22nd August 2010
Eph 6:10-18

Goals for the church – fighting the spiritual battle

Introduction

A little after 11 am on the 3rd September 1939 Neville Chamberlain made an announcement from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street; from which I have selected elements;
‘This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that, unless we hear from them by 11 o'clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany... 

Up to the very last it would have been quite possible to have arranged a peaceful and honourable settlement between Germany and Poland, but Hitler would not have it. He had evidently made up his mind to attack Poland, whatever happened, and although he now says he put forward reasonable proposals which were rejected by the Poles, that is not a true statement... 

The situation in which no word given by Germany's ruler could be trusted, and no people or country could feel itself safe, has become intolerable. And now that we have resolved to finish it I know that you will play your part with calmness and courage... 

Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. For it is evil things that we shall be fighting against - brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution - and against them I am certain that right will prevail.

This declaration must have caused a chill to run down the spines of all those who heard it, given that in living memory they had endured the ‘war to end all wars’. This announcement was as history and experiences tell us, had a huge and long lasting effect on people, families and the country.
The reaction to this news would have been similar to the readers of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians as they have the apostle now giving the stark reality of the spiritual battle that they faced. Paul has laid out theology in head knowledge terms and encouraged his readers to live in unity and harmony with one another, but he now draws all this together and describes the challenges that Christians face in a pagan society. 

Be on your guard

If we are serious about our faith we need to consider this passage very carefully. Because the reality Paul is talking about here is relevant in any age where Christians stand up for their faith. We should be in no doubt that when Christians start to be effective, the Devil is stirred up. That applies as much in church as outside. As the writer of 1 Peter warns us, ‘Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.’ (5:8b)
In reflecting on this the conversations contained in C.S. Lewis’ The Screwtape Letters
 come to mind. If you’ve read the book, you will recall it is a series of letters between Screwtape (an ‘old devil) and his nephew Wormwood (a young devil) who is seeking to influence a young man regarding his Christian leanings. Lewis in this witty satire gives us some very penetrating insights to the way that the Devil tries his utmost to subvert the Christian life and indeed any desire for people to explore Christianity in the first place.

The issue to be faced

Like much of Paul’s writing, he first lays out the problems and then offers a solution. In the first two verses of our passage he lays out the problem. The problem Paul says is formidable. One of the tenets of war is to know your enemy. The Art of War written in the 6th century BC is a military treatise, is arguably the definitive work on war and still used today in military training.  The author suggests the importance of positioning in strategy [where you stand] and that position is affected both by objective conditions in the physical environment and the subjective opinions of competitive actors in that environment. The writer thought that strategy was not planning in the sense of working through an established list, but rather that it requires quick and appropriate responses to changing conditions. Planning works in a controlled environment, but in a changing environment, competing plans collide, creating unexpected situations.

One of the famous quotes from the work is,

‘So it is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you can win a hundred battles without a single loss.
If you only know yourself, but not your opponent, you may win or may lose.
If you know neither yourself nor your enemy, you will always endanger yourself.’

 All this talk of war can be naturally distasteful; aren’t we more about loving our enemies? Well yes we are, but that message from scripture should not be confused with the clear NT principle both from the ministry of the Lord Jesus and later biblical writers that we should be aware that we are engaged in a battle for not only our own souls but the souls of the community in which we live and work.
In his reasoning for a just war, the medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas
 indicated

that there are three things necessary to justify it 

· The authority of a prince, the ruler

· There must be a just cause; there must be a fault that deserves to be attacked

· The intention of those who fight should be right, a good is to be effected or an evil to be avoided 
If we take the first of those, the authority of the ruler, which in our case is Christ Himself. In the desert Jesus was tempted by the Devil and standing on the authority of God the Father, defeated him (Mt 4:1-11). Because this is a spiritual battle (unlike the earthly situation Aquinas specifically talks about), Jesus gives us His authority to go into the world and battle with all that is wrong with it (Mt 10 – Jesus sends out the Twelve) and with a final reminder from Jesus at the end of the gospel, that all authority has been given to Him, He therefore transfers and commands us to act in His name.

The second requires that there is a just cause; there must be something that deserves to be attacked. We are reminded by the writer of Chronicles to, ‘Judge carefully, for with the Lord our God there is no injustice or partiality or bribery.’ (2 Chr 19:7). We only need to look around us, perhaps in our own experience to see that there is plenty of injustice, partiality and bribery in all its forms to recognise that there is just cause for action. This is also as much a battle within us as those which are external.
The last condition for a just war is the condition of our own heart when we act. Do we act through a misplaced understanding that what we do is right? For example do we ask about another person’s health or situation because that is the right Christian thing to do or do we do it having that first in mind but then it slips into gossip that we pass onto someone else?

The good news

Having laid before us the problem, Paul helps us with a solution. He encourages us to ‘stand firm’ (v14), in fact he urges us to ‘stand’ three times in two verses. He does so to emphasize the point he makes. There are echoes here of his earlier teaching that encourages us to see the difference between being spiritual infants and spiritual adults – ‘then, we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves...instead...we will in all things grow up into him, who is the Head, that is, Christ’ (4:14 -15).

He then turns to how we can ‘stand firm.’ There is a mighty work of God here that we can rely on to help us. In the world of Paul, Roman soldiers would have been a familiar sight; they would have been very much in evidence in the towns and cities of the Empire ensuring the Pax Romana. We on the other hand don’t have that experience; it is the norm here for modern soldiers not to be overtly dressed as such, for security reasons. 

So whilst we can struggle with Paul’s descriptive analogy, the underlying truths are all too readily apparent; we should be equipping ourselves with, 

· Truth – the principles of the Bible

· Righteousness – to live as a holy people

· Readiness  - to share the gospel

· Faith – confidence in the promises of God

· Salvation – a personal commitment to Christ

· Spirit – the Holy Spirit literally gives us the Word of God
The key element of our faith as Christians is that we should live it out every moment of our lives. Whilst this passage is a familiar one and often quoted in how we should act as Christians, the picture of putting on the full armour of God, doesn’t always seem to help in application. So how can this encouragement help us day by day? One thing we do every day is to get dressed. Imagine then as you get dressed that you are putting on the armour of God (those things I’ve just mentioned), through whatever you choose to put on that particular day. And couple that with the situation of your day, whether at home, work, college or whatever; so that you feel equipped to fight a spiritual battle that day.
A slogan used by Moss Bros seems to sum up all that Paul is trying to say here, ‘Never under estimate the power of a good suit.’  
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