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TRINITY XXI, November 12, 2000
It seems appropriate that the epistle we read this morning goes so well with yesterday's observance of Veterans' Day-or Armistice Day, as I think I first learned to call it. St. Paul wrote his letter to the church at Ephesus from prison in Rome. We aren't exactly sure what his imprisonment was like. It doesn't seem to have been in a dark solitary dungeon, because he was able to meet with people arid, quite obviously, write letters.
It may well have been a sort of house arrest where he was not allowed to move around outside freely, but where he had a certain amount of mobility within a defined area. He was probably guarded by at least one Roman soldier.
In today's reading, St. Paul is trying to warn the Ephesians that they are locked in a battle with the devil. It is quite possible that as he was meditating on that fact he looked at his guard. What resulted is a list of similarities between the offensive and defensive weapons of a solider and the offensive and defensive weapons of a Christian.
St. Paul's experience of spiritual warfare had to do in part with the resistance to his message he had encountered in his travels. He would go into a town, and he would preach in the Jewish synagogue to see if he could get any Jews to accept Jesus as the Messiah of Israel. After awhile the Jews would toss him out, and he would preach to the converted and to possible Gentile converts in another house or school.
St. Paul was continually being arrested, sometimes imprisoned, sometimes flogged, shipwrecked, and vulnerable to robbers along the road. On top of all of that, he was also responsible for a network of congregations that stretched all over the Mediterranean world. He was their bishop, and his letters show that he had plenty of trouble dealing with them. They added what we might call "friendly fire" to his other burdens.
St. Paul believed that the devil did not want him to get his message across, and that the devil exploited all of these various difficult situations to try to wear St. Paul down and keep him from spreading the gospel and setting up churches. It is very clear that St. Paul did not place the ultimate blame for his difficulties upon the people who resisted him.
He says, "We wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places." means, "Our real enemies are not other people. Our real enemies are demons and the devil himself. The problem with other people is that they let the devil use them - whether they know it or not."
Dealing with the devil requires weaponry. No human being is strong enough on his own to resist the devil or to fight successfully against the devil. As protection from the devil we need to be grounded in truth and righteousness and be convinced about the gospel. One of the reasons to pray every day and get together in church every week is to remind us what the simple truth of the gospel is: that Jesus Christ died to forgive our sins and to reconcile us to God.
The devil doesn't want us to dwell on that. He wants us to believe that we are dead in our sins, and that God is really mad at us, and that there is no possible way that he will ever forgive us or reconcile us or give us any peace. When the devil plays on our guilty consciences, we need to fend him off with the shield of faith-the confidence we have that what God has promised us in Christ is real and true.
Our thoughts are especially susceptible to the devil's clever mind games. They need the protection of a helmet -- in this case, the helmet of salvation. Salvation is a healthy relationship to God. The devil wants us to think we are too bad ever to earn such a relationship. St. Paul wants to remind us that we have that relationship already -- and that we have had it ever since Jesus gave it to us at 3:00 on Good Friday afternoon.
Whenever we see apostles depicted in art, we can tell which one St. Paul is by looking for a sword. The sword is the sword of the Spirit which he talks about here. The sword of the Spirit is the word of God. The word of God in its fullest sense is Jesus himself. The word of God in a more narrow sense is the Bible.
Like a sword, the Bible is both for protection and for attack. The Bible tells us the truth about ourselves and God, and being rooted in those truths gives us protection against the devil. But the Bible also shows us who the devil is and how he acts against us and how we can drive him away.
The main means of driving the devil away is prayer. Prayer is attaching oneself to God cultivating the relationship of child to father which is one of Jesus' greatest gifts to us. Prayer can take the form of words we exchange with our heavenly father on any conceivable subject that concerns us. Prayer can take the form of merely remembering constantly that we are in his presence. I think we probably need to talk more directly about prayer here than we do now.
"We wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities... against powers... Wherefore take unto you the whole armor of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand."
The Collect: Grant, we beseech thee, merciful Lord, to thy faithful people pardon and peace, that they may be cleansed from all their sins, and serve thee with a quiet mind; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
The Epistle: Ephesians 6: 10 - 20
The Gospel: St. John 4: 46 - 54
