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Ephesians 6:14-17 (4)

We continue now to look at the spiritual armor that God has provided for us: both spiritual protection and weapons.  It is vital for us to understand and believe the reality of the spiritual world, and that there are evil beings in that world.  These demons are more evil than anything we can imagine; they have no characteristics of goodness, no redeeming qualities.  They unceasingly hate God and hate us with an intensity above any hatred we have ever felt ourselves.  Most of the population of the world is enslaved by them.  Jesus tells us in Matthew 7:13-14,

Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it.  For the gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it.

The narrow gate is, of course, Jesus Himself; He is the only way to eternal life.  But in these verses, we see that most will not take the way to salvation.  Those who are enslaved by the demons and reject Christ face eternal destruction; and the demons know that.  That shows you how evil they are.

So, how do we deal with this enemy?  First off is the absolute necessity of accepting Jesus Christ as Saviour.  This is done through faith that is graciously given to us by the Holy Spirit.  Once this takes place, our salvation is secure and we have eternal life.  However, this does not stop the attacks of satan’s forces; it will more than likely intensify them.  Because of this, God provides us with the means of spiritual combat.

We looked at the belt of truth.  This is what goes on first and holds everything else together; it is foundational for the rest of the armor and weapons.  This truth is contained in God’s word: the Bible.  We can read the Bible and know that what is written is true and we can depend on it; stake our life on it; stake our eternity on it.  Truth will always overcome evil in the long run.  It is God’s word and what God says will come to pass.

The next piece of armor was the breastplate of righteousness.  This is the righteousness that belongs to Jesus Christ and it is perfect; it is acceptable to God.  When we accept Christ, a transference takes place; He bears our sins and we receive His righteousness.  This armor protects us from guilt.  Guilt is one of the attacks of satan; he will remind us of some past sin and bring the guilt and shame to our minds.  If we are focused on this, we will not be effective workers for God.  But we know from the Bible, that we have the righteousness of Christ and our guilt has been washed away by the blood of Christ.  Therefore, we can deny guilt; we have done wrong, but we are clean.

Last week we looked at the footwear of the preparation of the Gospel of peace.  We are prepared by, or equipped with, the Gospel.  It is good news that is so very simple; we are saved by faith in Jesus Christ.  Very simple, but very powerful.  It transforms a sinner into a saint; it puts us in right standing before God; it transfers our citizenship from the kingdom of satan to the Kingdom of Jesus.  We know these things to be true because they are in the Bible.  If this is our spiritual footwear, we can stand secure and our feet won’t slip when someone tries to give us a false gospel.



Now we come to verse 16: in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one.  

The beginning words “in addition to all”, marks a kind of division between the first three pieces of armor and the second three pieces.  So, we have, in addition to all these pieces of armor previously mentioned, also use the next three.  And notice the difference in how we have them with us: having girded, having put on, and having shod; this is followed by: taking the shield, take the helmet and sword.  

These first three are securely attached to the body.  These are things we put on and leave on and are immovable.  The belt is girded, it is fastened; it is not something we take off or move around in battle.  The breastplate is also secure, it is fastened into place and remains there.  Likewise, the footwear, our lives are to be secure in the Gospel; the whole point of the footwear is to avoid slipping and sliding.

The next three are not securely attached and are taken up during combat.  Yes, we always have faith; but sometimes it must be taken up and used as a shield against attacks.  The soldier takes his helmet and sets it on his head.  We always have our salvation, but sometimes we must specifically use it to shield our minds.  We always have the indwelling Holy Spirit and the word of God, but sometimes we must take up that word of God as a weapon.

Remember that Paul is using analogy and we can’t push analogy too far; Paul is using physical things to help us to understand spiritual things.  But we can certainly get the idea of how to use these spiritual realities to defend ourselves against the attacks of satan’s forces.

Let’s consider the Roman shield that is imagined here.  This is not the small round shield that we often see in movies and pictures.  The word used here is the word for the large Roman shield.  It is a rectangular shield about four feet tall and two feet wide.  It is large enough for a man to protect his entire body.  They were made of wood, but covered with metal or with linen covered with animal hide.  These designs were specifically to protect from flaming projectiles.

It was common to use pitch on arrows or darts, light them, and hurl them at the enemy.  Most armies simply had wooden shields.  These burning arrows would stick into the shield and continue to burn, catching the shield on fire.  In battle, when the soldier realized that his shield was on fire, the tendency was to get rid of it.  Of course, this made him more vulnerable.

We also need to consider faith.  Faith is defined for us in Hebrews 11:1, Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.  Faith is having belief in something that we can’t directly touch or see or hear.  Because it doesn’t have any physical evidences, we must be very careful what we have faith in.  People often make the mistake of having faith in faith.  This is simply hoping that by believing strongly enough, whatever we want to happen will happen.  This leads to a dismal failure which often becomes a cycle.  When things don’t work out, the person feels that they just didn’t believe strongly enough; and so, they try again.

Our faith must have a direct object and the only one that works is Jesus.  Our faith must be in Jesus Himself.  The powerful thing about Christian faith in Jesus Christ is that it is given to us by the Holy Spirit.  We can’t believe in Jesus unless the Holy Spirit gives us the proper faith.  This means that our faith is not simply based on feelings or hopefulness; but comes from the power of God.  Those who ridicule us for our belief are incapable of understanding the source of our faith.

That faith does a lot for us.  It is the means of our salvation when our faith is in Jesus Christ as our Lord and Saviour.  That faith gives us the privilege of coming before almighty God in prayer.  That faith gives us a solid belief in the Bible as the word of God.  That faith can be used as a shield when satan shoots his flaming arrows at us.  

What are these flaming arrows, what are these fiery darts that satan’s armies hurl at us?  At the deepest spiritual level, they are thoughts.  They are evil thoughts that seemingly come out of nowhere.  You may be just going about your day, doing what needs to be done, and suddenly, you think of something that is horrible and repulsive to you; and you can’t imagine why you thought that.  It is a flaming arrow from satan.  You may be reading your Bible or praying earnestly to God when thoughts come into your mind that are lustful, murderous, even blasphemous.  These are the fiery darts of satan.

Satan cannot control a Christian, but he can and does give suggestions.  He can enter thoughts into our minds.  When these thoughts come, it is natural for us to wonder how we can possibly be a Christian and think of something like this. This is the dart starting a fire.  If we start questioning our Christianity, we can’t do our work for Christ.  

This is where our shield of faith comes in.  It doesn’t so much keep the arrow from hitting as it keeps the fire from spreading.  The thought comes into our mind from satan, our reaction is to question our standing with Christ, but we turn to our faith to know that our standing with Christ is firm.  By faith in Jesus we know that our salvation is secure.  We know that all our sins are forgiven.  We know that no one can snatch us from His hand.  We know that we have His righteousness.  We know that our salvation is only by grace through faith and not by what we do or think or say.  And we know all these things because that is what the Bible tells us.

It is imperative to have this shield of faith always at the ready.  These blazing missiles will not stop throughout our lifetime.  We must remember that this spiritual war will not cease until Jesus comes back.  We are in this battle until our time on earth is finished, or until our Lord returns.  When these thoughts come, deny them with faith, struggle to get rid of them; it is a fight, not a walk in the park.  

Additionally, we must be careful that we don’t allow these thoughts to become our own.  If we permit ourselves to consider these thoughts, to dwell on them and turn them about in our minds, then the sin becomes ours.  Just because the original source is satan doesn’t give us the liberty to entertain these thoughts; rebuke them and reject them; we can think up enough evil on our own without accepting help from satan.

So often in the Old Testament we find examples of the spiritual acted out in the physical world.  In the book of Nehemiah, we read of a man who used his shield of faith against the verbal flaming arrows that were hurled at him by his enemies.  I invite you, when you have a half hour or so, to read the first six chapters of Nehemiah.  Several times, Nehemiah uses his steadfast faith in God to overcome obstacles and attacks from both inside Israel and from outsiders.

Nehemiah was one of the Israelites taken in the Babylonian takeover of Jerusalem.  Over time he had become the cupbearer to the Persian king, Artaxerxes; but he realized that God wanted him to go to Jerusalem to rebuild the wall around the city.  With careful prayer and following the leading of the LORD, he received permission to do so.  Even though he was doing the Lord’s will, he still faced enemies who tried to stop him.  But he persevered in faith.

One example comes from Nehemiah 4 and starting at verse 1:

Now it came about that when Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding the wall, he became furious and very angry and mocked the Jews.  He spoke in the presence of his brothers and the wealthy men of Samaria and said, “What are these feeble Jews doing? Are they going to restore it for themselves? Can they offer sacrifices? Can they finish in a day? Can they revive the stones from the dusty rubble even the burned ones?”  Now Tobiah the Ammonite was near him and he said, “Even what they are building—if a fox should jump on it, he would break their stone wall down!”

[bookmark: _GoBack]These are flaming arrows; they are words calculated to cause despair and discouragement.  Notice how they are to affect the mind, the thoughts.  These disturbing thoughts could cause one to think they might be true and become disheartened; this is the fire spreading.  But Nehemiah has none of this and turns to God in prayer:

Hear, O our God, how we are despised!  Return their reproach on their own heads and give them up for plunder in a land of captivity.  Do not forgive their iniquity and let not their sin be blotted out before You, for they have demoralized the builders.

If this prayer sounds harsh to us being directed at other people, remember that our battle is against spiritual enemies.  We cannot show them any mercy, we cannot give them any leeway; they will take it and use it against us.  All of our spiritual enemies are already condemned to the lake of burning sulfur.  If a flaming arrow comes at us from another human-being, remember that it ultimately comes from satan.  We pray against the evil, but we pray for the person.

Horrible thoughts come into our minds unexpectedly; harmful words are directed at us without warning.  Use the shield of faith to quench the little flame before it becomes a raging fire.  Jesus is our peace and assurance of our salvation; He is our strong tower.



Prayer

LORD God, it is so easy for us to forget that we are constantly engaged in spiritual battle.  We let our guard down; and then we get blind-sided by the enemy.  When this happens, remind us to take our shield of faith.  Our faith in Jesus Christ given to us by You through the Holy Spirit.

Also, LORD, we ask forgiveness for all those times we let those thoughts get away from us.  They get in the way of our fellowship with You.  That fellowship is something You desire, so when we allow it to be blocked, we sin against You.  Keep us from sin that we may commune with You through Your precious Son, Jesus.

If these thoughts take hold, we cannot do the work You have for us, and so, we cannot bring You glory.  We ask, LORD, that You remind us quickly of our faith, so the evil may be quenched, and You may be glorified in our lives.

We pray these things in the name of our Saviour, Jesus Christ.
Amen
