Sunday 9 November 2008 : Ephesians 6 : 10-18 & James 4 : 1-7
Once again, our Armistice service takes place as an act of faith – being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see – rather than fulfilment. Afghanistan, Iraq, Congo – all these conflicts, and more, still defy the will and purpose of the glorious Prince of Peace, Jesus Christ Our Lord. The day will come, of course, but until then we must take our stand for the Kingdom of God, under His banner of peace with justice, against what Paul calls the powers of this dark world, and the spiritual forces of evil.
We all long for peace. In principle, anyone with even the most tenuous grip on sanity is a pacifist. Only those with serious mental health issues or demonic oppression actually like war and conflict. But the question is – how do we get from where we are to where we want to be? Some argue that the way ahead is disarmament, unilateral if necessary, to break the log-jam of ever-increasing arsenals of weapons of mass destruction. 

Others take the precisely opposite view, that the way ahead is for “civilised” nations to be so heavily armed that rogue states dare not come against us for fear of annihilation. Many more are in the middle, or perhaps I should say in the muddle, totally bemused by it all, genuinely not having a clue what we can do to steer away from this precipice.

I’m not going to declare a position on those matters, not because I don’t have one, far from it, but because I am convinced that there is no quick political fix, there is no easy logistical solution. The war against war, and its hellish brothers-in-arms terrorism, fear, hatred, greed, poverty, exploitation, oppression and so on, can ultimately be won only on the battle-ground of the spirit, a battle which is fought primarily between our ears.

As long as people, individual men and women, remain in bondage to the ways of the world as we see them just now, captives to the Babylonian mindset which enthrones me and my and mine where God should be, there can be no betterment for this world. Day in, day out, we are fed spiritual poison everywhere we go. This recession we hear so much about has been empowered by the panic merchants of Wall St and Fleet St.

In substance, nothing has changed. There has been no force majeure undermining the global economy. Yes, some banks made mistakes, lent with wilful irresponsibility, and have reaped what they have sown. But “The Network” ensured that everything else got dragged down with them, including otherwise perfectly healthy businesses. 

To move on from there, if you watch virtually any programme on telly, virtually every household is dysfunctional. Adultery and all the rest of it is portrayed as the norm, and if there are any Christians in the shows, they’re depicted as buffoons or bigots. Even if you can find some programmes that don’t trade on gratuitous smut or violence, don’t worry, the adverts between programmes will fill that gap. After the stushie on the BBC over Mr Brand and Mr Ross, I heard one woolly-jumpered, woolly-minded academic express great anxiety in case this incident provoked the BBC to be too conservative.

He was afraid they might bring in censorship. What planet has he been living on for past 20 years? There IS censorship in the media. You’ll get any amount of occultish clap-trap served up at family viewing time. For example, I’ve always enjoyed Deal or No Deal , but during Halloween week, it was just way out of order.

And you’ll always get sympathetic treatment of almost all kinds of religion, from all over the world – but when was the last time the mainstream media gave a platform for anyone to proclaim the true gospel of Jesus Christ? Watch at Christmas time, and you’ll be lucky to have any significant Christian programming – can’t have that, it might offend cultural minorities. Give me a break! How condescending is that?

But you ask : OK Frank, but what’s all this got to do with war?  James 4 : What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something, but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. James has just told us where wars come from!

War comes, the Bible teaches, from selfish pursuit of wrong desires for wrong reasons. That is true at individual level, we know that. It is also true at an international level. War is driven by human greed and lust for power. And the relevance of what I’ve been saying about the media etc is that it is acting, and I grant you through stupidity rather than anything more sinister, as a mouthpiece for the powers of this dark world, and the spiritual forces of evil. If we get unbridled materialism, immorality, and total disregard for God’s Word, shoved down our throats day in, day out, no wonder we’re in a mess! 
If that’s all the vast majority of people are fed, no wonder they make crazy choices that lead to conflict. That’s the bad news. The good news is that there is Good News, of a life immeasurably more wonderful and more satisfying than anything the glossy rags try to package as paradise. And we, the church of Jesus Christ, have been authorised to tell out that Good News. Good news that God has declared an armistice with us.

The human race has been at war with God just about since we drew our first breath, sometimes a very open rebellion led by such as Hitler, Bin Ladan, Mugabe, more often the insidious guerrilla warfare of our individual human flesh, led astray by the garbage spewed out, as we’ve said, by the powers and principalities of darkness.

But God has declared terms of peace, and he has paid the entire price necessary to bring it about. Although the sin, the wickedness, was totally on our side, God sent His own Son, Jesus, as a sacrifice to settle the human account. In his perfect justice, God had no alternative but to impose the death penalty he had prescribed for sin. God could not turn a blind eye and ignore sin, pretend it wasn’t there and didn’t hurt.

But in his perfect mercy, God took that death penalty upon himself, in his own flesh and blood. Jesus carried our sins in his body to the cross, so that you and I and every human being who has the common sense and common decency to recognise our need of a saviour, could die to sin and live for righteouness. In Jesus, God took the ashes of our miserable self-centred existence and gave us the beauty of a new life for eternity.

And it is as individual human beings receive the revelation of God’s armistice, as we reach out in joyful humility to receive the free gift of salvation and dedicate our life from this day forward no longer to be part of God’s problem but part of God’s solution to the problem – that is how we declare war on war, as we resolve, one by one, to put to death the desires of the flesh that fuel and stoke the fires of conflict.

As I say, there is no easy, cheap, quick fix. The only antidote to the poison of war that, left unchecked, will destroy the human race, is to rip it out at the roots by proclaiming loud and clear, in word and deed, the radical life-changing Good News of God’s love and mercy, poured out freely on an undeserving world, by the willing sacrifice of his Son, Jesus Christ Our Lord. That is the only answer, the only investment we can make to stop the abominable waste of life caused by war, the offspring of selfishness.

If anyone here today has never made a commitment of faith to Jesus, please do not go away from this building this morning without doing so. The future of your children and their children is directly related to the decision you make today about Jesus.     
