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Pentecost 17 ~ Series B ~ September 17, 2006

We’re at War!


The text for today’s message is our Epistle lesson, 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!


Most people probably don’t realize this war ever happened: the Spanish-American War.  Ever heard of it?  From April to August 1898, we were at war with Spain.  This is the war that began with Americans shouting, “Remember the Maine!”  I bet you don’t remember the Maine, do you?  This was the U.S. battleship sunk in the Havana, Cuba harbor on February 15, 1898, that was a catalyst for the Spanish-American War.  This was the war with Admiral Dewey at the battle of Manila Bay in the Philippines.  This was the war with Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders and their charge up San Juan Hill.


Almost as if it had never happened, in four months, Spain had surrendered.  Fact is, they weren’t much of an opponent.  By the late 1800s, Spain was several centuries past its prime, and it was forced give up its last significant foreign land holdings, granting Cuba independence, and ceding Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippine Islands to the United States.


There’s another war not many people realize is going on right now, because the enemy is largely unseen.  This war is more critical than any our nation has ever fought, and the casualties are much heavier.  This time the enemy is no pushover.  Every ounce of our energy, every weapon we can bring to bear, every defense we can raise will not be enough.  In this war, we need the full armor of God!


You do know which war I’m talking about now, don’t you?  You do know the enemy, right?  No, I’m not talking about the war against Islamic fascist terrorism that came to our attention five years ago this past Monday, on September 11, 2001, that war against a nearly invisible enemy who nevertheless seems to be operating in the shadows everywhere.  No.  We’re at war against a different unseen enemy, far more dangerous, far more evil: We are at war with Satan.


In our text, Paul writes to the Ephesians: “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power.  Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:10-12).


It’s no collapsing Spanish empire we’re fighting.  No offense to the late President Ronald Reagan or the fictional Obi Wan Kenobi, but we’re at war with the real evil empire, the ruler of darkness himself—Satan.  And you know what?  Satan likes the way a lot of this war is going.  You know why?  Because his wiles are working.  He’s got enemies, he’s got allies, and there are plenty of neutrals.  But he’s tricked nearly all of them into forgetting what this war is really about.


Think about Satan’s enemies.  I’m talking about his human enemies—Christians.  Many Christians are confused about the war to be fought with Satan.  We hear fundamentalist preachers talk about the Great War to be fought between God’s forces and the forces of Satan at the end of the world called Armageddon.  

You may have heard discussion about whether wars in Kuwait, Afghanistan, Iraq, and most recently Palestine, might be the beginnings of Armageddon.  Many fundamentalist Christians believe this will be the final war to end all wars, actually fought on earth, physically, in the Middle East.  For some Christians, this prospect of a final all-out earthly war against Satan’s henchmen is a terrifying thought.  


Now when people make some end-of-the-world battle that important to their theology, or when Christians become frightened about it, Satan is winning the skirmish.  He’s diverting attention from the fact that the Great War is being fought right now—and we’re winning!  


Sadly, Satan’s got other poor souls even more confused.  As hard as it is to imagine, the devil has human allies.  Satan worship is a real religion in America.  One satanic priest claims that as many as fifty thousand human sacrifices are performed every year in the United States.  That number may be hugely inflated, but time and again police do attribute violent crimes to satanic cults.


We might be naïve to this as well, but the entertainment world sometimes also exerts a satanic influence.  One musician was asked why his group devoted so much of its material to deviltry.  “Because,” he answered, “the devil sells.”  

Often, satanic involvement begins with things that seem like harmless fun: drawing pentagrams, playing with Ouija boards, conducting séances as a gag.  But thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, do consciously sell their souls to the devil.  Do these people know what they are doing?  The answer is probably yes and no.  Yes, they believe the devil is real and will really give them what they want.  But, no, they surely can’t know what’s finally in store for them.  They can’t possibly grasp how terrible hell will be.  Surely they’ve forgotten that he’s fighting a terrible deadly war against their very souls.


You know what’s even more tragic?  Satan hopes to inflict exactly the same fate on those who try to remain neutral in this war.  This is a huge number of people.  Unfortunately, so many people—even so many professing Christians—don’t really believe we’re at war at all.  They don’t really believe there’s a devil or a place like hell.  This may be the devil’s wiliest scheme.  When someone doesn’t believe in Satan, or when we forget him, we forget we’re at war.


When we do that, we get soft and flabby.  We become even more vulnerable to sin than we were already.  We can begin to rationalize our favorite sins, whatever they may be—loving our cars a little too much; showing love for our kids too little; failing to show love to God at all, except the occasional Sunday morning; maybe even pretending that sex outside of marriage is love.  Whatever.  When we forget our war against Satan, we can rationalize almost anything, because we think we’re hearing words of wisdom rather than the enemy’s propagandist whispers.


St. Paul won’t let us forget: “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12).  Satan is real, he’s at war with us right now, and he’s powerful!


Yet when the last drop of blood has been shed, we’ll be able to stand against him, because God provides all the armor we need.  
“Therefore,” Paul says, “put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand” (Ephesians 6:13).


Believe it or not, the Spanish-American War was a war that America wanted.  No less than Theodore Roosevelt, then serving as assistant secretary of the navy, wrote in 1897, “I should welcome any war.  This country needs one.”  And once it finally started, the whole country got behind it.  For that brief period, the energy of the whole nation was devoted to war.


We need that sense of purpose and urgency in this spiritual war we are presently engaged in.  We need to go at it full out, putting on the full armor of God.  Picture the armor in your minds.  A Roman soldier preparing for battle first put the belt over his short tunic.  It helped to hold all of the armor together.  

St. Paul urges us: “Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist.”  Truth is the part of our spiritual armor that holds it all together and binds it to us.  Without truth, the armor falls apart.  Our enemy knows this.  This is why truth is so challenged in our society.  The objective truths of the universe, of its Creator, and of its Redeemer, are challenged today in ways like never before.  

In earlier days, religious and philosophical debate at least began by looking for objective truth.  Now the debates are not focused upon finding the truth, but whether there even is a basic, universal truth.  Truth is treated subjectively, as though something could be true to one person and false to another.  But, denying that 2 + 2 = 4 will never change the eternal truth.  2 + 2 will always = 4, whether anyone wants to recognize it or not.  Denying that God exists will not make Him disappear anymore than I would if some of you no longer believed in me. 

Truth, if not the most important piece of our armor, is certainly close to the top of the list.  Every soldier in every age and in every kind of war needs to feel convinced that the cause for which he’s fighting is true.  Our cause is true.  We stand against Satan and against the world because God has opened our eyes to see him as he truly is.  Because Satan has blinded the world, it may ridicule us, abuse us, and call our cause foolish.  But someday our cause will be vindicated.


The Roman soldier next put on the breastplate.  The breastplate covers the vital organs, especially the heart.  A wound in the arm or the leg would not generally prove fatal.  But, a wound to the heart can be deadly.


St. Paul calls our next piece of spiritual armor, “the breastplate of righteousness.”  We know our righteousness will never stand against Satan, because our righteousness is as filthy rags.  But God has firmly fastened onto us the righteousness of Christ.  On the cross, Jesus laid down His armor to die, then rose from the grave to give us absolute protection against all Satan’s accusations—the assurance that we are forgiven, that we wear Christ’s own holiness.


As a result, we stand, “with [our] feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace” (Ephesians 6:15).  Those of you that have served in the military or have even done a lot of hiking or participated in athletics, know the importance of quality footwear and taking care of your feet.  If you don’t, you’ll soon be unable to fight or compete.


As we travel the course God has laid for us, there are a lot of things that can slow us down, but none like having tired feet.  Fatigue in other parts of the body may impair our productivity, but having tired feet can stop us dead in our tracks.  You know, a moving target is a lot harder to hit.  How much easier is the devil’s task if he can wear us down and stop us dead in our tracks?  

The shoes of the Gospel of peace revive our spiritual feet.  They allow us to keep moving down the road.  Without this Gospel peace our feet would not for one moment stand, much less, go forward against Satan.  But now that our sins are forgiven for Jesus’ sake, we are at peace with God.  We are in alliance with the Lord of hosts Himself.  That means we need never fear Satan and his legions.  

Paul continues: “In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one” (Ephesians 6:16).


The large curved rectangular shield used by the Romans was made of heavy leather, and it could be soaked in water before battle to extinguish the fiery enemy arrows, from whichever direction they might come—from the front or behind.


Satan will do everything he can to frighten us.  He’ll tempt us, threaten us, and sometimes even bring physical death.  At every turn, he’ll ask us, “Can God really get you out of this one?”  In faith, we say, “Yes!  He always has and always will.”  The shield of faith deflects Satan’s fiery arrows.  Along with St. Paul, we are able to say: “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31).


We also have the helmet of salvation!  That is the part of our spiritual armor that protects the mind.  The mind is, perhaps the most vulnerable part of our spiritual body.  How easily it can be persuaded!  How easily it can be misled!  But, the helmet of salvation reminds us of who we are, and whose we are.  We are not of this world.  We are no longer children of wrath, but children of the living God, having been saved by Him to live with Him in eternity.  

The helmet of salvation protects our minds from the lies of the devil, who tries to make us think that we save ourselves, or that there is salvation outside of Christ.  Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father but by Me.”  The helmet of salvation protects our mind against any teaching that says otherwise.  As we take it up, we realize salvation has been won for us!  In the ultimate battle of the cross and grave, Jesus defeated the devil and broke Satan’s power.  Satan fired all his fiery arrows and spent all of his weapons; he has nothing left.  Christ has given us the victory by His death and resurrection.  And that means someday He’ll certainly give us the crown of life to replace the helmet.


So here we are, outfitted for war—except that all our armor is worthless without a sword, “the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.”  How often do we go into battle with everything but our weapon?  Even in a defensive war, victory is never won simply by absorbing and withstanding the aggressor’s blows, but rather by inflicting sufficient damage to discourage further attacks.


When fighting at close quarters, God’s holy Word is certainly the best piece of armor for warding off Satan’s thrusts.  But it’s not just a good defensive weapon, it is also the power of God to damage and plunder Satan’s kingdom.  It’s the only offensive weapon listed.  It’s the only weapon we can use to attack, to change things, even to win for our Savior many of those neutrals—and some of Satan’s own allies.  We use the Word both to keep ourselves in the faith and to rob Satan of other victims by winning new converts to Christ.


But do you know what makes all this so powerful, truly invincible?  All this is the very armor of Christ.  You see, Paul’s illustration of armor isn’t original to him.  Way back, God looked down and saw that man didn’t have a chance.  So, God Himself put on the same armor and entered the fray.  The prophet Isaiah writes: “The LORD looked and … saw that there was no one… to intervene; so His own arm worked salvation for Him… He put on righteousness as His breastplate, and the helmet of salvation on His head; He put on the garments of vengeance and wrapped Himself in zeal as in a cloak” (Isaiah 59:15 ff).



That means this armor Paul is telling us about is battle-tested.  It’s already been worn to victory.  And the One who wore it before still fights for us.  When we put on the armor of God, we’re really wearing as our armor Christ Himself.  And if we are in Christ, we are invincible!


Without the full armor of God, we struggle without strength.  It would be the same as walking naked into a fire-fight.  Without the full armor of God, we have no weapon to use to put down the devil, to win others for the war.  So charge into the battle, dear friends, charge on!  But don’t wage war without your armor!  Put on the full armor of God!


How is this to be done?  By going to where the armor is found.  Read God’s Word daily.  Study it carefully.  Hear it proclaimed—as often as you can.  Come here every week.  Don’t give the devil a foothold in your life.  Every moment away from God’s Word is a moment in which Satan attacks.  Resist the devil and all his wily ways, but first be empowered to fight.  Read, study, learn, and hear God’s Word.  Receive it in visible form as Christ, the Word of God, comes to you in His body and blood.  In these means of grace, be empowered, for the battle ahead.


By 1898, Spain was a shell of its former self.  Three hundred years earlier, it had been the most powerful nation on earth, but the defeat of its armada by the English in 1588 forever changed that.  By the time we picked a fight with Spain, it was a pushover, no match for the power of the United States military.  


Satan once ruled the world, and even today, working in the shadows, always lurking, he’s no pushover.  But he is pushed-over.  Christ has knocked him flat.  Our victory is certain.  Yes, we’re still at war; always remember that.  It’s a war that will continue until the end of this world and time itself.  But also remember that in Christ, you are armed for victory!  You have the full armor of God.  You can go forward into the battle with Christ’s own promise: 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.  

