Sunday 16 November 2008 : Ephesians 6 : 10-18 & John 6 : 35-40
Today, believe it or not, we finally conclude a series on Ephesians which has spanned 14 months and spawned 29 sermons. I hope you’ve been paying attention and taking notes because I’ll be setting an exam on it shortly! And if you don’t pass, I’ll have to go through it all again from the very beginning!!
Today, I want to finish by looking at the various pieces of armour that God, in his grace and wisdom, has given us so that we may be victorious in our daily battle over all the guff this world, and the forces of darkness, care to fling at us. For a Christian, life is not meant to be a traumatic white-knuckle ride from cradle to grave, and if we ensure our arsenal – sorry to mention that word if any Man U or Chelsea buffs here – is always on hand, there’s no reason for us to be stressed out and hyperventilating.
In v.14 Paul tells us to stand firm, with the belt of truth buckled round our waist, and with the breastplate of righteousness in place. Truth. The concept of absolute truth is, for many people today, unfashionable and discredited. It was ever so. We recall that jaded old career diplomat Pontius Pilate wearily asking no-one in particular : what is truth? as if such a rhetorical question could not possibly bear a definitive answer.

Jesus would disagree. In John 8.32 we hear him say : If you hold to my teaching, you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free. Later on in the same gospel, Jesus declares [John 14.6] : I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me. What is Jesus telling us here? Quite simply that the quest for truth, which so many claim to be pursuing, begins and ends in him.

When you find Jesus, your spiritual wanderings cease – if, that is, you are a person of integrity and intelligence, and not just a person of no fixed philosophical abode, ever trying to find excuses to avoid commitment to anyone or anything. If we approach the person of Jesus with an open mind and an open heart, we find in everything he says and everything he does a complete revelation of the character and purpose of God.

In our gospel lesson today, Jesus tells the startling and invigorating truth as to what his ministry is all about : I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father's will is that everyone who looks to me and believes in me shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. Here we have it, in black and white. 

God’s declared will is to save the whole human race, without exception. That is the yearning of the Father’s heart, make no mistake, and the compass of his love extends to every nation, every race, every social class, every drunkard, every drug dealer, every murderer, every adulterer, every abuser, every tyrant, every terrorist. Does God love them? Yes. Does God want to save them and pour out his blessing on them for time and eternity? Yes. Are they all then saved? No, but that’s because it’s their call.

God never makes up our mind for us. He laid down the principle of freewill from the very beginning, and so God commits himself to respect our choices, even when those choices are wrong and perverse. There are people who, faced with the truth of God’s all-embracing love and everlasting life in Jesus Christ, still prefer to turn away and embrace hatred, envy, greed and death. The Father’s heart is broken whenever any of his children choose falsehood over truth, but he will not overrule our choice by force.

The devil delights in sending an endless stream of deception our way, day after day, by newspaper and novel, television and radio, the internet and even the church – yes, sadly, the church. From one wing, the ecumaniacs, we get well-meaning platitudes about how all religious roads eventually lead to God and it doesn’t matter whether you’re a Christian or a Hindu or whatever, God will give you credit for trying.

Sorry, but that’s not what Jesus taught. He taught that there was one way to God, and he was, and is, that way. And since Jesus alone has given his life for me, I choose to believe him, not the warm fuzzy feeling brigade. On the opposite flank we find the fire-breathing fundamentalist fanatics, who take every opportunity to harangue their congregations about how they’re all miserable sinners dangling by a thin thread over the fires of hell, and the first pint of beer, the first swear word, will snap that thread.

Our righteousness, they intone grimly, with an accompaniment of thunder, lightning and brimstone, is as filthy rags, and we are all completely unworthy. Garbage. Maybe we should have a whip-round and buy these guys a Bible with a New Testament in it? Paul tells us to make sure our breastplate of righteousness is in place. We’ve been looking at truth, and perhaps the most important and liberating truth for all of us to grasp is that, in the eyes of God, all who love Jesus have been declared righteous.

Not by our own deserving, that’s true. Whatever claims anyone may like to make for acceptance by God on the basis of their own church attendance or activities ; their own ability to sing every hymn in the book from memory ; their own Bible being the size of a telephone directory, all marked up, underlined and highlighted ; their own readiness to help old ladies across the street, whether they want to cross the street or not ; all that self-righteousness is as filthy rags. Make no mistake, if Jesus hadn’t paid our ticket to heavenly glory for us, not even Bill Gates could afford one.

2 Corinthians 5 tells us that God reconciled the world to himself through Jesus, not counting our sins against us. God made him who had no sin to become sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. That’s the righteousness Paul speaks of in Ephesians 6, the righteousness that guards our heart, the righteousness that comes as a gift of God through the sacrifice Jesus made on our behalf.
Father God loves his people passionately and without limit, but he hates the sins of his people passionately and without limit. The way he squared that circle was to make His Son for a while to be one of us, and to charge all the wrongs of the human race, past, present and future, to his account. Your sins and mine, got dumped on Jesus.
On the cross, he paid the due penalty. Human sin lost its power to separate the Father from His children. Sin was now no longer an issue. The punishment had been meted out to Jesus. There is not one human being now whose sins have not been atoned for by Jesus. There is not one human being now for whom the full price of life without end, full of joy and peace, health and prosperity, has not been paid by Jesus.

Jesus took our trash and in return gave us his righteousness – his beauty for our ashes. Freely, unconditionally, and instantaneously, anyone who makes the free choice to bow the knee to Jesus will receive full salvation, no matter what an utter mess they have made of their life to date. That’s God’s deal in Jesus, for all-comers. And once you have made that choice, once you’ve said Yes! to Jesus, don’t ever let anyone tell you, and don’t ever tell yourself, that you’re a sinner. When you say Yes! to Jesus, the old sinner-you dies with Jesus, and is buried with Jesus, but what rises again with Jesus is a new righteous-you. He has clothed you with his righteousness. 
You are reconciled to God through Jesus. You are a precious, dearly-loved member of God’s own family. Let that truth fill your being and your heart will dance with joy. Whenever anyone talks ugly about you, don’t let it get to you. Don’t let it break your heart. Remember who you truly are – you are the righteousness of God in Christ, and no-one can talk you out of that place of honour in the household of God. Know who you are – that is your shield of faith that extinguishes the devil’s flaming arrows.

Now, just a final few words on the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit. The job of a helmet is to protect your head. Whether you fulfil God’s call on the rest of your life is down to what goes on inside your head, what you choose to put your trust in each day. How you think determines your destiny, and is itself determined by what you feed your mind on – the junk food of the Sun, the Star and the soaps, or the wholesome nourishment of the Word of God, which will help you to be an overcomer
There is only one offensive weapon listed here, and that’s the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God. It is with scripture that you repel enemy attack. Someone has a pop at you for no reason, and you want to bop them one, but instead you take yourself into the loo and tell yourself : our struggle is not against flesh and blood [Ephesians 6.12] forgive and you will be forgiven [Luke 6.37]. Then come back out with a grin from ear to ear and go give them a big sloppy kiss – well, maybe not, but you get the idea!

Or your throat feels like the edge of a matchbox, your nose like the Edinburgh City Bypass at 5.pm, so you claim out loud 1 Peter 2.24 : by the wounds of Jesus I have been healed, and on the authority of Jesus in Mark 11.24 I command any infection to get out and leave the temple of the Holy Spirit that my body is. Use your Bible to take the initiative over the enemy. Let it be your weapon of mass destruction against his nonsense. Show him who’s boss – Christ in you the hope of glory. 
And there we must leave Ephesians, as we begin to turn our attention toward Christmas. A new year will mean a new series – I wonder what it will be?
