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Let us begin with prayer. 

Mighty God, We are so grateful for this wonderful life that You have given us, and for all of 
our days which are unique and beautiful gifts. But life on this earth is not perfect. It seems as 
if we are besieged from within by doubt and fear, while our society’s violence and conflict 
increases. Give us the courage to stand against our uncertainties, and to focus on You as our 
Protector. May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to You, 
Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

A few weeks after my arrival here at FUMC in 2015, a young woman came to the church 
office to talk to a pastor. As I went out to meet her, I suspected that she might be one of those 
who occasionally wandered into FUMC searching for some sort of financial assistance. But I 
was wrong. When I asked her what she wanted, she said, “Prayer. Will you talk with me?” We 
went to the chapel and sat down together, and she began to tell me about her life. She lived in a 
household with lots of conflict between family members. There were continual and annoying  
issues in that household, like car break downs and strewn garbage. She felt as if her life was out 
of control, and despite her best efforts, she was making no progress. “It’s as if something is 
working against me,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.” Our conversation paused for a 
moment. I was silently wondering about the best way to encourage her, when she continued. 
“There,” she said. “Right there. It poked me in the back.”  She rubbed the top of her right 
shoulder. When she made that statement, I understood. The young woman was certain that she 
was being bothered by an unseen spirit; or a demon. We prayed together, and then she left 
without another word. I have not seen her since that day.  

Could this woman have had an undiagnosed mental illness which caused her issues? 
Possibly. Could there have been an evil spirit that was attached to her family, causing the havoc 
she described? There are those who definitely believe that demons harass human beings. 
Whatever each of us might believe about the nature of evil, we can all agree that it exists in this 
world. We have each experienced it, in one form or another, as have all generations that have 
gone before us. 

Humankind’s understanding of evil has changed over the centuries, though it has always 
been clear that evil manifested itself in human beings to different degrees.  If asked to give an 
example of someone who is evil, many would think of leaders in Germany’s Third Reich such as 
Adolph Hitler or Heinrich Himmler.  Others might think of Charles Manson or Ted Bundy. I 
would agree with each of those examples. Yet there is an internal tussle going on with each and 
every one of us. We continually must choose between good or evil actions. Paul writes about this 
situation in Romans 7:21 where he says:  “So I find this law at work: Although I want to do 
good, evil is right there with me.”  Even when we specifically intend to make the right choice, 
we are tempted to make the wrong choice. This adversarial situation has been famously 
portrayed as a human being pestered by a demon on one shoulder and an angel on the other, each 
whispering in an ear.   
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When the letter to the Ephesians was written, Paul was in prison. He had experienced 
severe adversity because of his belief in Jesus Christ, and he knew that his fledgling flock would 
encounter the same hardships. During those stressful times, they would be tempted to turn away 
from their newly found faith. He also understood human nature, and the ease with which one can 
slip back into an old habit during stressful moments.  Paul wanted to give the Ephesians some 
spiritual tools to help during those inevitable temptations.  He wanted to equip the saints not only 
for the work of ministry, but to endure the challenges that were to come against them as 
followers of Jesus. His practical advice is found in our scripture lesson today. 

Paul makes a point to tell his readers that their enemy is evil. Opposition comes not from 
another human being, but from what he describes as ‘the present darkness’.  Paul wrote the letter 
to Ephesus while in chains, probably during the last half of the first century. That was the height 
of the Roman Empire, and it was a dark time if you were part of a conquered city or nation.  Any 
opposition was punished with torture and death, and Christians were especially vulnerable. Their 
belief in Christ conflicted with the state religion, and they were often persecuted or killed. It was 
the 1895 novel Quo Vadis that first mentioned Christians being thrown to the lions, and it is true 
that people were regularly ‘condemned to the beasts’, though they were not only Christians. 
Paul’s congregation would encounter significant roadblocks as they pursued their newfound faith 
in Jesus.   

 It seems that our present society is also in a time of darkness. We’re not in danger of 
being mauled by lions, but we are plagued by violence and conflict. Mass shootings have 
become regular events. Slanderous words are thrown about as if they are true. People blame each 
other for everything that is wrong in the world, focusing on their differences and not their 
similarities. So it’s helpful for me to remember that another person is not my enemy.  If I think 
of evil as the enemy, then it is easier for me to look at other people as God’s beloved children, 
even if their actions don’t always reflect God’s light. 

To clearly illustrate God’s spiritual help for believers, Paul uses a metaphor which would 
have been easily understood: a Roman soldier. The Roman army was the mightiest fighting 
machine that had ever walked on the face of the earth. It used the most modern and efficient 
warfare strategies and tactics. But to be successful, its soldiers had to be protected while on the 
battlefield, and success was dependent upon the use of every piece of armor. A soldier dressed 
for battle with intent and care because his life depended on it. Therefore, Paul begins his 
instructions with the phrase, “take up the whole armor of God”.  We must make deliberate efforts 
to use the spiritual weapons in order for them to be effective. 

In the gospel of John, the devil is described as a liar and the Father of all lies. All evil has 
its base in deceit, and God’s first weapon against that deceit is the belt of truth. It is important for 
us to believe what God says about us rather than what the world says about us. One of the 
biggest truths that we must all internalize is easily summed up in three words: you are enough. It 
is easy to believe criticism and to compare ourselves to an unachievable standard. You are 
enough right now, just the way you are. God loves each of us, just the way we are. We each have 
the ability to grow toward God and mature in our spiritual lives, even if we don’t like the way 
our lives look right now.  

The breastplate of a soldier protected his internal organs; the torso of the body. We are 
protected spiritually by the breastplate of righteousness. No human being is righteous of their 
own accord through human behavior. We all make mistakes and none of us are perfect. But we 
are the righteousness of God in Jesus Christ. We are God’s workmanship. We should continually 
seek to do good and not harm; and continually seek a deeper walk with Christ. 
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At the point of its greatest reach (about 117 CE), the Roman Empire covered 
approximately 1.9 million square miles.  The Empire was able to maintain such a grip on far-
away lands because of their military presence: the Roman soldiers who brutally enforced the 
laws of the Empire were everywhere. And those soldiers got there using the finest transportation 
system of their time: their own two feet. Roman soldiers typically wore either hobnailed sandals 
or short boots. The sandals provided grip in the shifting dirt of some locations, while the boots 
were often worn on those long marches through unfamiliar and uncharted territory. Our spiritual 
shoes in the Christian life are the shoes of peace. To be steady during stormy times, we need to 
rely on that peace of Christ that passes all understanding. And the journey will not be a short one, 
because life is a series of ups and downs; of storms and calm. Once the storm has passed, another 
will be on the horizon. John Newton got it right when he predicted that there would be many 
dangers, toils, and snares along the way. 
 A soldier’s first line of defense was his shield. It repelled enemy attacks, including fuel-
soaked arrows. The Roman army had a defensive maneuver that was used in siege warfare called 
testudo, which involved clustering around each other and being surrounded with their shields, 
even on top. It made them virtually impregnable from enemy attacks because of the protection of 
their shields. But a shield was not good unless the soldier actually used it. The same is true for 
our faith, which can repel fiery darts of fear and worry that can come against us. But we must 
make a conscious effort to fight against those thoughts. 
 Several years ago, I read a book called The Battlefield of the Mind. The author suggested 
that doubt, confusion, and anger are all conflicts in the mind which can be resisted. In order to 
repel those thoughts, we must choose to think in different patterns, and choose to think God’s 
thoughts. The mind is the leader of all actions, so actions come from our thoughts. She gives the 
example of sitting in church and thinking about a cheeseburger, then making that thought a 
reality as soon as possible. Please understand that I am not dismissing those very real situations 
in which physical or emotional illness is involved. I’m not saying that illness is all in our heads 
and we can just think ourselves over it, whatever ‘it’ may be. I am thankful for skilled medical 
assistance, and we need to procure that assistance when we have needs. But we also do each 
have the ability to control our own thought patterns and ideas, and we should make a sincere 
effort to choose good thoughts. We can think what we’re thinking about. 
 That leads right into the next piece of armor, the helmet. A soldier’s helmet was vital for 
survival, protecting the brain from injury. If the head was badly damaged, the rest of the armor 
would be pointless.  Paul describes the Christian’s armor as the ‘helmet of salvation’. Salvation 
is not limited to a one-time act of the past or even a future hope. God’s salvation is an ongoing, 
eternal state that His children enjoy in the present. We have God’s assurance of salvation. 

The sword used by Roman soldiers was known as a gladius; and in the hands of a skilled 
man, it was a fearsome weapon. It was sharpened on both sides, making it lethal against an 
unarmored foe. The point was also sharpened, enabling it to pierce armor. The gladius was the 
only offensive weapon listed by Paul, and it was the main weapon in the soldier’s arsenal. The 
Word of God is even sharper than the gladius. It is capable of piercing to the deepest levels of 
one’s heart and attitude, and it is also a tool of discernment in the hands of the skilled user. Jesus 
used scripture to resist the temptations of Satan while in the wilderness, and taught that God’s 
word is a mighty weapon—as long as we are familiar with it. 

For me, Paul’s most significant advice about spiritual weapons is at the first of our 
passage this morning.  That advice is to stand. We must arm ourselves with the appropriate 
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weapons, and then stand. Stand against the ‘wiles of the devil’, and stand firmly. An army 
doesn’t win a battle by retreating. Sooner or later, it is necessary to fight.  

At the beginning of the film Standing Firm, Dave Corwin is attending the funeral of his 
wife, who was killed in an automobile accident. He is given a Bible to read for comfort, and he 
threw it on one of the pews. It was his intention to never go back to church, and to never talk to 
God again. As the months passed, his grief overwhelmed him. He blamed himself for his wife’s 
accident, and some of his past mistakes with finances were catching up to him. He was angry and 
frustrated, and took it out on his business partner and his son. 

But even through his difficulty, he was not alone. His own father, who had given him the 
Bible, was praying for him. His son and his son’s small group were praying for him. The church 
sent him cards. Slowly, Dave comes to terms with his anger. He is able to see the love of his son, 
and he begins to reach out to others with that same love. The people in Dave’s life stood firm and 
held him up when he couldn’t do so himself.  In the face of situations that seemed impossible, 
they stood their ground. They used the spiritual weapons from Ephesians 6. 

It is ironic that during the creation of the film, man members of the cast and crew lost a 
person who was close to them. They faced in real life what the main character faced in the film. 
And so it is with us. We will face evil, we will face loss, and we will grieve. But as Christians, 
we do not grieve as one who has no hope, because we do have hope in Jesus Christ. And we 
don’t face life alone. The Lord is always with us, and we are surrounded by our brothers and 
sisters.  

Paul finishes his advice with some suggestions about the greatest weapon of all—prayer. 
It must be an everyday occurrence, not just something that we turn to during the crises of our 
lives. It is through the quiet times of prayer each day that we find our strength. Prayer should be 
intense, deliberate, focused on others. We do present our own needs in prayer, but we should also 
remember that God knows our needs even before we ask. It is crucial to be constantly with God, 
or to pray without ceasing, because God is constantly with us. 

When you face cancer or loneliness or heartbreak or other storms of life, remember that 
testudo that was used by the Roman army, where every soldier was surrounded on all sides by a 
shield and protected. Together, we can be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power. 
Amen. 

 


