
Devotions for the Twentieth Week after Pentecost – October 19-23 

 

Monday of Pentecost 20 – Prayer of the Week 

O God, the protector of all who trust in You, have mercy on us that with You as our ruler and 

guide we may so pass through things temporal that we lose not the things eternal; through Jesus 

Christ, Your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, now 

and forever.  

Not long into his first call as a Pastor, he and his wife were returning from some event on the 

south side of Salt Lake City where she taught school to their home in a northern suburb. They 

had not long before bought their first car together, a used VW Jetta. It was winter. He glanced 

in the rear-view mirror to see all the cars which had been following careening sideways across 

the interstate. Apparently, they had just traversed an icy patch of highway and sailed right over 

it. Someone behind them had touched their brakes and started a multi-car accident.  

He gingerly took his foot off the accelerator and slowly came to a stop. By this point they were 

far beyond the accident. They said a prayer of thanksgiving to God, certainly feeling His 

protection that day. But what about all those folks whose lives were upended by that accident? 

Were they not trusting in God too? Surely one or two of them went to church like they did.  

The prayer offers a very important hard stop to the sort of thinking we just engaged in. God’s 

providential rule and protection of you and me has a goal which we may find difficult to discern. 

We ask to pass through things temporal in a way that we do not lose the things eternal. 

Temporary things seem relatively easy to discern, but what are the eternal things? It is not just 

the hereafter. Paul says that love abides, it is something we take to heaven with us. Forgiveness 

seems to me to be an eternal thing. When we forgive, it is forever. Can you think of more? 

Communion and Baptism put us in touch with eternity.  

I honestly do not know why I have avoided accidents myself on similar nights. I am glad that I 

have! What I trust God to have done was to have had my eternal things in view as He rules and 

governs my life. It may well be that a day comes when pain and suffering in this life is exactly 

what I need to preserve those far more valuable things. I pray it is not so, but should it happen, I 

will also know that God has never taken His eyes off my eternal things. The temporary will pass 

away, the eternal will be mine.  

 

 

Tuesday of Pentecost 20 – Isaiah 45:1-7 

Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, 

    whose right hand I have grasped, 



to subdue nations before him 

    and to loose the belts of kings, 

to open doors before him 

    that gates may not be closed: 
2 “I will go before you 

    and level the exalted places, 

I will break in pieces the doors of bronze 

    and cut through 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 calls you by your name. 
4 For the sake of my servant Jacob, 

    and Israel my chosen, 

I call you by your name, 

    I name you, though you do not know me. 
5 I am the LORD, and there is no other, 

    besides me there is no God; 

    I equip you, though you do not know me, 
6 that people 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 does all these things. 

By the time you read this, we will be just days away from the election. You may have already 

voted either by mail or by dropping off your ballot. Look at this passage again. Isaiah sounds a 

lot like some of the positive political ads we might have been seeing. He is pushing his candidate 

– Cyrus. God has anointed him to do all sorts of things and equipped him with treasures and 

power.  

Cyrus was the king of Persia. He overthrew the degenerate line of Nebuchadnezzar’s 

descendants. You know Nebuchadnezzar as the brutal ruler who sent the Jewish people into 

exile in Babylon. Everyone was glad to see them go, and Cyrus’ rule was generally welcomed. 

But make no mistake about it. Cyrus was a dictatorial tyrant. He never believed in God. He 

worshiped the many gods of the ancient Persians. Isaiah heaps praise upon him because he is 

the one who lets the people go home after the Babylonian Exile. In truth, he let everyone go 

home. He thought the exiles which the Babylonians imposed on many peoples was a bad policy. 

We still have a copy of his edict which was found in what is Iran today.  



What does one make of Isaiah’s effusive praise? Modern political advertising has made me 

skeptical. I know that the advertisements which tell me that this or that candidate for office is 

going to usher in a new golden age are overstated. I know that Cyrus hardly measured up to 

what I would like in a divinely sanctioned candidate just as I know that much of the rhetoric 

around the current crop of candidates is overblown. Was Isaiah a political hack? Hardly. He is 

aware that Cyrus does not believe in God. Look at the end of verses 4 and 5. Isaiah points us to a 

difficult reality about God. God does not wait for perfect people to work in this world. He might 

even work through people, events, and movements which are at odds with God’s kingdom. 

Cyrus certainly was not committed to the Lord as David had been. Yet, Isaiah can see that God 

works His work through such a man.  

Will your candidate(s) win this fall?  Perhaps and perhaps not. If they won, that means someone 

else’s candidate lost. You might find yourself in church with them on Sunday, or at least on the 

same online worship service together. Isaiah’s words about Cyrus remind us that this world, 

even the nasty bits of it, are in God’s hands. He is working for the good of His Israel, His people 

of faith. So, even if our candidate lost, we pray for the king, president, governor, mayor, or other 

title the person holds. Even if they are not someone we would ever like or want to be associated 

with. We can do that because God is not waiting for the perfect person to do His work. He will 

use this flawed even wicked person to see His kingdom come and will be done. Please do not get 

me wrong. I believe we need to vote for the best person and work toward just and good 

government. But even if we have not achieved what we sought, we rest in the knowledge that 

Satan’s kingdom can never truly thwart God’s good work.  

 

Wednesday of Pentecost 20 – Psalm 96:1-13 

Oh sing to the LORD a new song; 

    sing to the LORD, all the earth! 
2 Sing to the LORD, bless his name; 

    tell of his salvation from day to day. 
3 Declare his glory among the nations, 

    his marvelous works among all the peoples! 
4 For great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised; 

    he is to be feared above all gods. 
5 For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols, 

    but the LORD made the heavens. 
6 Splendor and majesty are before him; 

    strength and beauty are in his sanctuary. 

7 Ascribe to the LORD, O families of the peoples, 

    ascribe to the LORD glory and strength! 



8 Ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name; 

    bring an offering, and come into his courts! 
9 Worship the LORD in the splendor of holiness; 

    tremble before him, all the earth! 

10 Say among the nations, “The LORD reigns! 

    Yes, the world is established; it shall never be moved; 

    he will judge the peoples with equity.” 

11 Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; 

    let the sea roar, and all that fills it; 
12     let the field exult, and everything in it! 

Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy 
13     before the LORD, for he comes, 

    for he comes to judge the earth. 

He will judge the world in righteousness, 

    and the peoples in his faithfulness. 

Did you read Tolkien’s classic fiction “Lord of the Rings” or perhaps see the film adaptations? I 

must admit that I am something of a fan, especially of the books. There are several clear 

religious themes in this work. Several characters are resurrected. The king comes back to rule. 

Power corrupts people. It resonates with Christians ideas. I think Tolkien read verse 12 of this 

psalm and others like it in the Psalter. The trees of the forest sing for joy. Some of the most 

popular characters in the novels are the Ents, a race of ancient beings who guard the forests. 

They are walking, talking trees.  

But why do they sing for joy? God comes to judge the earth, the whole world in righteousness 

(vs. 13). I have been a few courtrooms over the years, mostly as a juror. We stand for the judge, 

but the idea that there is a celebration does not quite fit the mood. If any of my readers are in 

fact a judge, I am sorry to burst your bubble. Why do the trees sing for joy? If you have read the 

Torah (Genesis-Deuteronomy), you know it is a covenant which God makes with His people. In 

the ancient world people who made a covenant would call upon the gods as witnesses. Of 

course, God does not do that, but sticking to form, He calls for witnesses to the covenant. He 

calls upon heaven and earth to be the witnesses.   

I think the heavens and the earth, trees, sea, fields, etc., are rejoicing in this psalm because the 

world is singing a new song. It is urged to tell of God’s glory, His salvation. Readers of the Bible 

will recognize the language. This is Jesus language. Yes, God judges but now, when He calls 

forward the witnesses, they will tell the story of Jesus’ incarnation, His life, death, resurrection, 

and gracious rule. Their old job of bearing witness against the people for their failures to keep 

the covenant has been transformed into a witness of how God is keeping the covenant in Christ. 



Of course, they are rejoicing! I look forward to what this will look like in heaven. Will we sing 

and dance with trees?  

 

Thursday of Pentecost 20 – I Thessalonians 1:1-10 

Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, 

To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: 

Grace to you and peace. 

2 We give thanks to God always for all of you, constantly mentioning you in our prayers, 
3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness 

of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 4 For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, 
5 because our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and 

with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. 
6 And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, 

with the joy of the Holy Spirit, 7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia 

and in Achaia. 8 For not only has the word of the Lord sounded forth from you in Macedonia and 

Achaia, but your faith in God has gone forth everywhere, so that we need not say anything. 9 For 

they themselves report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, and how you 

turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, 

whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come. 

A friend of mine also lives on the “left coast,” in Portland, a city which is probably as far on that 

end of the spectrum as any other in the US. The woman who leading in the polls by a large 

margin in the race for mayor was recently photographed wearing a skirt emblazoned with the 

faces of communist dictators. It has not apparently been a problem for her candidacy. This 

crowd is rather pleased with themselves for having escaped the clutches of religion, especially 

organized religion. Apparently, disorganized religion is still acceptable. Judging from the way 

pastors’ offices look (mine included), our parishes should be seeing a flood of new members. 

Alas, it is not so.  

I notice that being “woke,” progressive, or whatever is the term of the moment is not a recipe 

for a sense of peace or a freedom from fear. If anything, fear dominates the mood of the graffiti, 

posters, and rhetoric we witness. The folks fearful of climate disaster have taken to putting 

stickers on the bottom of the stop signs, so they read “STOP climate change” or something like 

that. Change the object of the fear and the rhetoric shifts a little, but it largely stays the same: 

We must do something! Of course, all this has been exacerbated by the pandemic, political 

tensions, and even weeks of terrible air quality. Fear is the emotion of the moment. Are you 

feeling it too?  



Contrast this with what Paul says in this first chapter of Thessalonians. You can read about 

Paul’s very brief visit to Thessalonica in Acts 17. After just three weeks, he was run out of town. 

The people who were opposed to him even chased him to the next town and ran him out of that 

town. They had reason to be afraid. But read the chapter carefully and that is not what Paul is 

really talking about. They have affliction but also joy. They have turned from idols to serve the 

living and true God. Now their lives are marked by waiting. They await the Jesus who has 

conquered death itself and who rescues them and us from the wrath to come. Christ has called 

them and us out of lives of fear and into lives of trust, joy, and confident expectation. Jesus has 

defeated death. What can climate change, political loss, pandemic, or anything else do us? Jesus 

rescues us from whatever wrath and destruction comes our way. No wonder people were 

watching and marveling at these people.    

 

Friday of Pentecost 20 – Matthew 22:15-22  

15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words. 16 And they sent their 

disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are true and 

teach the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about anyone's opinion, for you are not 

swayed by appearances. 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or 

not?” 18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why put me to the test, you hypocrites? 19 Show 

me the coin for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. 20 And Jesus said to them, “Whose 

likeness and inscription is this?” 21 They said, “Caesar's.” Then he said to them, “Therefore 

render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” 22 When they 

heard it, they marveled. And they left him and went away. 

 

Sometimes the person who means you the most harm can say the nicest things. I once met a 

man who said nice things but had a truly wolfish smile. I came to learn that the smile was the 

more accurate measure of the man. Have you ever experienced that same dynamic of a person 

who meant harm with sweet words? Jesus did in this little scene related in Matthew. Behind the 

sweet words and compliments lay a trap. If Jesus says that one should pay taxes to Caesar, all 

the Jewish people who hate the Romans may abandon Him. On the other hand, if He says one 

should not pay taxes to Caesar, the Romans will take care of that. The Romans put up with a lot 

of things; a tax revolt would not be tolerated. In fact, when Jesus appeared before the governor 

later that week, the Pharisees, who sent these lackies to test Jesus, accused Jesus of setting 

Himself up as king, able to collect taxes. That is the official charge which brought Jesus to 

Golgotha and crucifixion.  

Jesus sees through the flattery to their malice. In a bit of pure genius, Jesus uses an object 

lesson, a Roman coin, to give them an answer which is equally crafty and elusive. Of course, the 



coin is Caesar’s. But is not everything God’s? Are Jesus’ words nonsense? Hardly. What 

impresses me to no end is how Jesus is a master of such a situation and yet turns their hostility 

into a moment to speak truth into my situation 20 centuries later. I am blessed. The treasurer of 

the parish I serve regularly deposits money into my bank account. Of course, immediately the 

bank claims some of that – the mortgage must be paid. The grocer has his hand out too when I 

walk out the door with my groceries. The power company, water utility, and many more stake 

their claim over those dollars. We also cannot forget that the IRS and the local authorities 

extract their percentage, sometimes before it even gets to my account. Jesus asks me to think 

that all of it is God’s money. I serve God by paying my taxes, feeding my family, paying my bills, 

and saving a little for retirement. He died for every moment of my life and every dollar that has 

ever passed through my bank account. That makes all my expenditures potentially holy and 

directed back to God. Yes, there are some things I should not buy, harmful, sinful, and idolatrous 

things. That would be self-serving and the opposite of worship. When I pay my taxes, however, 

buy groceries for my family, make the house payment, those are God’s funds too – He gave me 

the job, the house, the family, the life to live. Paying my bills and my worship become the same 

thing. I can give Caesar his due and at the same time be giving God His money. They are the 

same thing.  

 

 

 


