Liturgy:

Reading : Eph. 6, 10 – 24

Text       : Eph. 6, 10 – 13

Ps.  122 : 1,2

Ps.    25 : 6

Ps.  100 : 2,4 (after baptism)

Hy.   41 : 2 

Ps.  119 : 28 (after profession of faith)
Ps.   18 : 1,10 (collection and closing song)

Hy.  59 : 1,2,3 (after handing out of the books)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning, once again we may witness the public profession faith of two young members of the congregation. In doing so, these two young members will declare that it is their heartfelt desire to serve the Lord God according to His Word and to commit their whole life to the Lord’s service as living members of His church. This is quite a promise, especially when it is given at such a still relatively young age. On the day of one’s public profession of faith it might be easy to say wholeheartedly, “I do” to the questions that are asked, but how will it go later on. Will these two young people indeed be able to keep the vows they will make this morning, especially in a life full of temptations, where the devil is always out there to lure us away from the Lord and His service?  Considering the dangers involving this battle, should this not cause young people to be a bit more cautious in their speaking? Do we perhaps have to consider it as youthful presumptuousness, when young people at this age say so firmly, “I do?” Yet, beloved, would it be less presumptuous when this promise is given, when we are 30 or 40. The point is where do we seek our strength?
The passage of Scripture on which we will focus this morning, also speaks about a severe battle. Yet in this battle, we can survive, when we put on the armor of God. This armor is basically the same as the set of new clothes about which we read in Ch. 4 of this same letter. In a nutshell, it simply means: are we willing and prepared in everything to live our life with the Lord, not just on Sunday, but also throughout the week, also when we are out with our friends having an enjoyable time. It all boils down to this question: how committed are we to the Lord? Do we indeed expect all help from Him alone? If so, we don’t have to be scared to face the battle, since our strength lies in God, the almighty One!
So let us make this practical: say, with some friends you have planned a nice Saturday out on the beach. The esky is filled with sufficient beer for the day, and so by 11 o’clock together with your friends you are on your way. Breakfast was skipped, since throughout the day you will have you share of abundance of food, and so off you are. Did you start the day with the Lord first, asking Him for a blessing, for strength to be committed to Him also throughout this day, whilst having fun, or did you not even think about that. You come home late, perhaps not drunk, but throughout a warm day, you surely had your abundant share of alcohol. When you hit the pillow, you are not even thinking about reading your Bible or about prayer. You are simply too tired for that. All in all, you truly had an enjoyable day yet without the Lord. I hope you get the picture. Satan had the most of you and you did not fight the battle, since you forgot to put on the armor. You could not spend the Saturday without beer, but you could do without prayer.
I think it’s not too difficult to identify with an example like this. Yet it shows how easily we make light of the battle we have to fight. I will be okay! Yet, are we? Moreover, when confronted with these things, we often go in the defense, saying that one should not doubt our sincerity in faith. Yet with this defense we are only kidding ourselves, underestimating the seriousness of the battle we have to fight. Hence the sermon of this morning and this not to scare you, not to scare these two young members who will say “I do” this morning, but to point them and all of us, where in fighting this battle we can find our strength. I minister the word of God to you about,

THE BATTLE, WHICH CHRIST'S CONGREGATION HAS TO FIGHT

IN THIS PRESENT AGE

We will focus on

1) the seriousness of this battle
2) how we are to equip ourselves for this battle
I
In the concluding chapter of his letter to the Ephesians, Br. & Sr., the apostle Paul gives an extensive description of the armor of God, which the believers have to put on. In light of what Paul had written before in this letter, once can understand this. He had warned against the attacks of the devil, Ch. 4, 27. In Ch. 5, 6 he warns against people who tried to deceive the congregation with empty words. In the second part of this letter, the apostle stresses repeatedly that living as a child of God has practical consequences. A Christian can no longer live as the Gentiles do, but he has to put off his old nature and to put on the new nature, a new nature created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. The apostle writes about this not only in general terms, but he also applies this quite practi​cally to every day life. He clearly shows that being redeemed by Christ has its consequences, consequences with respect to the relationship between husband and wife (Ch. 5), the relationship between parents and children, and also with respect to the relationship between masters and slaves (beginning of Ch. 6). From these passages, it becomes clear that it surely is not easy to live as a Christian. To live a true Christian life involves a constant struggle, especially since we live in a world where the powers of darkness are very dominant. Hence, as God’s children, when we indeed want to live our life for and with the Lord, we should be aware of the seriousness of the battle we are in for, 

In one of the commentaries on this letter I read, the fact that the apostle Paul speaks so extensively about the armor the Ephesians had to put on, might indicate that slackness had crept in, lack of zeal for the Lord and His service, world conformity to which members gave in. Beloved, when we are honest we see this among us as well. I don’t think that the example I gave earlier on was totally misplaced. A true Christian lifestyle is not always seen among us, and then I indeed think of the way in which we spend our leisure time with all the drinking involved. No, I’m not against that occasional stubby or whatever. However, if we cannot do without a drink after work, yet at the same time regularly start the day without the Lord, we are indeed fooling ourselves that we are sincere in faith. How can we fight the battle without putting on the armor? How can withstand the temptations that threaten us, without asking the Lord for help to stand firm? Therefore, we should listen well when this morning’s passage of Scripture wants to warn also us. Yes, beloved, this last section of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is written also for us, when we read there the following three commands: 
· Be strong in the Lord, vs. 10

· Put on the armor, vs. 11

· Take up your weaponry, vs. 13 

Only when listening obediently to these commands, we will be able to stand against the wiles of the devil; wiles of which we should never make light.
I’m afraid, beloved, that all too often we underestimate the craftiness of the evil one. That’s why the apostle Paul warns us saying, vs. 12, “…” With this description Paul wants to make clear, when it comes to temptations and the enmity, which we, as God’s children, experience in this world, we must not in the first place look at the people who do this to us. Behind and in these people we must see the power of the devil at work. You could say, just for a moment the curtain is moved away, allowing us to have a look behind the scene, to look at the battle behind the battle and then we see who our real adversary is: Satan!  Beloved, one indeed does not watch sharply enough, when looking only at people, who laugh about God and mock at His commandments. The power of darkness is behind these people and exercises its influence through them. Paul so to speak says, know who your real adversary is, the prince of darkness who is prowling around like a roaring lion seeking whom he can devour. It is Satan, who has this godless society in his grip, wielding his power. In fact, Satan has done so since the beginning of world history, always aiming at the destruction of God’s work, trying to ruin it. He is the one, of whom our Saviour once testified that he is a murderer from the beginning, the father of lies, who with his lies tries to twist the truth of God, often presenting darkness as light, thus confusing the mind of people. It’s to Satan’s power that Paul is referring when he says we are not contending against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. 

I like to note that not different groups of powers are listed here. Instead, each name in its own way gives a description of the powerful forces of the devil, with which we as believers have to contend. These forces are called rulers of the darkness of this age in order to bring out the terrifying power of their influence and comprehensiveness of their plans, and thus to emphasise the seriousness of the situa​tion. The apostle Paul wants to point us to the unseen hordes of wickedness that are behind all evil in this world, controlling the minds of evil men and all their activities, set against us in order to try to defeat us, to spoil our Christian lives and to bring the whole of the Gospel in disre​pute.

See there, beloved, the real battle we have to fight. We are up against the powers of darkness controlled by Satan, whose ultimate aim is to break that bond between God and His children. To reach this aim the devil uses the most subtle and crafty methods. The concluding part of vs. 11 clearly points this out, when it speaks about “the wiles of the devil”. The word ‘wiles’ points to the devil’s scheming tactics, to which we sometimes so easily fall prey, just making light of the dangers which are out there, just laughing them away with comments like, “Don’t be so narrow minded, one should also be able to enjoy life so every now and then.” Beloved, if we would only open the eye of faith for the seriousness of the battle we have to fight. 

Yes, at times I wonder whether we understand how subtle the attacks of the devil are. I think of the media, what they present to us, even through the news. Do you realize how coloured this news often is, trying to get a certain message across and at times we simply take it in as the truth, not digesting it in faith? Indeed the battle is all around us. Think of today’s materialistic climate, for example, which preys on man’s sinful desires. Recently in a number of sermons, the book called Song of Songs was dealt with. From these sermons, we learned how to speak about love and sexuality in light of Scripture, over against what is out there in today’s society. The battle is on, have we put on the armor or do we join in, in the way we speak about these matters, the way we dress, etc? The same applies to the way we speak about earning money and spending our leisure time. Listening in to conversations among church people, at times one wonders how much we differ from the world. Meanwhile Satan is laughing, when we let our guard down and forget about the seriousness of the battle. After all, life is good and are we not allowed to enjoy life, and so somehow we start compromising, becoming less strict. Yet, do you know, beloved, when church people start compromising the world always gets the biggest part. Think of the example I mentioned in the beginning, then we can’t do without a beer after work, but we can do without prayer in the morning. Again, then I don’t have a go at the stubby in the afternoon as such. Yet the point is how committed are we towards the Lord. When there is always time and money for alcohol and fun, but the financial commitments towards church, school, and mission are just a bare minimum – if that’s starting to come through in our life, we are fooling ourselves by saying, but I still love the Lord. No doubt, we love the Lord, yet how much in comparison to all the other things.
Beloved, don’t look at others now. Instead let us all each in his or her own life examine ourselves: how committed am I? Don’t laugh it all away. Instead, realize how serious the battle we have to fight is. Satan is more cunning and crafty than we think. He is always out there to loosen that bond between the Lord and us. He does so wherever we can, not always blatantly, but often very subtle, appealing to the desires of our own sinful flesh. The devil knows quite well that we feel attracted to this world full of glittering and empty happiness. And he laughs when we give in, even when it is just a little bit; e.g. when we say so easily, “Of course, I love the Lord, but this does not mean that I can’t do this or that.”  The point often is that we don’t want to bring any sacrifices. We want to serve the Lord, but at the same time, we don’t want to miss out on the fun to be found in the world. 

How can we withstand these dangers, not only as young people but also as adults? After all, it is not my intention this morning to look only in the direction of our young people. There is much world-conformity also among many confessing members in the church, homes where there is lifestyle displeasing the Lord. I think here in particular of the pattern of watching TV and videos, and some of the parties, which do not reflect a true Christian lifestyle. How are we to fight these dangers that threaten us? First of all, beloved, pray to the Lord that He will open your eyes that you may see these dangers, may see that behind the strong influences of today’s secularised society the devil is at work to attack us.

Many people will laugh at such a statement, since according to their opinion the devil does not really exist. Even many modern Christians do believe so today, saying that the devil exists as little as witches and ghosts. Thus, belief in a real existence of the devil is laughed away today. Even this belongs to the strategy of the devil to make people think that he does not exist. Yet the Word of God clearly unmasks the devil as true. In our text, we read a society that doesn’t want to know about God shows that it has come in the grip of the evil one, who stirs people up to hate all that has to do with Christian​ity or to mock at it. We clearly see this also in the society we live in today.
I mentioned hate and mockery. However, beloved, it is even more danger​ous when Satan hides his power behind friendly faces. As I read somewhere: the cracking of champagne is more dangerous than burning of stakes. 

Yes, then the devil can present himself even as an angel of light. In this context, I think of today’s modern theology, and of the warmth, one supposedly finds in evangelical circles. Sometimes you hear people complaint, “In the church it is often so cold. People get hardly warm about the riches in Christ. See how in other church sometimes people clap their hands and shout ‘Hallelujah’.” Br. & Sr., these too are tactics of Satan to lead God’s children astray.

“We are not contending against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wicked​ness in the heavenly places."
With these words, the apostle Paul will warn us that as such those who attack us are invisible. Our real adver​sary we can’t see. Yet daily we experience his presence and therefore we are told to be on our guard for his ruses and subtle deceptions. I mentioned already, how Satan has laid his hands, for instance, on all media. Via printed word, radio waves, TV screens, video cassettes, and let us not forget the internet – through out all these means Satan is trying to pervert the values and to corrupt morals, and at times we too are so easily affected by it. 

Br. & Sr., let us be on guard. The dangers that threaten us are much greater than we often suppose. All too often we make light of all these things, eg., when on a home visit the elders warn against world-conformity, so easily it is said, “It’s not all that bad. After all, you also have to live in this world; you can go out of it.” As such this is true. God has placed us in this world. However, at the same time the LORD also warns us to live a holy life, and not to become part of this world.

Beloved, is it too hard, too difficult to live this way? Not if we would really listen to the advice, the apostle Paul gives in our text. This advice, “Be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might.” After all, we can’t fight this battle in own strength. Yet, this is not necessary either, since we are allowed to put on the armour of God. This brings me to my second thought.

II 
From what has been said thus far, Br. & Sr., it is evident that the battle, which we as believers have to fight, is indeed a very serious one. None of us should ever make light of this battle. On the contrary, all of us should make serious efforts to equip ourselves for this battle, so that in this spiritual warfare we may not go down to defeat. That’s why the apostle Paul says, “Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.”
Beloved, we who are weak in ourselves may draw great comfort from these words. After all, from ourselves we have no power at all to fight this severe battle, let alone that we would be able to defeat our enemy. Yet the bond we have with Christ makes us strong. Christ, yes He is our strength in this battle. Therefore, when we put our hope in Him, when we render our lives to Him, we are no longer weak, but then we can do all things through Him who strengthens us. Our strength thus lies in the acknowledgment of our own helpless​ness, in the acknowledgment of our complete dependence on Him, who will make His power perfect even through our weaknesses.

“Finally be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might,” i.e. put your trust in Christ and you will not be put to shame. Daily we may expect our help from His almighty power. Thus – as we will sing it with Hymn 41 – we have the right Man on our side, the Man of God’ s own choosing.

“Dost ask who that may be?

            Christ Jesus, it is He;

            Lord Sabaoth His Name,

            From age to age the same,

            And He must win the battle.”
In Christ we may be assured of the victory. Through Him, we will triumph over the powers of darkness. That’s the rich gospel, I may proclaim to you this morning. Christ, beloved, He is the One who will equip you for the battle, will equip also these two young people doing profession of faith this morning, so that they do not go down to defeat, but will be able to firmly resist the enemies until they finally obtain the complete victory. This applies both to them an to all of us.
However, beloved, all this does not happen just by itself. True, Christ will equip us, but this does not mean that we can now simply set back waiting for it to happen, so to speak. Instead, we are to use the means to become equipped for the battle. God gives us the armour, yet we are called to put on this armour.

“Put on the whole armour of God.” This means, Br. & Sr., use the means, which God gives you today to equip your​selves for this battle; let not these means lay idle. For in doing so you put your life at risk, your spiritual life. As a soldier without armour is an easy target for the enemy, likewise he who does not equip himself for this spiritual war becomes an easy prey for the devil. Therefore, Br. & Sr., boys and girls, let all of us use the means which God still gives us today to equip ourselves for the battle. 
In practical terms, this means make time to study God’s Word, personally and together. When you go to an army camp, you will see the soldiers always busy to have their weaponry up to scratch. How busy are we with this, when it comes to our spiritual armour. How much time do we spend on this on a daily basis? Is this just a bare minimum, often skipped, since according to us there are more important things to do? When you come home late Saturday night from a party, having had just a bit too much alcohol, how fresh are you in church the next morning to get your armor up to scratch again, or do we sleep in since it became a late night? How much time do we spend on preparing ourselves for the Bible Study meetings as well as in attending these meetings? Beloved, if we let these opportunities slip by, we will become more and more easy targets for the enemy. We loose track of what is really important in life.

We are to equip ourselves for the battle. This also means that we are to test the spirits to see whether they are of God. And again, then a subscription to a good reformed magazine as such is not sufficient, but we should also read these magazines, like Clarion, Una Sancta, Reformed Perspective and others. Parents should stimulate their children in reading these magazines, e.g. The Contender. Then within the family we can also discuss certain articles and in so doing build one another up.

Br. & Sr., and also you young people, let us be thankful for the many opportunities we still receive today to equip ourselves for the battle. Let us then also really make the most of them. After all, we live in a time of war and our enemy is more subtle than we often suppose. He prowls around like a roaring lion seeking whom he can devour. With advancing time, his attacks will only become more and more severe. Therefore, beloved, put on the armour of God that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.

Don’t lay the warnings of this morning’s sermon aside with a remark like, “We have heard this already so often.”  The Lord Himself calls all of us this morning to take position in His army as a well-equipped soldier. No one of us can lay this call aside simply by saying “I have no time” or “I have no interest.” If you do so. you are simply putting your spiritual life in danger, and without armour, not equipped, we are without defence. 

Beloved, don’t become slack in these things. Give no opportunity to the devil, as the apostle Paul writes in Ch. 4 of this same letter, but instead be zealous in good works. Today the Lord still gives us many opportunities to be active in His service. Let us then also use them, lest one day these opportunities will testify against us. Today we still live in freedom. However, beloved, the time may also come that God takes this freedom away. In a secularised society, it may become more and more difficult to serve God according to His Word. Scripture teaches us that towards the close of the age the battle will reach its final stage. That’s why Christ mobilises His militia. Let us then indeed be faithful soldiers in His army.

No, then the outcome of the battle does not depend on us. For Christ has already obtained the victory on Golgotha. It was there that the seed of the woman bruised the head of the serpent. However, this victory also gave Satan new incentive to direct his final attack on the rest of the offspring of the woman, still trying to ruin God’s work. That’s why today he works with intensified activity, knowing that time is running out for him. Satan knows that he is loosing. That’s what makes the battle so severe today. Let us, therefore, take this morning’s warnings to heart. Beloved, render your life to Christ, completely. For it is only in and through Him that – as it reads in vs. 13 – you will be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand. 
I like to note here that Paul says “so that we are able to stand.”  He does not speak about obtaining the victory. After all, that’s what Christ has done for us. We simply have to live from the riches of this victory, today already, by living our life for and with Christ in all that we do. Yet because Satan is out there to lure us away from that simple living for the Lord, that’s why the battle is on. 
Summarizing, as I read it somewhere, the fact that Paul speaks so extensively about the battle and the armor we have to put on, should not cause us to become anxious. Instead, as Paul writes it in Ch. 4, 1, let us walk worthy of the calling with which we were called, let us put on the new man, Ch. 4, 24, and walk in love, as children of the light, not as Paul writes in Ch. 5, 18 – 20, “...”  
To be able to live this way, daily we have to put on the armor, i.e. be busy with the Word of God, committing our life to Him, who bought us with the price of His precious blood. We are bought by Christ – are we still excited about this and does this also show up in your life, so that, beloved, you have only one desire, to live for Christ in all that you do. Then we make sure that never by our way of life we grieve our Saviour.

Summarizing, the Lord simply asks us to be faithful towards Him, in love to trust and obey. The Lord is asking of these two young people, making profession of faith this morning, and this is what the Lord is asking of all of us. If we do so, we too may cling to that promise, which the glorified Christ gave to His congregation at Smyrna, “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.”
Thus, the victory is sure in Christ. We are on our way to a glorious kingdom. Yet on the way to this kingdom, we should also busy ourselves in the things of the kingdom, not laying up treasures on earth, but treasures in heaven. For, beloved, where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

Amen.
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