Ephesians 6. 10-24
If questions about gender roles and parenting and why Christians should ever have worked with slaves hung around the previous section, here in this last section of the letter the leading question would be, is there a Devil? To have a sense of battling dark powers, in this day and age, seems to be more Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings films than true to life, or so some would argue. And those who would speak about the Devil’s work at every opportunity – for example, as inhabiting certain kinds of music or within the debates around homosexuality – only seem to aggravate the problem of many wondering whether there is any substance to it at all. I am inclined to tread a middle ground: not for the sake of not making up my mind but rather being cautious about exaggerating what we ascribe to the Devil lest we overlook what happens largely through human agency (and therefore humans should take the rap!), yet at the same time most certainly not denying that the “devil” or the “enemy” spoken about here in Ephesians 6 engages in battle with the likes of us – especially the likes of us as we have faith in the one true God. There is too much elsewhere in Scripture also for us in our “(post)modernity” just to move on and not even think about this.
The opening thought in this section is most important, the counsel to be strong in the Lord and in his mighty strength. For a believer rooted in the stories for instance of Joshua 1, or Nehemiah 8, and with “strength” and how to find it already a strong theme in this letter previously, our sense is that Paul, but many also besides, have a struggle on their hands. How will be strong when the powers are against us? When an individual feels victimised, or even all together we may feel we are fighting something of a losing battle for the coming of the Kingdom, where are we to root ourselves? Paul’s answer is unambiguous and consistent. The Lord is our strength and indeed the only means of defence and advance. Rely on your own strength, on human strategies alone, and ground will be lost. Put on the “whole armour” of God, and then not only positions can be maintained but even advanced.
What is the “whole armour” of God? It is everything that God has to offer the soldier-follower. It is truth, which as it were holds us together, allows us and freedom of movement at all. Without truth we are going to be tripped up. The discernment of what we know to be true, and the whole truth and nothing but the truth, matters to us, because it has always mattered to God. Then there is “righteousness”, which guards our hearts. We may not be as of ourselves wholly righteous – we just aren’t, we collude with injustice and at times act unjustly – but the judgement of God is to count us as righteous: there goes so much of the New Testament witness, and of course Ephesians 2:8. We hold this truth in our hearts. And therefore on the feet can be a readiness to announce a gospel of peace. Peace again was such a strong theme of Ephesians ch.2. The enemy divides; causes tensions and aggression and oppositions. This is not what Christians are here to do. Our walk, literally, must be about something different.
Then we could think about faith being our shield. The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune is a beautiful Shakespearian re-phrasing of those attacks which will come from without – words to wound and even more than that. Just as we might often ponder whether God’s answers to prayer ask us to sit very lightly with belief in fate or coincidence, so also bad circumstances, awful events, people we just didn’t need to meet at that particular time, maybe here again “coincidence” is not necessarily the way to explain it. Burning arrows are being unleashed on those who would otherwise hold fast to faith; and sadly we are aware that some allow these arrows to strike home. Accept salvation as a helmet. Wear it over the head, over the brain, the knowledge that God offers by grace His saving power. Let nothing else twist your mind, Paul means. And then there is every reason to think of being able to brandish the sword which is the word of God. That word will cut through deceptions and misconceptions; we may feel we have been pierced through our failures and mistakes, but truly the word is on our side. If God is with us, who can be against us, Paul wrote to the Romans (Romans 8: 31).
Thus, with these elaborations of the imagery of the armour of God, the Devil and all the unseen powers are to be resisted. Such an idea is more briefly elaborated in I Thessalonians 5:8; the images of armour being carried, not least by the servant of God, often interpretable as the Messiah, run through the prophet Isaiah (see Isaiah 11: 4-5, 49:2, 52:7, 59:17). It serves well, pictorial and memorable. I don’t suppose we begin to understand how or what these heavenly or earthly powers of darkness are up to, but that they are on the attack there can be little doubt. The “evil day” referred to in v.13 carries, probably very much like the phrase in the Lord’s Prayer about the “time of trial” or “temptation”, something about the end times but also something about any minute now. Fight to the end, urges the apostle. Withstand. Stand firm.
And with a mention of standing, there is an obvious opening for a word about prayer. How much it can be argued that we should pray, literally standing. There has to be an alertness and a perseverance that at the very least comfy chairs are not going to help. Prayer elsewhere in Scripture is a weapon, but here in particular Paul envisages prayer as a means of support one for another. This is intercessory prayer he is thinking about, and he hopes that it will be prayer for himself as well as for all others. It is not that he is feeling particularly down, but rather how much he knows that if he has a witness to give, if he has trials to undergo, if he needs steeling in his courage, he needs help. We can help one another. We can bring one another before God. The mystery of the Gospel cannot and must not be simply kept to ourselves. If it is going to save us, it is going to save others, but only if we tell the others; if we act as ambassadors. The “ambassador in chains” – a contradiction in terms – shocks us into remembering that. Are we free to move and to speak? What then are we waiting for?
So Tychicus embodies something of this need to connect Christians one with another. He will personally bring news out. People need to know how everyone is getting on. Mutual encouragement is not incidental, it really matters.
There is a closing prayer for blessing. That “peace and love with faith” are the ringing notes is utterly in line with this marvellous epistle. There is no question but that these things are to be learned. God’s love is eternal. So we have always sung from the Psalms. Paul just has a wee twist at the end, to ram home a point. Our love for God: that also must be undying.





