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Pentecost 13 ~ Series B ~ August 30, 2009

Unseen Weapons for an Unseen Enemy


The text for today is our Epistle, Ephesians 6:10-20, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


The Encyclopedia Britannica calls this “one of the most dramatic discoveries of humankind!”  For centuries people were uncertain what caused infection and disease.  While everyone could see the results, no one could isolate the cause.  Then, about 350 years ago a Dutch scientist, Antonie Leeuwenhoek, used a homemade microscope and saw bacteria and disease-causing germs.  For the first time, the unseen world of microscopic organisms was revealed to the human eye.  Now able to isolate the direct causes of many diseases, scientists were on the way to developing effective treatments.


Reading and studying the Bible are similar to using a microscope.  When we read and study the Bible we will make dramatic discoveries in our spiritual life.  For example, God’s Word reveals that each of us battles against unseen powers that infect, terrorize, enslave, and even destroy, not only the body, but also the mind and soul!  

We’re often inclined to think that our problems and opposition come from perverse people.  It so easy to blame others, even our fellow Christians, and point to them as the source of our strife.  Other people, even evil people, however, are really only agents and instruments.  They’re part of Satan’s scheme against believers.  Paul says it plainly: “We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 6:12).


Some people believe that the devil merely pesters or needles people.  It’s easy for us to picture that little imp on our shoulder whispering temptations in our ear and prodding us with his pitchfork; and another little haloed angel urging us not to give in to our baser urges.  But God’s Word makes it clear that the devil’s schemes are not so harmless.   Through the apostle Paul he tells us that the devil’s temptations are like a bloody battle the devil intends to win!  

We are battling spiritual forces bent on doing us harm… mortal harm… eternal harm.  That shouldn’t surprise us.  Scripture tells us of a group of angels who rebelled and are now under the leadership of Satan, who “prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8).  Revelation 12:7-9 describes this great struggle between the kingdoms of darkness and light with Michael and his angels battling against the devil and his hordes.  

As frightening and as unseen to the naked eye as it is, this life and death battle involves each of us.  There are no neutral parties.  There are no conscientious objectors.  We are all on one side or the other.  And it is only by the grace of God that we are on His side.  You see, we were all born on the wrong side of the battle, as enemies of God (Romans 5:10), under the devil’s rule and kingdom (Ephesians 2:2).  We were all destined for hell and the eternal wrath of God.  But God in His mercy, sent His only begotten Son Jesus Christ to save us from the devil and the eternal consequences of our sins.

Jesus lived a perfect, obedient life in our place.  He gave up His sinless body and holy precious blood as the perfect sacrifice for our sins.  On Calvary’s cross, He exchanged His righteousness for our sin.  His resurrection confirmed His victory over Satan that had been promised throughout the Old Testament.  Satan has been truly conquered, but much like a wounded snake writhes about in the final throes of death, the ancient serpent is still very dangerous as he seeks to take more with him to be cast in the lake of fire on the Day of Judgment.  


It is truly a battle of cosmic proportions (that’s what Paul means by “in the heavenly places”), but that need not dismay us, for the help on our side is cosmic also.  Recall that the apostle opened up this letter to the Ephesians this way: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 1:3).  


In Romans 6, St. Paul explains how, through God’s gift of faith received in Baptism, we are united to Jesus and the devil-defeating power of Christ’s resurrection.  “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death?  We were buried therefore with Him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.  For if we have been united with Him in a death like His, we shall certainly be united with Him in a resurrection like His.  We know that our old self was crucified with Him in order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved to sin.  For one who has died has been set free from sin” (vv 3-7).  


Praise the Lord for His gift of deliverance from the kingdom of evil through Jesus and His gift of Baptism!  Yet, even though we live in God’s kingdom in this life, until we arrive in heaven, the battle continues.  For though he has been defeated, the devil is still a deadly foe.  Therefore the Christian life will always be a struggle.  That’s why St. Paul urges us to “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might” and to “stand against the schemes of the devil.”  

Attacks on the faith will take the form of temptations and moral lapses.  There will be temptations to yield on points of doctrine.  There will be temptations to formalize religion and reduce it to an external thing, like the Pharisees of our Gospel reading.  There will be temptations of lovelessness toward fellow believers and hatred toward those who are not believers.  The list could go on, but the point is clear: we need to be strong against temptations.


That however, is not something you or I can do by ourselves.  We need help.  And there is a good reason for that.  Not only do we have the unseen enemy outside of us, there is also an unseen enemy within—our old sinful nature.  We are, in many ways, our own worst enemy.  Our Old Adam is far too often a willing ally, or at least a useful dupe, in the devil’s schemes.


Jesus makes that point in our Gospel for today.  The reason we are open to temptation is our sinful nature.  The one thing that we all share in common with the rest of humanity is our sinful hearts.  “For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, [and] foolishness.”   


Sin always begins with evil thoughts and ends up in the folly of breaking with the Lord and His will and ways.  Some of the sins Jesus lists are gross sins, sins that even unbelievers recognize as terrible offenses; but others are the everyday variety that we tend to dismiss.  Both kinds as just as dangerous.  Any one of those sins is enough to condemn us to hell forever.

As we hear Jesus describe the products of our sinful human hearts, we cannot excuse ourselves and point to others.  We can’t just claim, “the devil made me do it,” as though that releases us from any personal responsibility.  Neither should we excuse our original sin, saying, “we can’t help it, we were just born that way.”  Our real problem is not so much the sin that we do, but our sinfulness.  Our sinful actions are only symptoms of the total depravity of our hearts.   

Instead of justifying ourselves, we should use that knowledge of our sin to help us realize just how vulnerable we are.  If we were to depend on ourselves, we would soon fall and be crushed.  Think of what Satan did to our first parents, Adam and Eve, to King Saul, Solomon, Judas, Peter, and countless others who began well but who were trapped so miserably.  

Never say: “It won’t happen to me.”  Recall St. Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 10:12: “Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall.”  Why?  Because Satan is so powerful and we are so weak.  Christians have a sinful flesh.  This not only makes us vulnerable to temptation, but also tempts us to think that we can stand in our own strength.  We cannot.  If not for God’s delivering us from the evil one, Satan would crush us like a bug.  And so we must be reminded again and again to take up the “whole armor of God.”  

You need not be discouraged.  God has not left you alone and defenseless.  To stand against the unseen enemies, God has given you unseen armor and an invisible weapon.  St. Paul describes this powerful armor: “Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the Gospel of peace.  In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God” (Ephesians 6:14-17).

As you hear these verses, you may be wondering, “Where do I get this armor of God?”  Like all of God’s gifts, it comes to us in His means of grace, His Word and sacraments.  Let’s take another look, this time, relating each of these pieces of God’s armor to other passages from His powerful Word.

First, “the belt of truth”—literally, Paul’s phrase is “having girded your loins in truth.”  A Roman soldier wore a short tunic, so he was not involved in gathering and tying up a long robe.  His leather belt held his sword and breastplate securely.  

The belt of truth may be compared to God’s Word because Jesus prayed to His heavenly Father: “Sanctify them in the truth: Your Word is truth.”  Truth is the quality on which all of faith and life must hang.  It is the basic equipment that supports all others in our fight with the “father of lies.”  God’s Word holds your protective armor securely in place so that you are not deceived by the devil’s lies.

Next, the breastplate and helmet.  The breastplate protected the soldier’s vital organs.  It was held firmly in place by being attached to his belt.  His helmet warded off blows to the head that otherwise could render him unable to fight, or kill him.  The assurance of salvation acts as a helmet by changing our perspective, and by directing us to eternal values, influences our reaction to present circumstances, and prompts us to live in obedience to Christ (see Luke 12:4-7).

The breastplate of righteousness and the helmet of salvation may be compared to Baptism, through which Christ’s perfect righteousness and holiness are placed upon you (Galatians 3:27), guarding and protecting you from the devil’s “flaming darts” of temptation and deceit: “For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Galatians 3:27).

Then we have the shoes.  It has been said that attention to its soldiers’ boots was one of the secrets of Roman conquest.  Good boots allowed them to walk long distances and arrive in shape for battle.  

The shoes of readiness given by the Gospel of peace may be compared to God’s forgiveness and peace that are served to you in Holy Communion.  In Communion, you eat and drink the Body and Blood of Christ, who “is our peace” (Ephesians 2:14) and who made peace with God for you (Colossians 1:22).  Through this peace, God makes you able to go to others and speak His forgiveness and peace to those with whom you have struggled (Psalm 51:10-13).

Shields were also an important piece of armor.  The large, overlapping shields of a line of infantrymen were designed not only to ward off spear thrusts and sword blows, but also to quench flaming arrows.  

The devil’s flaming darts are the temptations (1) to doubt that God really forgives us and is with us in every difficulty, and (2) to think that the Christian way requires us to give up too much in life.  Faith assures us that we have been saved by Jesus once for all.  We cannot add to that, nor are we expected to.  

The shield of faith comes to you “from hearing” God’s Word (Romans 10:17), through Baptism (Galatians 3:26-27), and through Holy Communion, because faith is “not of yourselves, it is the gift of God” (Ephesians 2:8).

And finally we have the sword.  The sword is different in that it is an offensive weapon as well as a defensive weapon.  But in order for a sword to be useful in a battle, one must practice to learn how to properly handle it.  

The sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God, can not only deflect the devil’s fierce blows, but can assert God’s power against the enemy in a positive manner, causing him to flee.  People can be rescued through the use of this sword for life in Christ’s kingdom, and we can be instrumental in this.  

The Word was most effectively used by Jesus when He routed the tempter in the desert and recommitted Himself to God by way of the cross.  As Representative  Man, He used the same weapon that is available to us in times of temptation.  Since the Word is our sword, we need to study it prayerfully so it will be readily available to us in our time of need and we will be equipped to help others. 

The sword of the Spirit includes not only the preaching of the Word, but also Baptism (the Word joined to water) and Holy Communion (the Word joined to bread and wine).  Through these means of grace, God provides you with a sharp “two-edged sword” (Hebrews 4:12) that powerfully counterattacks the devil’s temptations, accusations, and lies.  Using this sword of the Spirit, you can “resist the devil and he will flee from you” (James 4:7).

The early Lutherans battled against the spiritual forces of false teaching that had invaded the Church.  During their strife, they took comfort in this comparison between “the full armor of God” and the preaching of the Word, Baptism, and Holy Communion.  They stood firm against the devil’s lies, which he attempted to use to create doubt and uncertainty of salvation.  

These Lutherans boldly stated: “We know that… no one can pluck us out of [God’s] hand.  God assures us of this… not only in mere words, but also with His oath, and has sealed it with His Holy Sacraments, of which we can remind ourselves and with which we can comfort ourselves in our greatest temptations and thus extinguish the flaming darts of the devil” (Formula of Concord, Epitome, XI:13 [Tappert]).

That is to say, the early Lutherans looked to the preaching of God’s Word, together with the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion, as the strong armor by which they could “extinguish the flaming darts of the evil one” (Ephesians 6:16).  This armor is yours, also!  In it, you, too, shall “stand against the schemes of the devil” (Ephesians 6:11).

Centuries ago people were defenseless against germs.  Not only did they not know how to fight against them, they didn’t even know germs existed.  They had to first learn about this unseen enemy to their health before they could combat it with antiseptics and antibiotics.

Today many people are victims of the devil and the powers of his kingdom because they do not know these unseen spiritual forces of evil exist.  But now you know that you have a daily struggle against the “cosmic powers over this present darkness.”  And you also know that you have been fully equipped to stand against the schemes of the devil.

So “put on the full armor of God.”  Take up “the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”  “Keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints.”  Pray that the mystery of the Gospel would be boldly proclaimed.  That all would hear and believe this Good News: “You are forgiven of all of your sins.”  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

