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“Refuges & Combatants”

Ephesians 6:10-13

August 27, 2006


School is back in. I live just north of Richland High School and drive by there every morning and evening. The sports department is already deep into practices. Just yesterday I paused at the stoplight and watched the pole-vaulters hard at work. The coach and his assistant would set the bar and the vaulter would make his attempt. If he made it the coach would set the bar higher. I noticed that when the vaulter missed a bar the coach didn’t lower the bar but had the vaulter try again – until he succeeded.


At the beginning of the fifth chapter of Ephesians God through Paul sets the bar of our lives at the highest mark possible, “Be imitators of God” he says. And then Paul goes on to clarify what it means to be imitators of God. He says we must love like Christ loved us, selflessly and sacrificially. There must not be a hint of sexual immorality in our lives. We are to be socially pure avoiding the land mines and pit falls that the world sets for us. Not caught up in the latest politically correct but not Christ correct thinking. We must be verbally clean careful not to say things that would hurt people or indulge in obscene or prejudiced jokes. In short we are to be the light of Christ to the world. And then he goes on to tell us how to live as a family.


Paul is keenly aware that he has set the bar very high for us. And, like a good coach, he isn’t tempted to lower it. As he approaches the end of this letter he encourages us to “be strong in the Lord”.(6:10) God has set the bar high because Christ is the ultimate gold for all of us, and because God never intended that we “be strong” alone. He has given us the Holy Spirit, the mighty power of the Lord. Only with him can we live the life God intends for us.


In verse eleven Paul tells us that we are to put on the “full armor of God”. Why is it so important that we armor ourselves with such protection? We have the Holy Spirit. We know from God’s word what is right. We can see the enemy can’t we? NO! We can see the troops, we can see the battlefield but we can’t see the real enemy. In verse 12 Paul says, “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”.


I would like to add a word into Paul’s sentence. I think he would approve and it won’t change the idea of the sentence. I would like to add the word “just”, “Our struggle is not just against flesh and blood …” I want to add that word because we all know that our struggle is against flesh and blood. We fight real people for the right to pray in public. We challenge the school systems right to discriminate against Christian groups or people of color. We go head to head with real flesh and blood people who kill and maim and attempt to force their way of life on others. We fight against terrorists everywhere. Real flesh and blood battles take place all over this earth. And just when we win a victory, when we think we can see the end of all war, it is then that all hell breaks loose somewhere else. Why can’t we bring peace on earth?


Because, Paul says, the power behind the enemy isn’t a flesh and blood power but an unseen spiritual power. Years ago the comedian Flip Wilson used to say, “The Devil made me do it”. Sometimes our children will try to blame their actions on a brother or sister. And sometimes we do the same thing. But Paul is not switching blame, he is pointing out the truth that behind every evil in this world is a spiritual force that is pulling the strings. The apostle Peter warns that the real enemy “the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour”. (1 Peter 5:8)

This is a fallen world. There will never be peace in this world, not for long, not until Christ returns to completely defeat the spiritual forces of the devil. You and I are refuges from the battle. All of us carry the scars to prove it. The prayer requests we made today would never be necessary in the Eden world God originally made but that world ended a long time ago. The world we live in is a battle zone not at all unlike the science fictional world of the movie Terminator. In that fantasy story computers created by man have taken over the world and are systematically eliminating human beings. That is a fantasy based on a biblical truth. We opened the door to the dark world of the devil. We ignited this war and whether we like it or not we are on the front line as refuges, but also as combatants. The battle belongs to the Lord and we are his troops.

For troops to be effective they must know who they are fighting, who is the enemy. In verse twelve Paul tells us, we are fighting “the rulers, the authorities, the powers of this dark world and the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms”. If Paul were here he would be showing us examples of this enemy. Let me see if I can do that.

Paul says we are fighting against “rulers” of this dark world. A ruler governs a specific region. A president or king is a ruler over a country. Rulers are not like God, they don’t have power over all things, they can’t see everything or be everywhere. Satan and his angels are powerful beings but not gods, not all-powerful. They have limited influence and power. You and I know that there are places in this town that we should not go. Places so dominated by evil that to go there is to go into the heart of the enemy and risk injury. For instance, I would not even use the parking lot of an adult bookstore for a place to turn around. If you saw my truck there, well Lord only knows what you might think. You know of places too. And around this world there are obvious hot spots of enemy dominance. Paul is warning us that there are places we dare not go alone. And if we choose to go there we must be prepared for battle. Places under the rule of the devil’s troops.

Paul says we are fighting against “authorities of this dark world”. Authorities are not rulers but are influential. Mother Teresa ruled over no one but her life influenced many for Christ. Authorities of this dark world are working to influence me to put myself first even before my wife and children. Encouraging me to put pleasure before duty, stuff before people’s needs. Authorities all around us are taking a good idea, inclusiveness, and twisting it to the extreme so that we are being forced to embrace the rights of people and ideas that are completely contrary to God’s word. They have twisted the idea of the separation of church and state to the point that we are becoming an atheistic society with no solid moral standards. The A.C.L.U. that was begun to protect our civil liberties now regularly tries to force us to stifle our freedom to express our faith and force us to accept ways of life that are complimentary to this dark world. Name your own authority that threatens your Christian walk. I am sure you can.

Paul says there are “powers” in this dark world, powers that work to influence our thoughts and lifestyles. Look around you, think about your daily experiences and you will immediately see some of those powers at work. They tend to be subtler than “authorities” but have the same goal to pull you away from the work God has given you to do. The same goal to taint your witness for Christ.

“Rulers and authorities and powers” reminds us of the many governments and peoples and institutions that we are constantly struggling with. And so Paul ends this list by taking us back to the power behind the flesh and blood enemy, “spiritual forces”. We are living in a world that is presently the battlefield between good and evil, between God’s armies and Satan’s armies. They are not equal armies! Satan is not God’s equal. His dominion will eventually fall. But before that happens and Christ returns he and his armies of darkness will do everything they can to keep us from the joy of walking with Christ during this life.

Put on the full armor of God! Worshipping on Sunday morning is not enough armor! Worship offers some protection against the arrows of the enemy but worship is just the beginning of preparation. That’s why Christians study God’s word in small commando units and train for service. That is why we make such a big deal of discipleship in the church. We are refuges and combatants in a war zone. We need all God’s leadership we can get. Amen.

