A Sermon preached by Ian Macfarlane

In St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton on Sunday 27th February 2011

SS6 - Ephesians 6 v10 to 20
“Strength in the Church”

This is the last in our sermon series on Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. During the series we have heard sermons from Martin, Chris, Charlie and Bev about Power, God’s presence, Unity, Ministry and Holiness in the church, wonderful illustrations of the Christian Life. 

Today I complete the series with “Strength in the Church” from Ephesians 6 v10 to 20
“Finally” - Paul begins this great passage with the simple word “Finally”.  
What thoughts immediately come to mind when you hear that word? 


Finally –



-Work is over it is time to go home



-The baby has stopped crying



-The preachers finished his sermon

In this context ‘finally’ brings a feeling of relief, the chore is over and we can switch off and relax.

Or do you think of the newsreader’s and “finally”, they begin their broadcast with ‘Good Evening’ and then proceed to tell you why it isn’t so this ‘finally’ is usually the cue for an amusing or humorous item of news to finish their programme.

With this simple word "Finally", Paul reminds us that there has been instruction preceding this passage. This passage cannot operate in isolation but hangs on the matters previously addressed in the book of Ephesians and which have been previously preached on in this sermon series. These matters include an understanding of the divine source of our relationship with the God who eternally loved us and made us his own (chaps. 1-2), the need for a unified relationship with others in the church whose varying gifts help make us spiritually mature (chaps. 3-4), and the beauty of loving and sacrificial relationships in our families that help us incorporate and reflect Christ's grace (chaps. 5). Implicit in these preceding instructions are all the patterns of belief and behaviour that we would expect the apostle to say equips us for godly living.

This simple word “finally” could be translated then to mean ‘what it remains for a Christian to do’ after all that has been previously written in the letter. For Paul, his “Finally” ranks alongside “Truly, Truly” or “Verily, Verily” as used by Jesus, it is to grab our attention for what follows is of the utmost importance. 
Verse 10:

“Finally, be strong in the Lord, and in His mighty power.”

Strong ...Mighty…Power

Three words emphasising strength and for Paul this passage is all about strength and from where it comes.
In and of yourself it maybe that you are physically strong and can pump weights all day long, maybe you can handle a lot of pressure, work for long hours, day after day after day.  Perhaps you are the one who is emotionally strong and the anchor in your family and everyone leans on you for support.

Of the many kinds of strength the most important one, certainly according to Paul, is the strength you need in the Lord. 
“be strong ... in His mighty power” - we can be in no doubt that once saved, our life is rooted in the Saviour, and His strength is our strength.

We need this strength, for like Christ on the Cross, we face a real enemy.

For in addition to our physical world there are the ‘heavenly realms’ the spiritual world where the forces of light combat the powers of darkness.
Paul writes in verse 12:


“For 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”

When Paul says that we do not struggle against flesh and blood he is not denying that we do at times actually struggle on the human level. It is obvious that we do. He is saying that our struggle is not just on that level. We do have a physical, visible struggle. But over and above that, over and above what we see, there is an invisible spiritual struggle going on, as Peter says in 1 Peter 5:8, ''Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour". If we are to be successful in this battle, we must be alert to it and equipped to face it.

Right here we have something that sets Christianity apart from the philosophies of our world. The world of our day is secular; that is, it operates only within the categories of this age, it is also materialistic, it considers as real only what it can see or touch or measure. For our contemporaries the world is a closed system. That is why for many talk about the devil is hardly regarded as serious. People still talk about God, of course; He gets some respect out of deference to religious traditions. But the devil? ''You can't be serious! A little man in a red suit with horns and a tail? Is that your enemy? He and his little demons?" People laugh at any suggestion that our warfare is spiritual and, on a more serious note, accuse us of neglecting the real battle which in their opinion should be waged against more tangible things.

We do not want to deny for an instant that there are problems of poverty, oppression, hunger, and various forms of injustice or that we should do all we can to alleviate or abolish them. But we ask in return: ‘If the real problems of this world are merely material and visible, how is it that they have not been solved or eliminated long ago?’

The 19th century poet Algernon Charles Swinburne called man "the master of things." All right, then, let him master them! If he cannot - and it is perfectly evident he cannot - let him acknowledge that it is because forces stronger than he stand behind what is visible. Let him acknowledge that our struggle is not merely against flesh and blood, which we see, 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."

Let me give you three short examples from the lives of some men of the Old Testament: Samson, David and Solomon.
Samson, the strongest of all men, he killed 1000 men with the jawbone of an ass and toppled a temple with his own hands.

David, gifted with devotion, he loved the Lord and sought to honour and glorify God.

Solomon, the wisest of all men, having great wealth and power.

Yet, all three fell. As strong as these men were they were no match for the schemes of the devil.

Samson, as strong as he was, was unable to resist the persistence of Delilah who hounded him into telling the secret of his strength, and through her betrayal he ultimately fell.

David fell into the temptation of lust, then adultery, then murder.

Solomon, was led to marry many foreign women and through them fell to the temptation to serve false gods.

Are we any stronger than they?

No! - Therefore, we must be strong in the Lord and fight the battle with God’s spiritual weapons.

GOD WANTS YOU TO BE STRONG IN HIM BECAUSE THE SPIRITUAL BATTLE CAN ONLY BE WON, FIRST OF ALL, BY PUTTING ON HIS ARMOUR.
Verse 13:

“Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand”

‘Pre-battle’ speeches are common in literature, for example, Shakespeare’s ‘Henry V’ before the battle of Agincourt and in real life that of Col Tim Collins, a former CO of 1RIR, addressing his troops on the eve of the second Gulf War in 2003. These speeches serve to bolster troops to fight battles of an uncertain outcome, and the words themselves inspire the heroism that wins the day.
This is not however how we should allow ourselves to think, that the ‘full armour of God’ acts like this, a pre-battle rousing. Due to the nature of the battle, Paul calls all God’s people to be prepared and put on ‘the full armour of God, so that you may ... stand your ground’.  The analogy of the armour and its purposes which are described in verses 14 onward, are sermons in themselves, so I just ask the question – 

‘Why should we put on the full armour?’
It is so we won't be left naked and defenceless, trying to rely on our own strength. It is so that we might remain strong in faith, rooted in the gospel, living in truth, and victorious by faith.  The armour is simply described as ‘full’, or as other translations say, ‘whole or complete’. Whatever the translation the meaning is that it is ‘totally sufficient for the purpose’, after all it is God’s very own armour. It has already been field tested and proven itself worthy of trust and to trust the armour of God is to trust God.

Therefore we can trust God's provision for battle, not our own. God's faithfulness to us has already been manifested at the cross and in asking us to take our stand in battle, He does not hold back from providing what is necessary for our protection, but, and it’s a big but, we must accept it, receive it and clothe ourselves in it.
It has been said that on becoming a Christian we can just ‘let go and let God’, that is, the battle is not ours; it is God’s. So just let go and let God do the fighting, at the most you need only stand your ground. It is true that Paul does use the word ‘stand’, he uses it a number of times. But when he speaks of our armour he speaks not only of the defensive armour, helmet, breastplate and shield, but also of our offensive weapon, the sword of the Spirit, God’s word. And whether or not he is thinking of fighting defensively or offensively, he is thinking of combating a most powerful and cunning foe. The combined call to “be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power” and “to put on the armour of God” remind us that we are unequal to the battle, we have no strength of our own; our strength comes from the Lord and in His strength we are to be fully prepared and ready to face spiritual attack.

This verse is full of activity on the part of the Christian, we need to be willing and take what He gives, to “put on” what is offered and to stand. 

GOD ALSO WANTS YOU TO BE STRONG IN HIM BECAUSE THE SPIRITUAL BATTLE IS WON, SECONDLY, THROUGH PRAYER.  
Verse 18 and following:
“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.  Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains.  Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should.

“Pray in the Spirit on all occasions”.  This does not mean every second of every minute etc, but it does mean in and for all things.

“always keep on praying”.  We are to continue in prayer even though we may not seem to get an answer or the answer does not seem to be what we had hoped for.

“for all the saints”.  Are you praying for your brothers and sisters in Christ?  
“Pray also for me”. Paul even asks for prayer for himself so that He might be able to speak the gospel.  Though Paul is long dead and we cannot pray for him, we can pray for those who further the gospel.

And so this great passage draws the whole of the letter to the Ephesians together, describing how the glory of God in our Lord Jesus may be demonstrated in the life of a Christian. The Gospel message is that Christ has won the victory over evil, so His people may live victoriously! Christians are not just saved; in Christ, they have His strength to defeat evil and to change the world. This is important. Do not make the mistake of making the ‘whole armour of God’ sound like a personal spiritual choice, something to wear just when the going gets tough, it is to be worn always.
It is a powerful description of how the whole church testifies to the truth of the Gospel and it is in the Gospel message that the church find’s its strength to be within the world.


Finally, I would like to finish by reading Paul’s prayer from earlier in the book of Ephesians, Ch3 verses 14 to 21 that Chris used to begin our series with her sermon on Power in the Church – Let us pray. 

“For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”
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