Ephesians 6:  Slaying Dragons

Every Christians can win the spiritual war we are in by knowing who they are fighting against, what they are fighting with, and who is fighting for them.
Merry Christmas!  A Christmas Carol that I’ve always had a strange affection for is “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day”.  It was written by Henry W. Longfellow and what I why I think I’m attracted to it is that it speaks of the hope and joy of Christmas yet at the same time faces the reality of life.  You see, it was written in the midst of the American Civil War.
I heard the bells on Christmas Day 
Their old familiar carols play.
And wild and sweet the words repeat
Of Peace on earth, good will to men. 

I thought how as the day had come
The belfries of all Christendom
Had roll'd along th' unbroken song
Of Peace on earth, good will to men. 

And in despair, I bow'd my head: 
"There is no peace on earth," I said,
"For hate is strong and mocks the song,
Of Peace on earth, good will to men." 

Then from each black, accursed mouth
The cannon thundered in the South,
And with the sound the carols drowned
Of peace on earth, good will to men. 
 

Mr. Longfellow was trying to reconcile the promise of Christ when he said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.” with the fact that his country was embroiled in war.  More Americans died in that war that any war that we ever been in.  We were killing each other.  Sometimes brothers were on opposite sides of the battle lines.  There was no peace on earth or good will to men.

I know this is a hard sell in modern-day America where we have every convenience and comfort that technology can create, but, Ephesians 6 speaks against this disconnect and says that “WE are at WAR.”  You and I have an enemy called Satan or the devil, and he is bent on our destruction and yet according to the George Barna’s surveys six out of ten Americans (59%) reject the existence of Satan.  
Claiming that he is only symbolic, we not only stray from the words of Christ and every New Testament author, but we open ourselves up to be slaughtered if we’re wrong.  And I contend that 59% of America is wrong and therefore has been soundly defeated which explains a lot of things if you agree with that assessment.
The war that I’m speaking of is a spiritual war as is our arch enemy… for some that makes it less real.  For me, it makes it far more dangerous.  Paul describes the Christian life in Ephesians 6 as one at war… we were born into a war zone.  I’ll show you starting with verse 10.
"Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places." (Ephesians 6:10-12, ESV) 

What Paul means by “wrestle” or “struggle” here is critical to understanding the magnitude this spiritual war.  Anyone here wrestle in high school?  The wrestling in mind here is not like in modern contests where you can win by POINTS.  Here the winner must hold his opponent down with his hand upon his neck.  And that’s exactly what our opponent, the one that we are taking a stand against, is trying to do.  He wants to Pin us down with his hand on our throats, to cause us to surrender to him.
Who is our opponent?  To win any war… any contest… you have got to know your enemy… who you are fighting against… or you will be at a decided disadvantage.

Our enemy is most clearly identified as the devil… and believe me, he is no guy in red tights, with horns and pitch fork.  His resume is intimidating:
The SCRIPTURES describe Satan’s accomplishments using these terms:
Deceiver

Liar

Murderer

Accuser

Slanderer

Ruler of this world

Tempter 
Displays counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders

Persecutor

Thief-  Snatches away what is sown in the heart (parable of The Sower and the Seed)

Traps and captivates people

Leader (Leads the world astray)
[He is] The reason the eternal fire was created

Binds people in illnesses

Enters into people (Judas)

A schemer

Blinds people from the truth

Cunning

Masquerades as an angel of light

Quite the resume.  The name Satan means Adversary.  Enemy.  That’s who is determined to defeat you.

And along with him are these RULERS?  AUTHORITIES?  POWERS?  SPIRITUAL FORCES?  Who are they?

We don’t have sufficient information to distinguish between these; perhaps they refer to spirit-rulers with differing degrees of authority, like we have presidents, governors, and mayors, on the human scale.  It’s hard to tell, but it’s clear that the devil is not alone.  The book of Revelations indicates that 1/3 of the angels of heaven fell with Satan after his failed coup attempt.  And so these fallen angels or demons are probably what’s in view here.
Whoever they are, they have ONE GOAL in this STRUGGLE?  This BATTLE?

What is the GOAL of ANY war?  It’s TO WIN!!  

So let me ask you one very serious question.  

Do you believe that there is a real living being called the devil?  Do you believe that there is an evil, invisible, dark world where evil, invisible, dark creatures live?

And do you believe that these evil, invisible, dark creatures are bent solely on overthrowing the God you worship, AND overthrowing and destroying YOU?

Do you believe that this enemy  is ACTIVE, BUSY?  Busy   scheming and planning?  Uttering lies?  Promoting false accusations against you and other Christians you love?  That he is watching you for just the right opportunity to hurt you….even destroy you?  Waiting for just the right opportunity to attack?  Do you honestly believe that?
If you say “yes” you believe this, then DO YOU LIVE LIKE IT?  Are you living like you have an arch enemy out to wring your neck?
You see, another thing you need to know to win a war is what you have to fight with… and not only to FIGHT, but to WIN.
  Paul writes:
"Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints," (Ephesians 6:13-18, ESV)
Since Paul was in prison as he wrote this letter, he likely did not have to think hard at all about a soldier’s armor.  The guards watching over him had armor on every day.

The result of putting on this armor is that you will be able to confidently “stand firm.”  It’s taken from the military expression to “hold your position.”  Think about that.

A soldier does not cover himself with armor because he intends to read a good book in front of his fireplace. He is going off to battle. He has every intention of going into harm's way. He is looking for and expecting a fight.  NOTICE that Paul says: “in” the day of evil comes, not “IF”.

So twice over we are told to put on ALL the armor… the FULL GEAR.  So pay attention to all SIX pieces.

1. “Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist…”

TRUTH:  What is truth?   That’s pretty trendy to say these days, but don’t we hate it when we’ve been deceived… when we’ve been lied to… when someone has been dishonest.  We have no trouble identifying that and being burned by it.
What did Paul mean by “the belt of truth”?  We don’t have to look any further than within the book of Ephesians itself.

"In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit," (Ephesians 1:13, ESV) 

"so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ," (Ephesians 4:14-15, ESV) 

"assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus," (Ephesians 4:21, ESV) 

Satan is described as one who “…When [the devil] lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” John 8:44 NIV  

Whereas Jesus defined himself as the truth.  (John 14:6 NIV  Jesus answered, “I am…the truth…)
TRUTH is the very essence and nature of God Himself, and so if you are believing a lie you have betrayed your lord and are fraternizing with the enemy.  This is especially true if you are living a lie.
"for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light (for the fruit of light is found in all that is good and right and true), and try to discern what is pleasing to the Lord." (Ephesians 5:8-10, ESV) 

Paul is referring to more than the objective body of truth in the Bible.  He speaks of living the truth.  Living in honesty, integrity, being genuine.
In a friendship or in a marriage, it is impossible to have a good, close relationship when there are lies, deception, dishonesty.  Pretending to be someone that you are not is defeat.  You are being held down with Satan’s hand on your throat.
I John 1 tells us how to get out of his hold.  Come to the light.

"If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin." (1 John 1:6-7, ESV)
2.  “Stand firm then… with the breastplate of righteousness in place,”

There are two aspects of righteousness.

1. Our standing with God.  

Are we righteous in His eyes?  Holy?

This cannot come through our own performance.  It comes only through faith and faith alone in Jesus Christ.

Romans 3:21-22 NIV  “ But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”

The second is BUILT UPON the first.
2. A practical, day-to-day living in a righteousness.   A righteous lifestyle.
A holiness.  Obedience to your heavenly Father.

NOT to GAIN eternal life.  That has already been obtained through Christ. Rather it is to LIVE OUT your new life, your new identity.  It’s closely tied to living in the truth.
"to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness." (Ephesians 4:22-24, ESV)
To be like God is true righteousness is simply to do what you know is right… or as Eph. 5:1 puts it to, “live a life of love”.  I hope you all know what love is.  But in case you don’t, read the context of that verse.  Read chapters 4 and 5.  It will give you a real good description.
3.  “and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace.”

Readiness means being prepared.  Prepared to share the gospel.  There’s two aspects of the gospel that Paul most probably had in mind.  One was what we traditionally think of when we say the gospel.
"And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit," (Ephesians 1:13, NIV) 

I know that I will be forever thankful that someone had their FEET READY to share the gospel with me.  To my knowledge 12 people heard and responded to the gospel for the first time this semester.  Please stand!

This gospel brought peace between you and God.

The other aspect of the gospel Paul referred to is in chapter 3 

"This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus." (Ephesians 3:6, NIV) 

The gospel reduces us all to the same playing field.  No one is superior.  No one has an advantage over the other.  We are all equal partakers of the promise in Christ.  The gospel brings peace and unity to people.

So then, why are Christians always at each others throats?  Why indeed.  Whether it’s between churches or between church members, conflict and division left unresolved is Satan’s best wrestling move.  He uses it a lot.
Verse 16 tells us to…

4. "In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one;" (Ephesians 6:16, ESV) 

It’s the only piece of armor that Paul specifically and clearly tells us what it is for.

Armies often dipped their arrows in pitch and lit them.  The result of our shield of faith is not merely to stop or deflect the arrows, but to extinguish them.  To quench the flames.

What are these FLAMING ARROWS?  What does the evil one throw at us?

Temptations.  Lies.  Accusations.  Various problems and hardships.  But the one that Satan is most noted for is accusations.
1. Accusations.  Slander.

The word Devil means slanderer or accuser.

Revelation 12:10 NIV   Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say:  “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of his Christ.  For the accuser of our brothers, who accuses them before our God day and night, has been hurled down. 
We often times view this as meaning that the devil is trying to get God to condemn us.  But that can never and will never happen.  Read Romans 8 if you don’t believe me.

But this verse doesn’t say Satan’s accusations are directed to God they are simply in full view of God.  It seems to me that the Devil would direct his accusations where they would have the greatest impact.  At us.  To us.  About us.

He’s not an idiot.  The best way to destroy a nation is to get it to destroy itself.  Like I said earlier, more Americans died in the civil war than in any other conflict.  And so it is, more Christians are defeated by attacking each other, by believing lies or by thinking less of each other than by any other sin or temptation.  It’s Satan’s best scheme and we walk right into it over and over again.

If you are thinking negatively about a fellow Christian, it is highly likely that the ORIGIN of it is the Accuser, the Slanderer.  And has you by the neck and you don’t even know it.

CS Lewis wrote an book entitled The Screwtape Letters.  It is fiction about a senior demon, Uncle Screwtape, writing to his nephew Wormwood, but masterfully takes the identifying characteristics of the demonic realm and places them in real life.
I’d like you to listen to chapter two.  It’s in British and sometimes its hard to follow because some of the dated aspects of what he’s talking about, the idea that the enemy is God and so on, but if listen close and you’ll be able to identify with a lot of what he’s talking about.

Play #3.

How clever.  Satan wants us to be fighting against ONE ANOTHER, brother against brother, not against him.  All he has to do is turn you against each another and then sit back and laugh.
Whether it is an accusation against us, or an accusation against someone else, we must always ask, “Is this thought from God or is it from Satan?”

“Is the FRUIT from this going to be beneficial to someone, or is it simply TEARING SOMEONE down to make myself look right or better than them?”

What extinguishes these arrows??  Faith.

Faith means to firmly believe.  Read Hebrews 11 for a solid picture of faith.  Their faith was NOT in the OUTCOME.  Their faith was in GOD, in His character power, and his promises.
One pastor wrote:

"Faith here is firm confidence in the Lord and in His word.   When temptations burn, when circumstances are adverse, when doubts assail, when shipwreck threatens, faith looks up and says, “I believe God.”
5. “Take the helmet of salvation….”

By that he means, the hope of our salvation.  The expectation that there is another life beyond this life.  

A better place.  A place without pain.  Without tears.  Without sin.

This is must be our hope, for once we expect that the only good we will get in life is in this life, then you will stop loving others and only live for yourself.

The most subtle philosophy that all the pleasure to be had comes in this world has taken a lot of people out.  Keep your helmet on at all times.
Know what and why you believe.

“Take … the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.”

Swords are one of the timeless symbols of warfare.

Our sword is not physical, though.  Our struggle is not against flesh and blood.
Our sword is the word of God.  And to whom does it belong??  The Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit forged this sword by inspiring men centuries ago to write down timeless, unchanging, supernatural words for men and women to use to combat Satan in their daily lives.

Jesus used it.  In Matthew 4, when Jesus was tempted by the Devil in the wilderness, he defeated him with the word?

"Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. And he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, “ ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve.’ ”" (Matthew 4:8-10, ESV) 

It takes strength and skill to use a PHYSICAL sword.  Do you realize that the same is true for the SPIRITUAL weapon we have in our hands?

Do we know how to use it?  How to study it?  Have you memorized it?  If not, you are at the mercy of Satan… and he has none.  I’d like to encourage you to grab a copy a Colossians study to do over Christmas break.  You’ll be away from the body, vulnerable to attack.  You need the sword of the Spirit more than ever when at home.  The study will be sitting on the info table.
The final action we need to take is not listed as part of the ARMOR, but it’s quite clear that this is ESSENTIAL in living a life of victory.

“And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.”
Wow!  This verse is packed with power and wisdom.

Note the “all’s” here:  All occasions.  All kinds of prayers and requests.  Always persevere in prayer.  All the saints.  What is left out here??  Nothing.

Every event.  Every situation.  Every day.  Every person.  Soldiers have to be ready at all times.  They have to be on the alert.  Prayer is the atmosphere in which the soldier must live and breathe.
One point I want to emphasize:  I have had a growing sense that TOO OFTEN our prayers are more reactive than proactive.  Our prayers typically are in a DEFENSIVE mode, not an OFFENSIVE mode.

What I mean is this:  Too often we only get desperate in prayer and putting on our armor when there has been a defeat, when someone is in trouble, a marriage is on the brink, a life is messed up.

Don’t misunderstand:  I am convinced we need fervent prayer when someone IS in trouble.  

But have you ever wondered:  How many of our troubles would not have become quite so desperate if we had been praying for one another more in ADVANCE???

In all occasions.  With all kinds of prayers and requests.  All I desire that we be on the ALERT.  READY.  AWARE.  That we know and believe that the “Day of Evil” could come any where at any time.  So convinced of this that we are COMPELLED to pray for each other.

We have that very opportunity to pray in advance tomorrow night at Stonebrook.  Praying for success with finals, praying for Christ-like influence at home, pray for the speakers at Faithwalkers, pray for love and unity in the Rock, pray for God’s blessing in the spring.

Now I suspect you are feeling a little overwhelmed about now.  The Devil is so conniving, the armor is too big, I can’t do this.
Well, to win this war you need to know not only who you are fighting against, and what you are fighting with, but who is fighting for you.

Be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power.  

We are called on to be strong.  To have Spiritual muscle.  But this strength is not to be mustered up on our own.  It is not obtained from personality or human ability.  This strength is FOUNDED, ROOTED “in the Lord”.  And it is ROOTED “in HIS mighty power.”

Not only that, but the armor we are to wear is the armor of God.  In other words, it is GOD’S armor that HE gives to us.  Not our own invention.  We don’t have to go out and find our own or buy our own.  God is the commander of the army, and HE SUPPLIES His soldiers with their weapons and protection.
And get a load of this.  The best and ONLY REASON we can win this battle every day is because Jesus Christ has already WON!

He conquered Satan.  And He defeated an even greater enemy than Satan:  DEATH.
Hebrews 2:14-15 (NIV)  Since the children have flesh and blood, he [Jesus]  too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— 15 and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.
By Christ’s death and resurrection, EVERY ONE who has believed in Christ has WON the victory over DEATH.

Now, Satan is still actively opposing the purposes of God in the world.  He is STILL the ruler of THIS WORLD.    But he received a mortal wound at the cross.  His time is short.  His end is near.
And so Longfellow ended his carol with:
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep;
"God is not dead, nor doth He sleep;
The wrong shall fail, the right prevail,
With Peace on earth, good will to men."

