Sermon For the 21st Sunday In Trinity
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW 

From the Epistle:
“For 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.”
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

HOMILY:

To some, this warning by St. Paul seems vague, other-worldly, with little relation to us or our circumstances. Surely our enemies are people like ourselves who just happen to disagree – or so some would have us believe.

But that ignores the frightening reality of our world. Yes – it is true that we sometimes face adversaries who are mere flesh and blood. But all too often, it is an enemy of a very different kind we must confront. It is evil – and it is real. It comes from the ruler of darkness – the devil. It shows itself as wickedness of every kind. And let us never forget – it may be the Devil himself who is operating through those flesh and blood adversaries. 

Paul warns the believers at Ephesus that they are engaged in spiritual warfare against the forces of evil itself.  Yet, even as he warns them of the terrible powers ranked against them, he offers the quiet assurance that they are possessed of the weapons they will need to successfully defeat the devil.

And what are those weapons?

The armor of God – which consists of the girding of Truth, the breastplate of Righteousness, the shoes of Peace, the Shield of Faith, the helmet of Salvation, and the Sword of the Spirit.

Truth – which comes only from God – is the basic foundation of our faith. It is the steadfast, unchanging and unchangeable reality to which we must hold fast. If our foundations are weak or unstable, then all that is built upon them is liable to fail – but we know that in God we need have no such fear. As the Psalmist puts it, “For the LORD is good; his mercy is everlasting; and his truth endureth to all generations.”

Righteousness – the quality of acting always in accord with divine law. If we act in accordance with the law of God, then how can we ever do wrong? If God is with us, then whom shall we fear? 

We should be shod with Peace – which too comes from God. Peace is that sense of assuredness in the correctness and righteousness of those things that we undertake. “Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each other.”
  These two are linked – for peace comes when one is assured of righteousness. And when these two are present, the truth and the quality of mercy must always be present as well.

Faith – sometimes called the ‘evidence of things unseen’ is our shield. It is the shield that protects us from the striking blows of the enemy, and so the shield of faith protects us from the slashing attacks of the evil of the world. 

Throughout the Gospels, Christ repeatedly returns to the power of faith. He said the faith of the woman of Canaan was so great that he could not refuse her the healing of her daughter. Again, when the Roman soldier came to Jesus to ask that his servant be healed, our LORD marveled at his faith and granted his wish.


When we are at our most defenseless – when doubt has crept in to weaken our resolve – it is faith that sustains us – nourishes us – gives us that bridge back to the assured salvation of God.


On our head, Paul says, we are to wear the helmet of salvation. Salvation - which the Psalmist notes comes only from God. “Salvation belongeth unto the LORD: thy blessing is upon thy people. Selah.” 
When we have failed, when we have stumbled and offended, when we are at our sinful worst – it is Salvation which God grants to the believer. Salvation, then, is the sparing of the sinner from the just rewards of his or her sin, granting instead forgiveness and mercy – and granting reward instead of punishment. Salvation is the act of the all-mighty alone.

Finally – the sword of the Spirit – which is the Word of God. The very thing which we believe is our weapon – and it is all we need. The Word of God is the scripture – manifested through the Son of God – Jesus Christ.


And how powerful is that sword? Here is what Paul says when he writes to the Hebrews; “For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.”


What a warrior this person described by St. Paul is. With the ultimate in defense against evil and the works of the devil – and the most powerful of weapons – who can defeat him?


Paul says we don this armor and weapon to withstand the wiles of the devil. “For 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.”

Interestingly, Paul echoes his own warning in one of the grandest proclamations of faith in his letter to the Romans. “For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

This then, is the power of putting on the full armor of God. The very assurance that we cannot be wrested from the love of God. Protected by that love, we are commanded to continue our spiritual warfare. 

“Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all saints; and for me, that utterance may be given unto me, that I may open my mouth boldly, to make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in bonds: that therein I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak.”

Supporting each other, then, we continually pray, and watch, and remain always at the ready. Yet, as we stand watch, we remember too that our might comes not from ourselves, but from our Lord.

“My brethren, be strong in the Lord, and in the power of his might.” If we do this, then “ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.”

As we sing in the famous hymn, “Stand up, stand up, for Jesus; stand in his strength alone; the arm of flesh will fail you, ye dare not trust your own: put on the Gospel armor, and watching unto prayer, when duty calls, or danger, be never wanting there.”

Let us pray.

Eternal God, abandon us not to the powers of evil. We know that we cannot face them alone, and that it is only in your sure strength that we can stand and fight and win. Grant to us that strength that comes only from putting on the full armor of Your word. Protect us, and in your time, gather all your Saints together with you in glory. This we ask in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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