24th October 2010
2 Cor 10: 1-5

Demolishing strongholds

Introduction
In many parts of the New Forest National Park there are reminders of the preparations that took place to break into Hitler’s so called ‘Fortress Europe’ on D Day, for example the remaining roads that were part of the large airfields on the Ocknell Plain and near Hatchet Pond. There are reminders as well of the men and women who assembled in that area to play their part in breaking into that stronghold. There is for instance the memorial to the men of the 3rd Canadian Division near Bolderwood.

Now whilst Europe was then very much a physical stronghold against good, the strongholds we all face as Christians are those which affect the way we live our lives. 

What type of stronghold?

As we explore this subject together you will not doubt make links with last week’s sermon (hard copies are still available or it can be accessed on the website) - Our daily choice. So let’s explore what type of stronghold we are talking about.
They are connected to the controlling influences of the ‘flesh’ – our key verse from last week reminded us that we are not controlled by the flesh but by the Spirit (Rom 8:9). Ed Silvoso describes strongholds as, ‘a mind-set impregnated with hopelessness that causes us to accept as unchangeable situations that we know are contrary to the will of God.’

Sometimes these can show themselves in things that we feel we should do but don’t seem able to, or things we know we shouldn’t do but don’t feel able to stop; for example the use of food or alcoholic drink to overcome insecurity or to use as a comfort. It’s worth recalling at this point the truth which scripture lays out, that God is the source of all compassion and comfort (2 Cor 1:3). 

If we don’t have a means of tearing down those mental strongholds we will probably conclude that, ‘That’s the way I am –I can’t change.’ When we have angry outbursts, ‘Well that’s just me.’ If we don’t relate well to others, ‘I’m just very shy – I can’t change.’
How are strongholds established?

Throughout our sermons so far there has been a thread which shows how we have been conditioned by the world around us and how that influence has had a very powerful effect on us. I recently went to a conference run by AA as an introduction of their work to local church leaders. There were unsurprisingly some very harrowing tales of the disruption that alcohol has on family life. 
For example in one family, one child became aggressive with his alcoholic father, one became conciliatory towards him and one became frightened and ran away to hide when his father came home. These experiences were taken into their later lives with these now adults displaying the same reactions when subsequently they were confronted by hostile situations. The corrosive effect of this type of abusive relationship can be translated in the behaviour patterns of other people who suffer similar traumatic life experiences. 

But past experiences like this can be processed positively in light of the position we are now in – as a child of God and heirs to His promises (Gal 3:29). God doesn’t change our past; He sets us free from it.

The problem with strongholds is that if what you believe does not reflect truth, then what you feel will not reflect reality. 

Strongholds are formed or reinforced when we repeatedly give into temptation. The devil knows this and will seek to keep us in this position. He knows that every time he tempts he seeks to influence our lives so we won’t turn to God for support, guidance and healing. The choice remains – do we turn to the world or to the person who meets all our needs? (Phil 4:19). 

The good news is that in the midst of this God provides reassurance for us– ‘No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it. (1 Cor 10:13)

With that reassurance in mind we need to seek the means of escape, take note of it and then put it into place to break free. When should we employ this thinking? Right at the beginning; as the germ of temptation enters our mind that is the moment when God gives us the opportunity to, ‘take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.’ (2 Cor 10: 5)
Last year, NATS (National Air Traffic Service) controlled 2.2 million flights in UK airspace covering 200 million passengers and has safety as it’s first and foremost priority.
 Our minds can be a little like that air traffic control – many thoughts try to land but if we give permission to the wrong ones, we will find them difficult to stop once they are committed to the runway. Like those NATS controllers whose working day consists of being constantly alert to threats and danger, we would do well to be as alert as they are. The longer we practice this capturing of thoughts, the easier it will become to be obedient to Christ.

Effects of strongholds

The corrosive effect of strongholds can blind us to the revealing of the way God says things are – ‘As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’ (Isa 55:9) The truth is that God knows infinitely more than we do, but God, whilst giving us the ability to think and reason, calls us to ultimately put our trust in Him and to recognise His awesomeness. As the writer of Proverbs reminds us, ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.’  (Prov 3:5-6)
For example many Christians will say they know that God loves them, because it says so in the Bible. But do they really believe it? One can think of a common circumstance where one sibling is told that the other is more likely to succeed which can promote a feeling of inadequacy in the other. And no matter how much that sibling is told in subsequent years that that is not the case, it may not have changed their way of thinking about themselves. However when the reality of the Word of God is allowed to shine in those dark places – that negative sense can be consumed in the light of God.
 Demolishing strongholds
In his dialogue with the Corinthian Church, Paul reminds his hearers that although they live in the ‘world’ they don’t wage war as the world does. ‘War’ in this context means the conflict of the ‘flesh’. To combat this; the weapons of choice are divine ones designed to demolish strongholds (2 Cor 10:3). 
One of the things that computers do automatically when they are fired up, even with basic security, is to scan for threats. We need to do the same, uncover and deal with any threats that we identify. Once done we can recognise that a stronghold is nothing more than a habitual way of thinking and behaving that we can choose to renounce and turn to the truth instead.
One of my regular cross country routes on my bike has developed ruts over the years through use and the action of water. The other day I got stuck in one rut and as I tried to steer out of it, my front wheel struck one side and the resultant collision was quite painful for one of my hands and a knee. 

But I’ve found you can get out of ruts by careful steering and anticipation of the danger ahead. If something is wrongly learnt it can be un-learnt, very much like restoring your computer to an earlier point. We can be transformed by the renewing of our minds (Rom 12:2); we just need to be in a place where God’s Word makes that possible.
� Silvoso, E. (1994) That None Should Perish, Regal Books p.155.
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