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Preface

Simon of Cyrene is an obscure Bible character who
had a tremendous role to play at the time of the crucifixion of
Jesus. Three out of four gospels mention his name and the fact that
he carried the cross of Jesus, but there is very little else known
about him.

Hidden in the few
verses of Scripture that mention his name are some interesting
details about the work Jesus carried out that day. Simon’s role was
not only to minister to the Lord Jesus by carrying his cross but
also to show us something about the work Christ accomplished on our
behalf.

The goal of this
short study on the person of Simon of Cyrene is to see his
significance in revealing Christ and His ministry. May the Lord be
pleased to bless this work for the glory of His name.

God bless,

F. Wayne Mac
Leod









Chapter 1 -
What’s in a Name?






We read about
Simon of Cyrene in three out of the four Gospels.

[32] As they
went out, they found a man of Cyrene, Simon by name. They compelled
this man to carry his cross. (Matthew 27)

[21] And they
compelled a passerby, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in from the
country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to carry his cross.
(Mark 15)

[26] And as
they led him away, they seized one Simon of Cyrene, who was coming
in from the country, and laid on him the cross, to carry it behind
Jesus (Luke 23)

Everything we know
about this obscure character is found in these three verses. Our
task is to examine what these verses tell us to see what we can
discover about Simon and the role he played during the crucifixion
of Jesus. Let’s begin with his name.






Simon

It is generally
believed that the name Simon is of Hebrew origin. It is derived
from the name Shim’on which means “he has heard.” The first
reference to the name Simon is found in Genesis 29:33. He was the
son of Abraham through his wife, Leah:

[33] She
conceived again and bore a son, and said, “Because the LORD has
heard that I am hated, he has given me this son also.” And she
called his name Simeon. (Genesis 29)

Leah named her
child Simeon because God had heard her prayer for a child and knew
that she was unloved.

According to
Wikipedia, it was one of the most popular Jewish names in the first
century among Palestinian Jews
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simon_(given_name).

What this tells us
about Simon of Cyrene is that he had a Hebrew name. In our day, we
use names from different origins. This was not so much the case in
the days in which Simon lived. In those days, it was relatively
easy to determine the nationality of a person by the name he or she
bore. It is likely that Simon then was of Jewish ancestry.






Of Cyrene

Simon is never
referred to in Scripture by his first name alone. He is always
called Simon of Cyrene or Simon from the region of Cyrene.

Cyrene was located
on the North coast of Africa in the current day country of Libya.
It was founded by the Greeks in the 7th Century BC and was of some
agricultural significance in the day. It would eventually become
part of the Roman Empire. By the New Testament period, the city of
Cyrene contained a large population of Jews. (Philip W. Comfort,
Ph.D., Walter A. Elwell, Ph.D. (ed), “Cyrene,” Tyndale Bible
Dictionary, Electronic Edition, L A R I D I A N: Cedar Rapids,
Iowa, 2001). It is possible that some of these Jews from Cyrene
came to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover in the days when Jesus
was crucified.

While his name
indicates that Simon originally came from Cyrene, is unclear from
Scripture if he had just come to Jerusalem for the Passover or if
he had moved from Cyrene to live in the region. Mark tells us that
Simon of Cyrene was the father of Alexander and Rufus.

[21] And they
compelled a passerby, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in from the
country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to carry his cross.
(Mark 15)

Mark 15 describes
Simon as a “passerby” who was from Cyrene. The way Mark speaks
about Simon seems to indicate that he was not a well-known
individual at that time. He was a passerby to many who saw him that
day. He was also a foreigner who had not grown up in Jerusalem.

While Mark feels
compelled to explain who Simon was, this is not the case for his
sons. They are referred to by their first names, Alexander and
Rufus. Mark identifies Simon through his sons, who appear to be
more well known.

We have a
reference in Acts 19:33 to a Jewish leader by the name of
Alexander, who was called to defend the Jews in a time of uproar in
Ephesus. Paul sent greetings to a man by the name of Rufus and his
mother in Romans 16:13. While is it difficult to say if these men
were the sons of Simon of Cyrene, the passage seems to imply at
least that Simon’s sons were known in the community at the
time.

The fact that
people seemed to know Simon’s sons causes us to wonder how this
could be the case if they did not live in the region of Jerusalem.
Could it be that Simon moved to the area with his family from
Cyrene? We do not have a clear answer to this question.

What we learn
about Simon in these verses is that he was likely a Jew who had
lived in Cyrene in North Africa. He had two sons who seem to be
known in Jerusalem. While we do not know if he as living
permanently in the region or just visiting, he was present during
the days of Christ’s crucifixion. It was this relatively obscure
individual that would be chosen by God to carry the cross of the
Lord Jesus on the way to Calvary.






For
Consideration:

What does Simon’s
name teach us about him and his background?






Consider the fact
that a Jew from current-day Libya was chosen to carry the cross of
Jesus. We have no indication of Simon knowing Jesus. What does this
tell us about the kind of people God chooses for His purpose?






 

For Prayer:

Thank the Lord
that He reaches out to the most unlikely people and uses them for
His purpose. Thank Him for how He has chosen you to be His child.
Ask Him to give you a sense of His purpose for your life.






God uses people in
different ways. He chose Simon to bear a heavy burden for the Lord
Jesus. Are you willing to bear the responsibility God has given
you? Will you take up your cross to follow Him as Simon did?









Chapter 2 -
Compelled to Follow Jesus

Two of the gospels tell us that, on the occasion of
the crucifixion of Jesus, Simon was “coming in from the country”
(Mark 15:21; Luke 23). The Greek word used for “country” in these
verses is the word “agros” which refers to a field or a piece of
cultivated land.

The Bible does not
tell us why Simon was in the countryside. Did he live there? Was he
working in the fields? Was he returning from the country to a home
in the city? We do not know. Mark describes Simon, however, as a
“passerby.” This word may give us a better understanding of
Simon.

Consider what was
happening at the time that Simon was coming out of the countryside
into the city of Jerusalem. The Roman soldiers had mocked and
beaten Jesus. Now they were leading Him down the streets of the
Jerusalem to the hill of Calvary. People stood at the side of the
road, watching this procession. All eyes were focused on Jesus as
He carried His cross on the way to the execution.

It is in this
context that we read in Mark 15:21, “And they compelled a passerby,
Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in from the country… to carry his
cross.” Simon is a passerby. In other words, it was not his purpose
to watch what was going on. He was on his way to something else,
and this procession was a mere distraction in his routine. As a
passerby, he had not come to see the Lord go to the cross. He may
not have been particularly interested in what was happening that
day. He had other things to do.

While Simon had
other things on his mind that day, God had a purpose for his day.
In John’s account of the procession to Calvary, he tells us that
Jesus bore his own cross:

[17] and he
went out, bearing his own cross, to the place called The Place of a
Skull, which in Aramaic is called Golgotha. (John 19)

From the other
Gospels, we see that the soldiers found Simon of Cyrene and
compelled him to carry the cross of Jesus. There is no
contradiction here. Jesus began by carrying His cross, but because
He was weak from the beating the soldiers had given him, was unable
to continue.

Seeing that Jesus
was unable to carry His cross, the soldiers went out among the
crowd in search of a man who could bear it for him. Simon, who was
passing by at that time, was the man they chose. The words used to
describe the encounter between Simon and the Roman soldiers are
significant. Matthew and Mark both tell us that they “compelled”
Simon to carry the cross of Jesus (ESV). Luke says that they
“seized” Simon and laid the cross on him.

The soldiers were
not looking for a volunteer to carry the cross for Jesus. They
forced Simon to change his plans and pick up that cross. The idea
is that if he did not listen to what they told him to do, there
would be repercussions. Simon did not choose to carry the cross of
Jesus. The cross was chosen for him.

Here before us, we
have a picture of a man who is going about his normal routine. He
had no interest in the Lord Jesus and what was happening to Him.
Jesus was a stranger to him. God, however, had a plan for Simon.
The timing of his visit to Jerusalem was perfect. He was at the
right place at that right time. The decision to find someone to
carry the cross for Jesus seemed to be unplanned. As Jesus
struggled and stumbled with the cross, the soldiers in charge made
a spur of the moment decision to get someone to carry it for Him.
Going out into the crowd, they saw Simon. They seized him and put
that cross on his back.

None of this was
by coincidence. Behind this act of compassion toward Jesus was the
hand of the Father. God knew before Simon left the countryside what
was in store for him. He chose him to carry the cross for His Son.
Simon was completely unaware of this as he left for the city. The
soldiers were ignorant of God’s leading as they went into the crowd
to find a man to bear the cross to Calvary.

Simon was going
about his regular duty. He had no interest in Jesus. He was passing
by when his routine
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