Sunday 31st Oct 2010 Romans 13:11-14 Battle for the Mind

Let’s pray: 

Father, as we come to this difficult subject, I pray that you would guard and protect our hearts and minds, and help us to hear your voice and yours alone speaking to us this morning. In Jesus’ name we ask it. Amen.

I don’t know how good you are at getting up in the morning, but I find it terribly difficult to get out of bed! Waking up is hard… and it’s not just me – this is another of those traits that I like to blame on my poor father, who also struggles with getting up in the morning. He, in turn, blames the war! He reckons that having to be prepared to sleep anywhere – bomb shelters, railway stations, etc. at the drop of a hat, has meant that he has continued in that vein ever since. Apparently my eldest brother always took great delight in trying to wake him up… ‘Wake up Daddy… Daddy wake up…’ with various shakes and prods and then finally he would prize open his eyelids in order to prove that hidden away behind those shutters my Father was just pretending to be asleep. 

And sleeping is where our passage from Romans begins, as Paul tries to rouse his readers. He is concerned for them, fearing that they could remain in their slumber, blissfully unaware of the spiritual realities of the world in which they lived. The spiritual darkness around them was heralded by a growing threat of persecution and danger, as well as the difficulties of maintaining a Christian lifestyle in a hostile environment. And so Paul commands his readers to ‘wake from their slumber…’ to notice the battle approaching, but he does so in order that they might realise that this threat is to be met with an awareness of the powerful light of Christ and His coming again. He goes on ‘the night is nearly over; the day is almost here.’ The anguish and challenge remain, but there is also relief because throughout this passage there are reminders that Jesus has already won the battle for us, through his defeat of ‘all powers and authorities’ on the cross (Col 2:15, CEV).

In this country, unlike those Roman Christians, and Christians in many other countries around the world today, we may not yet feel the effects of persecution. However, we are not immune from the spiritual battle being waged around us – it is just that it is quite often hidden, the powers of darkness finding more subtle ways to affect our lives. And there is, for me, a real tension in talking about this stuff, wanting to strike a balance between naming and exploring the effects of the powers of darkness, the devil and demons in a realistic manner, whilst not wanting to give the devil any kind of glory or credit. However, we talk about such issues not to frighten anyone, but rather to be able to bring such things into the light, to have a good perspective on them – for as Paul says ‘the night is nearly over and the day is almost here.’ Throughout all, we need to keep remembering that ‘the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.’ (1 John 4:4)

I’m also aware that for some of us, talking about the devil and evil powers may be quite contentious and so I’m going to say now, that if you hear something that you disagree with, or are unsure about, or something that you want to pray about – please do come and talk to me or to Kelvin after the service or during the week. This topic could take us a whole sermon series, however, for the sake of some brevity this morning, I am going to take it as read that such things as the devil or Satan and demonic forces exist – the Bible is pretty emphatic on the subject, Ephesians tells us that ‘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’ (Eph. 6:12).
 Just as I’m also going to take it as read that God exists - God the Father, Jesus the Son and the Holy Spirit - as well as angelic beings existing in this world.
 Of course these are also attested to in the Bible and if you want to look further, I have included lots of Bible references throughout this sermon in the full copy at the back. 

On hallowe’en, we ignore such things as dark forces at our peril, as the world increasingly revels in the ‘dark side’ of this season seemingly unaware of the dangers of dabbling in this pagan celebration. And yet, whilst not being naïve, we still need to keep a healthy perspective. We remember that God is the Creator of the world (John 1:3), and all else including all spiritual powers are created. Thus, God and the devil are not an equal force, even though the devil would love nothing more than for us to think so. As a created being, the devil is neither omnipotent (all powerful) nor omnipresent (in all places at all times)… However, what he is, is a liar. Jesus describes him as ‘a liar and the father of lies’ (John 8:44) and as such he is able to suggest lies to us… untruthful thoughts that certainly do not come from God. 

Satan is described as the accuser (Rev 12:10) and suggests thoughts in our minds that we can be tempted to believe… ‘you’re rubbish’, ‘you’re a failure’, ‘no-one really likes you or even loves you’. It is likely that we are familiar with some of these lies or others like them, and yet they clearly don’t accord with anything that the Bible says about who we are in God’s sight – in fact quite the opposite. The Bible tells us that we are saved and holy,
 that by grace we’re worthy of being called into God’s presence,
 that we’re even likeable - for Jesus counts us as friends,
 and that we are dearly loved.

So why is this important? Because what we think is incredibly powerful – thoughts can affect our behaviour, our attitude and even our demeanour; and this in turn can make us vulnerable.
 If we believe that we are hopeless and friendless then we are more vulnerable to fear and susceptible to temptation; tempted to sin or to step away from God’s plan for our lives. When Jesus fasts in the desert at the beginning of his ministry we see the devil trying to tempt him, trying to take advantage of his vulnerability, attempting to draw him away from God’s truth and away from God’s plan (Matt. 4:1-11). We see this too when Jesus is later telling his friends whom he loves that he will go on to suffer and die, only to be rebuked harshly by one of them. Jesus quickly replies ‘get behind me, Satan’ (Mark 8:33). How tempting it must have been to take another path. 

Wow! This could all be really scary and depressing. However, Paul is addressing his readers, which includes us, wanting to wake us up to cast off darkness and despair and to be clothed with something else instead. 

Imagine it is the beginning of a day – the alarm goes and we roll out of bed bleary-eyed (sorry – shouldn’t assume you’re not morning people) – you leap out of bed bright-eyed and bushy-tailed! And what’s the first thing you do now the clocks have gone back – you put the light on in order to see more clearly… and then – at some point - you choose what you will put on that day. 

[When I had my niece and nephew staying with me recently, there was one particular morning when I returned from a meeting to discover both of them up (a minor miracle!). My niece turned to her brother as he stumbled into the kitchen, not hiding her disgust at his scruffy appearance and exclaimed “when are you going to get dressed?!?” He, all righteous indignation, said “I am dressed!” I must say both of us kind-of stared at him, as he appeared to be either wearing pyjamas or what one of my friends at college fondly called his ‘lounge wear’… Either way, it looked by his clothes as if he wished very fervently that he was still in bed and it was still blissful night-time – as if he could pretend that the day-time hadn’t happened at all!]

Paul says, get up and put on the armour of light – clothe yourself in that which will make darkness hard to stick around. So, what does this mean for us, particularly if the battleground is indeed in our mind? What is our armour of light? Well, as we have said, the devil loves nothing more than to tell us lies and to make us fearful… so in order to spot them, we need to be very familiar with the truth. And our best source of God’s truth is right here in the Bible – God’s word. Now I know that Bible reading can seem a real chore at times, and certainly wearing this collar doesn’t make it miraculously easy! However, the great thing about the Bible is that it is full of wonderful truth – and when the lies of the devil can seem so powerful, it is important to measure what we are thinking and feeling against what we see and know of God - Father, Son and Holy Spirit - in His Word. 

As well as reading it, we also need to be open to God speaking to us through his Word. So that when life threatens to overwhelm us, God has the opportunity to speak his words of calm and peace to us. If we don’t ever read God’s word then it is going to be harder to discern what He has to say. And it’s like any relationship, the more time we spend around someone, listening to them, talking and sharing life with them, the better we will know them, so finding time to read, and also to pray is really important – and – ultimately, really helpful! Both of these remind us that we are God’s, that we are His precious children,
 and that he has already won the battle on our behalf.

We are also called to be wise. Whenever there is a news item telling us how ill-equipped our armed forces are to face an enemy, their vulnerability upsets us - we write to MP’s, we complain about it, we campaign about it, and yet we aren’t always so considerate of our own equipping to face our own enemy – who loves nothing more than to hit us where it hurts… And just as our body as a temple of the Holy Spirit is to be treated with respect and care, so our mind is also - don’t ever be tempted to disengage your mind and hand over control to someone or something else – please be extremely wary of any situation in which you are asked to invite anyone else or anything else to come into your mind and have control. You are God’s and no-one else’s. You are precious and not to be made vulnerable to others. 

The Bible not only reminds us who God is, and our place in his heart – but it also reminds us that because of all that Jesus achieved on the cross, not only is the devil defeated, but we too have authority and power given to us in Jesus’ name as His followers, so we do not need to be afraid.
 In Matthew’s gospel Jesus twice tells his followers that “whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” (Matt 16:18, 18:18) So, if you are aware that a particular thought is not one that matches what you know of God and your place in his heart, then it doesn’t need to be dramatic, just pray and ask in Jesus’ name that God will bind that lie and take it away, and ask God to reveal truth to you in its place, believing that He will be faithful. Or ask a friend that you know and trust to pray with you. 

It might sound easy for me to say all of this I know – but the Bible tells us that ‘the one who is IN you is greater than the one who is in the world’… you see we don’t just clothe ourselves with light – with the truth of God’s word, we clothe ourselves IN Christ and Christ is IN us. There is a prayer that is believed to date from 8th Century, it’s attributed to St Patrick and is called St Patrick’s breastplate – as a reminder of the armour that we have in Christ, the armour of light, and it is great. It’s actually pretty long, but there is one section that I find very helpful, so let’s just quieten our hearts with a moment of stillness before I read it:

I bind unto myself today 

The strong name of the Trinity,

By invocation of the same, 

The Three in One and One in Three…

Christ be with me, Christ within me, 

Christ behind me, Christ before me, 

Christ beside me, Christ to win me, 

Christ to comfort and restore me, 

Christ beneath me, Christ above me, 

Christ in quiet, Christ in danger, 

Christ in hearts of all that love me,

Christ in mouth of friend and stranger.

I bind unto myself the name,

The strong name of the Trinity;

By invocation of the same. 

The Three in One, and One in Three, 

Of whom all nature hath creation, 

Eternal Father, Spirit, Word: 

Praise to the Lord of my salvation, 

Salvation is of Christ the Lord.

Let’s continue in prayer…

Earlier in Romans Paul has stated:

“in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:37-39)
As we draw to a close, but continue to ponder these things I pray that that perfect love would cast out any fear that we may have right now in Jesus’ powerful and precious name. Lord would you remind us of your truth, that we might cast aside any lies that have been spoken over the years into our hearts and minds, and Jesus would you replace them with a renewed sense of your grace, and of your healing presence. Holy Spirit, our counsellor and comforter, we ask for your peace to be poured out upon us and for you to keep reminding us of our identity in Christ. And God our Father, we thank you for the gift of your Son, through whom we can come into your presence as your loved children, free to live lives of truth and light.

Amen…   





Questions:

How good are you at getting out of bed in the morning? Are you an owl or a lark?

If Paul was writing to the church of today in this country, do you think he would still be asking Christians to ‘wake from their slumber’? What makes you feel this way?

How significant is it for you that Jesus has defeated ‘all powers and authorities’ on the cross? (See Col. 2:13-15)

The world tends to divide material between the natural and the supernatural worlds, however, this can add to the false idea that God and the devil are in the same bracket of ‘supernatural’ with all other spiritual matters, and thus they are all equal. Do you find the distinction between ‘natural and supernatural’ and ‘Creator and created’ helpful?

Do you recognise the concept of the devil as the Father of Lies? Do you agree that this is part of the spiritual battle that we face today? 

If anyone has seen the movie Inception, would they agree that there is something in the concept of a thought being planted that can dramatically affects the course of someone’s life? In what ways might this be a helpful analogy for the battle for our mind?

Would you agree that the armour of light includes, reading the Bible regularly, hearing God speak through the Bible, praying regularly, keeping control of our mind (as opposed to handing over control to anyone/thing else), and having confidence in the power and authority of Jesus’ name?

Are there any other aspects that you might like to add?

Which aspects of this armour do you feel are particularly strong for you? Are there any aspects that are weaker? 

How might you be able to help one another in this? (Any hot tips/prayers/etc you can offer?)

Do you find St Patrick’s Breastplate helpful? Are there any other prayers/books that you could share? 

� Also see Mark 16:17, Luke 11:17ff and 1 Tim 4:1 etc.


� Angels are referred to throughout scripture. In the New Testament, they are associated not just with the Christmas narrative, but with meeting Jesus’ need (Matt 4:11, Luke 22:43), Jesus’ return (Matt 13:49, 16:27, 25:31, 2Thess 1:7 etc.) interceding (Matt 18:10), guiding (Matt 28:5, Acts 5:19, 8:26, 10:3ff etc), rescuing (Acts 12:7ff) and with battle (see the Book of Revelation).


� John 3:16; Acts 2:21, Romans 10:13, 1 Cor 1:2, Eph 1:4, Col 1:22


� Eph 2:8, Rev. 19:7, 21:2ff


� John 15:13ff


� Ps 139, Jer. 31:3, John 17:23, Col 3:12, 1 John 4:10,19 - goodness I could go on…)


� The film ‘Inception’ tapped neatly into this concept recently – that a single thought can dramatically change and affect a person’s whole attitude and behaviour. 


� Luke 11:13, Romans 8:16, Eph 5:1, 1 John 3:1ff


� Matt 10:1, Mark 6:7, Matt 28:18-20
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