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Well, it's good to be back in this place with all of you and to sing with you. I missed singing with you. 
Yesterday I flew in from Kenya where I have been the last week or so. I got to be with our pastor, 
Cyprian, and his wife, Hellen. I think we have a photo of our time together. 

This past week, our church, we have mission teams in various parts of Kenya, one that was training over 
250 pastors and church leaders. This took place sort of at the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro. This is the 
view, you'll see here, of my coffee every morning. So that was kind of a cool thing. 

Another team that was led by Fred Nadvi, if you know him, he used to be on our staff here and he 
launched a nonprofit a ministry in Kenya. He is empowering and investing in the next generation of 
children and students. He is helping them to continue their education and God willing, to move on to a 
university and then to be catalytic leaders in that nation. 

And so, just an amazing trip. It's hard to put into words what it does to get outside of your normal 
routines and your normal comforts, and to be so encouraged by followers of Jesus and their courage, 
their resilience and their desire to honor God with every part of their lives. 

It also means that I'm a bit jet lagged this morning, so apologies if I start to trail off or forget where I am 
at some point in the talk. Emily, you're just on call. I just want you to know that. 

Prior to Kenya, I was able to spend a little bit of time away, both with my family and with my books. I 
just want you to know I never take it for granted and I'm so thankful that as a church you let me take a 
little bit of that time to devote to being away, studying, praying and writing. 

I'm really excited about this coming year and all that God is up to here. We've got a year's worth of 
sermons mapped out. I'll give you one teaser. We're going to spend quite a bit of time over the next 
year in the Book of Revelation. Aren't you excited about that? The transept over here was most excited 
at the 8:45 service. But yeah, we're going to study Revelation and so be prepared. 

Today we are still in this series. This summer we've been looking at Paul's letter to the Ephesians, and 
we'll be in Chapter 6 over the next two weeks. I think its page 1245. If you want to open up that Bible 
there in front of you. I would encourage you to do that. 

This summer we have been learning with the Apostle Paul what it means to be in Jesus, to be one new 
community, a new family, despite of all our differences and backgrounds, what it means to be filled with 
this spirit that unites us. And then to take that spirit- filledness and to live it out and to put it on display 
in our relationships, our lives and our marriages. And how we treat and love one another and how we 
break through barriers in our culture and in our work life and so on. 



But before Paul sort of wraps up this letter, this incredibly hopeful letter that he's written to the 
Ephesians, he sort of concludes with one more thing. You'll see this in verse 10 of Chapter 6 and how he 
sort of begins this, this train of thought. 

And he begins it with this word, “finally.” "Finally, be strong in the Lord." Now, moment of confession. 
How many of you, like when you go to church and you're listening to a sermon or maybe you're in 
college and you're listening to a lecture and it begins to sort of drag on. Maybe it's a little bit boring. The 
jokes aren't funny, or the preacher's long-winded, and there's a part of you that's waiting to hear that 
word, “finally.” It sort of wakes you back up because you're like, that means he's about to wrap up and 
when you hear it, you're like, "Yes! Finally!". 

Paul says, I'm about to land the plane. I'm almost done. He says, but before I sign off, there's one more 
thing that I want to tell you in my conclusion of all this wonderful encouragement that I've given to you. 
Now, in order to understand what Paul is about to tell us and to tell the Ephesians in his conclusion, I 
want to sort of play out this scenario with you. 

It's mid-August and football is back. Cowboys are in training camp. Zeke is holding out, the Scotts are 
looking to four-peat. Well, imagine if you're, you know, a young student and you're signing up to play 
football for the first time. And let's say you play quarterback. All your life, you have been throwing the 
ball with your mom and dad in the backyard. Maybe you've actually got a pretty good arm and you know 
how to throw a crossing route and, and a back shoulder in and up and out. 

Maybe you've even played some, you know, seven on seven, some flag football and you've been the 
quarterback and you're deadly accurate and you've never been intercepted. I mean, you're a pretty 
good quarterback. 

And so, you sign up for real football. And it's the first day of spring training or it's the first scrimmage 
and you go out on to the field and you're the quarterback and you get to play that first play. The first 
play comes and the center snaps you the ball, shotgun because nobody goes under center anymore. And 
you drop back, and you're about to make your first throw. 

But before you can count to three Mississippi, bam! Blindsided by a guy you didn't even see coming. And 
so, you're lying on the ground and you look up in a fog and there's a guy that's twice your size laying on 
you and you're like, "What was that all about? What are you doing? Why did you hit me?" And he says, 
"You're the quarterback. I'm a linebacker. My job is to sack you." And you're like, "Sack? What's a sack? 
Like? Nobody ever said anything about getting hit. What did I do to you?". 

Now, shameless football reference aside, before Paul signs off on this letter to these new Ephesian 
Christians, he says, finally, before you go, there's one more thing about this game, this experience that 
we're in together that I think you ought to know. All this stuff that I've been telling you about, the hope 
you have in Jesus and new life in him, and the unity of the spirit and how there's so much joy to be lived 
out in the Christian faith. There's something else I think you need to know. Faith is a contact sport. And 
every day, at every moment along the way, there is an enemy who will do anything he can to take you 
down. 

Here's what Paul says in verse 10. He writes, 



"Finally, be strong in the Lord and 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.” 

Verse 13, 

 "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, the flaming arrows of the evil one. And take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the spirit, 
which is the word of God." 

And we'll end the reading there. So Paul saying, before I sign off, there's one more thing to know. You 
have an enemy, a force of evil that you are up against in this world in every moment of your life. And if 
you're not aware of it, you're going to get blindsided. 

Now, one of my favorite pictures of this that sort of comes to mind, and this is just me, but this goes 
back to the great late 20th century theologian, Dana Carvey. Some of you who are like on the Gen X 
borderline here, may remember the church lady from Saturday Night Live? Around Christmas, she would 
come on and she would, you know, respell Santa to spell Satan. 

And then she would always bring on a celebrity guest who had recently been through some kind of a, 
you know, a scandal and she would have a conversation with them and ask them about their sin and 
their naughty behavior. Then she would always sort of end the dialogue by leaning her head to one side 
and saying what words? Remember the question she would ask? "Could it be Satan?" 

Is this my jet lag? Or have you guys, you've seen this? Okay, it really was funny stuff, I promise you. And 
for a few years, it's like millions of people in our country would tune in to Saturday Night Live and watch 
the church lady. All of us were united in laughing over the absurdity of an evil being out there that was 
roaming the earth, pulling people's strings. Because of course that's so silly. It's so absurd to think of a 
devil roaming the earth and promoting dishonesty and deception and depravity, right? 

Because as soon as we start talking about this stuff, about the evil one and the devil and spiritual forces, 
some of us in here get a little squirmy. Even preaching about it puts me on edge. Some of you are like, 
"Isn't this pushing the boundaries of our reformed Presbyterian tradition?" I wouldn't try that argument 
with Calvin or Luther, but, you know, we sort of don't know what to do with this. 

We seem to squirm when it comes to Satan. Why is that? For the longest time, I was just uncomfortable 
with this kind of superstitious talk about there being a literal devil. I mean, it's 2019, and we've all read 
Freud and studied social science. So we can just move on beyond the primitive talk about a guy in red 
tights with a pitchfork. Because the consensus of our western world is that we only wrestle with flesh 
and blood. 

We decided a long time ago that all this terrible stuff we see in the world is really just a matter of family 
systems and social systems gone awry, along with chemical and neurological systems. 



But then, every once in a while, something happens to us and among us that shatters our worldview. A 
plane flies into a building, a genocide wipes out an entire people group, or the shocking images of yet 
another horrific mass shooting in the name of hate and racism. Then we asked the question, what could 
possibly cause a person or a people to want to destroy innocent lives like that? How do you explain this 
unspeakable terror? 

Andrew Delbanco is a secular liberal professor at Columbia University, self-described. He wrote a book a 
number of years ago called, “The Death of Satan.” Besides the title, it's gotten a lot of attention because 
he begins this book in the following way. He says this, "A gulf has opened up in our culture between the 
visibility of evil and the intellectual resources available for coping with it.” 

He says, again as a secular liberal, that evil has really always been there and it still is, but we got rid of 
the idea somewhere along the way of sin or original sin, or we got rid of the idea of the devil. We got rid 
of the idea of all these spiritual forces, so that when something happens that is so utterly beyond our 
capacity to comprehend in its ugliness, we don't even have a way of dealing with it. 

And he suggests as a scholar that actually one of the best places to sort of see this on display in modern 
literature is a book called the “Silence of the Lambs.” We probably, most of us know it by the movie, but 
Hannibal Lecter is by all accounts an evil, terrifying man. 

And Officer Starling, if you remember the young female detective who's studying him, at one point asks 
him something along the lines of this, "What made you like this?" She says, "What happened to you that 
you're like this?" You see, that's actually an incredibly modern question. 

What made you like this? Something had to cause this, something flesh and blood. What psychological 
thing, what biological thing? And he looks at her, and then Hannibal Lecter responds to her and says 
this, "Nothing happened to me, Officer Starling, I happened. Nothing happened to me." He says, "You 
can't reduce me to a set of influences. You've given up good and evil for behaviorism, Officer Starling. 
You've got everybody in moral dignity pants. Nothing is ever anybody's fault. Look at me, Officer 
Starling, can you dare to say that I'm evil?". 

That's the modern dilemma. To quote Delbanco is that we can't answer the monster's question. Let me 
try and say this another way and I'm grateful to Tim Keller for this. Some of you have seen things in your 
life, you have witnessed things, or you've experienced in a personal way something, an act that is so ... 
I'm trying to describe it in a way that doesn't use the word evil. Someone did something in your life that 
was so unspeakable, unimaginable. Maybe it's something that you did. Maybe it was way in your past 
and as you, you don't want to think about it ever again. But when you do, you wonder to yourself what 
possibly could have happened? You can't even fathom what would have led you or someone else to do 
something like that or to go down that path that shattered a life or someone else's life. Or led you down 
a path that you are so ashamed of. 

Try explaining that it’s just flesh and blood, right? It's just synapsis in the brain or the father's wound or 
some system at work in our world that has caused that to happen. 

You see, there's a worldview, a way of looking at the world today that doesn't have words for this. And 
so we have to figure this out. Why is the world like this? Why are people this way? Why is there so much 
insane suffering and venom and evil and violence? 



Paul says to these Ephesians, and he says to you and me that if you go on thinking that you're living in 
this life with no enemy, no spiritual forces of evil in the world, then you're sitting ducks and you're going 
to get blindsided and you won't even know it. 

So look at how Paul says this in verse 12. And by the way, sometimes it's helpful when you're studying 
Scripture to look at multiple translations. I tend to study the NIV and the ESB, because sometimes along 
the way I can see something that's a little bit different and telling. 

So this is one of those examples in verse 12. Here's how the NIV translates this. It says,  

"For our struggle is not against flesh and blood."  

Our struggle and that's a good translation, but here's what the ESV says. It says,  

"For we wrestle, we do not wrestle with flesh and blood."  

Catch the difference? We're wrestling, not just struggling. That word wrestle is closer to what Paul is 
trying to say here. We do not wrestle. And this is important because it gives us insight into the kind of 
fight that this really is. 

Now, the way that I've grown up around this text, you know, you'd go on to read about the armor of 
God and you've got the breastplate and the shield and the sword. We get really excited about the armor 
of God and it sort of brings to mind images of Game of Thrones or knights wielding swords, that kind of 
battle. 

But that's not what Paul describes. He says, our battle with evil every day actually looks more like 
wrestling, a wrestling match. And see the key there, the difference is the proximity. It's the proximity of 
evil, right? It's one thing if you think about it, to be an archer who's drawing your bow to shoot at your 
enemy who's across the field. It's another thing to be on top of a horse and you're in the cavalry. It's 
something else to be, to even have a sword and a shield and to go up and you're fighting hand to hand 
combat. But wrestling, wrestling, that's the closest kind of struggle there is. 

And Paul says that's how evil comes at us, how it attacks us, before we can even see it, its grabbed hold 
of us. It's got its hands around our throat. And so we're putting on armor for this battle, yes, but we 
ended up wrestling. We don't shoot at evil, we wrestle with it. And sometimes we don't even know that 
it's there until it's right up under our nose. That's how dangerous this is. 

Our enemy loves nothing more than to sneak into our lives without our even knowing it. We're just 
coasting along, comfortable in cruise control, in life, until suddenly it's got us by the throat. I think about 
evil. Think about how temptation often shows up in our lives. This is often how it plays out. It sneaks up 
on us. We're not ready. 

Okay, we're halfway in and I'm only through three verses. Verse 12, Paul says,  

"We don't 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." 



Now, let's look at this carefully and try to see how Paul is specific with these four things that we wrestle 
with. Rulers, authorities, cosmic powers, spiritual forces. What I found over the years is that this passage 
is almost like a litmus test for different camps of Christianity. It's like we read this verse, Ephesians 6:12, 
and some people read it and you say, "See, demonic forces at work and they're everywhere in 
everything, in the world is a demonic force." Traffic is demonic, right? Which may be true. 

Other people read Ephesians 6:12 and they read this and they say, "See, Paul is actually in the context 
talking about the Roman Empire. This is about worldly powers who've lost their way, rulers and 
principalities. It's about broken economic systems and social systems. It's about kings and presidents 
and prime ministers and Caesars." 

So which one is it? Is it demons or is it real world powers? And here's what some scholars, when they 
read through Ephesians, here's what they suggest. They say, this is the brilliance of Paul on display as he 
writes, they say that it's both. It is the ambiguity. It's how it blends both the spiritual forces of evil with 
real people in real positions of power. 

Is it demonic forces at work in our world? Yes. Is it rulers and authorities that are making a mess of 
things? Yes, it's both. And so, as Jesus followers, we learn to see the reality of these overlap lapping 
truths when we look at the world. Both are true and we discern and understand to begin to see this. 

Paul says, you and I, we are surrounded every day by unseen spiritual forces that are playing out even 
through real-time rulers in a thousand ways, in a cosmic battle between good and evil. And the first key 
to victory, Paul writes, is to recognize and to wake up to the fact that life is a battlefield. It's a spiritual 
battlefield. 

There is a force at work in this world that does not want you to do well. There is a force in this world 
that does not want you to live the way of Jesus. There's a force at work in this world that would love 
nothing more than for your marriage to fall apart and for you to grow cold and that wants you to fall 
into sin and get isolated from the community of the church. That force wants you to get so wrapped up 
and absorbed in yourself that you lose sight of the opportunity every day to show mercy and love and 
grace to your neighbor. 

And that force never rests. Every time you're given an opportunity to entertain a hateful thought, you 
have stepped onto a spiritual battlefield. Every time you have a chance to say something nasty or 
vindictive behind someone's back, you've stepped onto a spiritual battlefield. 

Every time you walk by a person who's in dire need, you have stepped onto a spiritual battlefield. And 
the last thing Satan wants is for you to wake up and realize that it is indeed a battle. He hopes that we'll 
spend most of our lives basically pretending like we're on a playground where nothing we do really 
matters all that much, and truth is mostly relative, and our decisions are mostly harmless and 
insignificant. So why bother wearing armor? Isn't that a little bit overkill? Right? We think we're on a 
playground, but we're on a battlefield. 

You know, someone, and maybe this won't make sense to you, but someone in a conversation in our 
church recently asked me why we don't sing. She doesn't hear us singing hymns, the old hymns, like 
“Onward Christian Soldiers,” as often as we used to in church. And I kind of thought about it, I realize 
I've maybe heard that one or two times in my life in church. 



 “Onward Christian Soldiers,” the subtle point she was making was that maybe we've overdone it. 
Maybe we've overreacted with our aversion that faith is a battle and each one of us are soldiers. Maybe 
along the way we've lost with my generation some of the sense of urgency that life with Jesus isn't just 
lived out on a playground. It really is a battle. And it plays out on a spiritual battlefield. 

I've spent a lot of time over the last six years on a playground. And here's the thing about playgrounds. 
You know, you go and it's beautiful and they've got  like the soft rubberized ground. And so, the reality is 
on a playground, if you mess up, if you miss one of the monkey bars or you fall off, you know a little bit 
on the swing, or if you miss a step, you slip, you know, you laugh it off. Or maybe it was a little bit of a 
bigger fall and you ended up going to mom or dad and they give you a kiss or they put on a Band-Aid. 
And what do you do? You go back to playing. 

On a battlefield, you have a bad day, you die. People get hurt. There's an urgency to waking up to what's 
really at stake, your heart, your soul, your eternity. So wake up to the fact that life is a spiritual 
battlefield. 

"Put on the full armor of God," Paul writes, "so that when the day of evil comes, you might be able to 
stand." Notice, you put your armor on before the battle, not during it. Paul writes, "So that when the 
day of evil comes," because once the battle starts, you don't get to call a timeout. You know, I don't 
have the right wardrobe on. I'm not wearing something that's appropriate for this battle. No, it's too 
late. Now is the time. Today. 

This morning, before you walk back out those doors, put on the full armor of God. The belt of truth, the 
breastplate of righteousness and right relatedness. Shoes that are the gospel of peace, the shield of 
salvation, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the spirit that is the word of God. 

Now, finally, and we'll close with this. Maybe you've heard this before when this armor talk comes up, 
the armor of God, spiritual forces. Maybe it's kind of new to you and you're thinking, "Wow, we've got 
this deadly enemy and it's a little bit scary that Satan is real and I'm vulnerable and it sure sounds like 
this is kind of a close fight between good and evil.". 

No, God has already won. Satan has been defeated, trampled, and humiliated. Well, if that's true, if the 
enemy has really been defeated, then why do we even have to get all armored up? Well, because 
Satan's only power is what we give him. His only power is what he can draw from us. When he deceives 
us into thinking that God isn't good. It's when we take these holy bodies that God has given us and we 
lend them to the enemy for evil purposes. Apart from that, he is nothing, just a thorn in our side. 

I have a friend from college who used to wear this t-shirt around campus that said, "Satan is a nerd." 
Satan is a nerd. It was an interesting fashion choice on a secular campus, but every once in a while I 
think about that silly t-shirt and I kind of like it. Satan is just a nerd. He's been defeated. He's been put in 
his place. 

But he's just, he's a sore loser and he wants nothing more than to spoil the victory that is already ours in 
Jesus. His only play, his only move is to trick us into thinking that God isn't really for us. And he keeps 
playing that one move over and over and over again. 



So when you experience that, when you sense that he's trying to derail you or discourage you or deceive 
you or gets you off your game, you don't have to take it. As a child of God, a son, a daughter of the living 
God, you can say to him, "No, I will stand right here on ground that has already been won by Jesus 
Christ. I belong to him. I am redeemed by him. I am his and you will not win this battle, Satan. I am not 
yours. This world is not yours.". 

Because church, you have the power and the authority of this Jesus, the risen Jesus, by the dwelling of 
his Holy Spirit, to tell Satan to go back to hell where he belongs. Amen? 

Amen. 

And so, Father, we thank you. We thank you that we are more than conquerors through him who loved 
us and gave himself for us. Thank you for the victory that we have in Jesus on the cross, our D-Day, 
which is our victory when we put on the spiritual armor. 

Would you send us out, heavenly Father, poised and ready and not surprised for the battles of this 
week? We pray for those who, in a very real way, are right in the midst of these battles right now. We 
pray for those in Gilroy and El Paso and Dayton, and anywhere that we see this kind of evil lived out and 
played out through hate, violence and racism. Would you help us and all of your people everywhere in 
this world to be strong? And would you help us to live for the glory of your Son, and to give us joy even 
in the battle? We pray in Jesus' name. And everybody said together. Amen. 
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