of faith: “As the Lord lives, [he is the one] who has redeemed my life out of every adversity….” 


And he is the God who is just, perfectly, infinitely just. He is the one who will ensure perfect justice in the end. No wrong will not be righted, no sin will be left on the books, no offense will go unaddressed. Oh, the Lord may use the wicked to accomplish his good purposes. But make no mistake, he will call the wicked to account for all their misdeeds and the sinful motives that prompted them. Rechab and Baanah thought they were doing the Lord’s work, and oddly enough, they were. But they were not serving the Lord, but serving themselves. And God’s justice caught up with them in the end.   

CONCLUSION


That’s why the Lord absolutely forbids us from seeking and even desiring retribution, revenge upon those who offend or harm us, as we find in Romans 12: “19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

When it comes to any offense against us, from the slightest insult to the most vicious crime, we can be sure of God’s justice in the end. Either that offender will suffer the infinite wrath of God in the everlasting torments of hell, or, if they are a believer, Jesus already paid for that sin on the cross. Either way, do you really need more than that? (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


