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Preparing for the Future	Ephesians 6:10-20
The future has arrived. The future has arrived for Christ Lutheran Church, for Pastor Leigh DeVries, and for me. We all are turning the pages to new chapters in our lives. In these closing verses of Ephesians, Paul is preparing his readers for what is coming next – and it’s not a pleasant picture. There will be challenges and difficulties. He also indicates that they can be prepared for those challenges.
Last week the topic was about walking. This week the emphasis is on standing. Four times in our Second Reading Paul tells us to stand. Sometimes we walk. Sometimes we stand.
While Paul tells us to put on the full armor of God to prepare us for what comes next, he does not use words related to fighting a war in this text. The closest he comes here is a word that was, “struggle,” in our translation. It is closely related to the word used in Genesis when Jacob wrestled with God. 
The difference is that when one is in a war, the people on the other side are enemies, whom we seek to kill, wound, or capture. When I wrestled in high school, many years ago and many pounds ago, we often wrestled friends. We wanted to win, but we didn’t want to hurt and certainly not kill our opponent. When Jacob wrestled God, God was not his enemy out to kill him. God was teaching him a lesson.
When lawyers try cases, they are opponents in the courtroom, but that doesn’t make them enemies. When football players battle each other on the field, they are opponents; not enemies. They could be teammates next season.
This is an important distinction that is getting lost in American politics. Opponents don’t have to be enemies.
Preparing for the future means seeing differences and even struggles with others as opportunities to learn from one another, rather than as enemies who need to be defeated.
This distinction is also important for our faith. God is often our opponent. God opposes sin. We sin. Because God opposes our sins, this doesn’t make God our enemy.
Someone asked a rabbi if the story of Jacob wrestling with God was true. He answered, “Of course it’s true. It happens to me all the time.” 
Paul states often in this letter that we are God’s children. Sometimes loving our children means disciplining them in ways they don’t like. They may think we’re their enemy, but we are not. God, our heavenly parent, does that with us, too.
To prepare for the future, we need to know and be reminded of the truth about God, which is our belt. God loves us and cares for us. God came to us in Jesus and died for us. The penalty for our sins has been paid. 
Justice or righteousness is our breastplate. The justice God demands for our sins has been paid. We have shoes that are the good news of peace. This payment means that we have peace with God through Jesus. In more colloquial terms, God is once again our friend, not our opponent; and certainly not our enemy.
We have the shield of faith to extinguish the flaming arrows of the evil one. I often prefer the word “trust” over faith. Both are ways the Greek word can be translated. We trust that what God has declared is true. We are God’s children. God loves us. God forgives us through Jesus. 
The devil’s arrows, and literally, the word translated, “devil,” means, “slanderer.” Such arrows can come from anyone or even from our own selves, that cause us to think, I’m not good enough. Such thoughts are extinguished by God’s love for us. The devil’s arrows could be excessive pride, that I’m better than all those other sinners. Such thoughts are extinguished by God’s Law which continually exposes our sins of thoughts, words, and deeds. Those times God wrestles with us. Then the arrows of I’m not good enough get extinguished by God’s love for us. 
I’ve mentioned this before, but Pastor Leigh hasn’t heard it; when Martin Luther felt tempted by the devil he would should, “I am baptized,” but in German or Latin. He trusted that what God had done for him in baptism was still present in his life now. He wouldn’t let the devil slander him. He wouldn’t let the devil convince him that he was too sinful to be used by God, that he was a worthless human being. Regardless of his own feelings, he trusted God’s promise that he was God’s own adopted and beloved child. That is our shield of faith.
These pieces of the armor of God are all things that God has given us in Jesus: truth, righteousness, peace, salvation. We trust the word of God to be the truth. God is protecting us. Our salvation is assured in Jesus regardless of what anyone else may say; and even, regardless of how we might feel. It is God who has prepared us for whatever may come in the future.
The only offensive weapon we have is the sword of the Spirit, which is God’s word. Paul asks the Ephesians to pray for him so that he might be bold in making known the mystery of the gospel. I ask you to pray for Pastor Leigh that she will be bold in proclaiming the gospel, but it is not just the pastor who is called to be bold, each of you, as children of God, are also called to boldly proclaim the gospel with your words and your actions. I pray for your boldness in sharing the good news we have been given.
That is one of our major struggles: to proclaim God’s love in words and deeds to people are not loving towards us. They may even see us and treat us as enemies. Remember, Paul was in chains in prison when he wrote this letter. He needed prayer to be bold in proclaiming the gospel to those who saw him as an enemy. It’s not easy to be kind to people who don’t return kindness. 
It takes not only our prayers to do that, but the support of other believers. We don’t live our lives alone. God has given us each other to help us stand in the faith God has given. God has given you this congregation for mutual support in believing and living our faith.
In contrast to standing firm, Paul, earlier in the letter said, “We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming.”[footnoteRef:1] We stand on a solid foundation, but at the same time, we need to find new and effective ways of sharing the old, old story with new generations of people. [1:  Ephesians 4:14] 

That is often a struggle in congregations – the old versus the new, traditional versus contemporary. I think that those are false distinctions. The primary issue is whether or not the gospel is being proclaimed clearly and boldly. In the midst of all the turmoil and even evil in the world, we are to be lights shining bright on the good news of God’s love given to us and the whole world in Jesus Christ.
Remember, the early Christians defeated their enemies, the Romans who had been persecuting them, not by overpowering or killing them, but by converting them to also trust in Jesus Christ.
In planning for this service, I decided to use a hymn I wrote some years ago for a youth convention. It is based on Isaiah 35. Having lived in desert regions, the presence of water in the desert is good news. It is necessary for life. (That’s not such an issue in the Pacific Northwest.) The people had been conquered and taken into exile by Babylon. Isaiah promises a new, glorious life in the future; even though, at the present, they are struggling. That is how Isaiah prepared the Israelites for the future. That is how Paul prepares the Christians for the future. That is how Pastor Leigh, you, and I are prepared for the future. To believe and trust in the promises of God. We move confidently ahead prepared with the full armor of God.



