GHOULS, GRACE, AND THE GOSPEL

(Ephesians 6:12)
Next weekend is Halloween, and by now most of us have either walked past or driven past the cobwebs, skeletons, fake tombstones, and ghouls with glowing eyes, so many times that we hardly notice them anymore. It’s just become part of the scenery, like the fall season, with the cool air and the leaves changing on the trees, but here is the danger. When we see so much make-believe darkness, it is easy to start thinking that darkness itself is make-believe. We laugh at the caricatures of the devil, the cartoonish imagery of the witch on the front porch, and before long we forget that the Bible talks about a very real enemy and a very real spiritual battle.
Last week we talked about how sincere believers may handle this holiday in different ways. This week, I want to go a little deeper. I want us to look past the costumes and talk about what is really going on in the spiritual realm, and more importantly, what Jesus has already done about it.
This morning's message is titled "Ghouls, Grace, and the Gospel." Today we will see three things: first, the darkness is real. Second, the victory is already won. Third, because of the gospel, we get to live as light in a dark world.
Let’s start with the hard truth, because to receive the Gospel, we must understand what we are being saved from. When the apostle Paul wrote to the church in Ephesus, a church located in a community that had fully embraced the occult, magic, spells, sorcery, and every form of idolatry, he wanted them to understand who they were up against.
Look with me at Ephesians chapter 6, verse 12, because this is the foundation for everything we will discuss today:
"For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms" (Ephesians 6:12).
You may have heard that before, but did it really sink in? The apostle said our struggle is not against flesh and blood. In other words, we aren't battling unbelievers. We aren't struggling with our neighbor who has a graveyard in his front yard. In fact, our struggle is not even against the coworker who rolls her eyes when you mention church. It’s not the politician you can’t stand or the relative who always starts an argument when you want to pray at Thanksgiving. None of these people are the enemy; our struggle isn't against flesh and blood, but against the enemy who is trying to destroy them.
The Holy Spirit, breathing through the apostle Paul, pulls back the curtain and shows us that an unseen battle is going on all around us. He tells us about rulers, authorities, powers, and spiritual forces of evil. As Spirit-filled believers, we must take that seriously because we know that the devil is not a cartoon character with red tights and a pitchfork. We believe the Bible when it says that he is a real being with real demonic forces carrying out a real evil plan.
The apostle Peter tells us exactly what that plan is, and he tells us therefore:
"Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings" (1 Peter 5:8-9).
Notice that the Holy Spirit reveals that the devil is like a lion that prowls. In other words, he doesn’t knock on the front door and announce himself. He sneaks up unseen; he circles and waits for someone to wander away from the shepherd, away from the flock, someone who is isolated, careless, tired, or discouraged.
Here's something interesting I read about lions. People who have studied them say that a lion’s roar can be heard miles away. And that roar, heard up to five miles away, is meant to intimidate, to fill you with such fear that you panic and run.
That is exactly how the enemy works. Much of his power is in his roar. He wants you to be afraid. To be afraid of the future, afraid of what people think, afraid you’ll never be free, afraid that God has given up on you. Because a frightened Christian is a Christian who stops standing firm.
So, Peter gives us two instructions. First,
"Be self-controlled and alert" (1 Peter 5:8).
In other words, don’t be naïve. Don’t play with things God told you to stay away from. Don’t open doors to the occult because it seems like harmless fun. It is important that we understand that some of what our culture calls entertainment is really an invitation to the occult, and the enemy is happy to accept it.
Secondly, Peter says,
"Resist him, standing firm in the faith" (1 Peter 5:9).
Notice he doesn’t say run from him or hide from him; he says resist him and stand firm. And James tells us what happens when we do:
"Resist the devil, and he will flee from you" (James 4:7).
The Bible says that the devil flees from a believer who is submitted to God and who stands firm in the faith. That is the first thing that we need to understand. The darkness is real, but we are not helpless.
Now, if all I talked about this morning was the darkness, we might leave here more nervous than when we came in, but thank God that is not the end of the story, because the Bible doesn’t just tell us the devil is real; it tells us the devil is defeated. Listen to what Paul wrote to the church in Colossae:
"When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross" (Colossians 2:13-15).
Notice the order of what Paul says. Before he talks about defeating demonic powers, he talks about God’s grace. He says, you were dead in your sins, but God made you alive. He forgave all your sins. He took the record of everything you ever did wrong, the list that stood against you, and he nailed it to the cross.
That is a powerful truth, and it is so important because the main weapon the enemy uses against you is accusation. The Bible calls him:
“The accuser of our brothers” (Revelation 12:10).
He loves to remind you of your past. He loves to whisper, “You’re not good enough. Look at what you did. God could never love someone like you or use someone like you.”
But God’s grace takes that weapon right out of his hands. How can he accuse you of something God has already forgiven? How can he hold your sin, your background, or your history over your head when Jesus has already nailed it to the cross? That is why grace changes everything. Grace doesn’t just save you from your sins; it disarms your enemy.
Then, Paul says Jesus made a public spectacle of the powers of darkness, triumphing over them by the cross (Colossians 2:15).
The people in Colossae would have known exactly what that meant because when a Roman general won a victory, the city of Rome would throw him a parade called a triumph. The general would ride through the streets in a chariot, and behind him, in chains, would walk the kings and soldiers he had conquered. Everyone could see it; the enemy was beaten, and the whole city knew it.
That is what Jesus did at the cross. What looked like his defeat was actually his victory parade. The devil thought he had won when Jesus died, but three days later, the tomb was empty and the risen Christ came out holding the keys of death. Jesus said:
"I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades" (Revelation 1:18).
Think about that this week as you drive past the decorations celebrating death. The world is putting skeletons and tombstones on display, but Jesus has already put death itself on display as a defeated enemy. The victory is already won, and the grave hasn't won; Jesus has.
That means you don’t fight for victory; you fight from victory. You are not trying to win a battle that is still up for grabs. You are standing on ground Jesus has already taken. As Spirit-filled believers, we have been given authority in his name. Jesus said,
"I have given you authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the enemy; nothing will harm you" (Luke 10:19).
That is not a reason to be arrogant; it’s a reason to stand secure, because you belong to Jesus, and the enemy knows it.
So, the darkness is real, but the victory is won. What does that mean for how we live? That brings us to the gospel: it doesn’t just change where we are going when we die; it changes who we are right now.
Last week, we looked at what Paul told the Ephesians about living as children of light. I want to come back to that passage today, because there is more there than we had time to unpack. He says,
"For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth) and find out what pleases the Lord" (Ephesians 5:8-10).
Notice that Paul doesn’t say you were once in darkness; he says you were once darkness. That is how deep sin goes. It wasn’t just around us. It was in us. But now, because of Jesus, you are light in the Lord. Not because you worked hard enough to switch it on, but because the gospel made you new. The Holy Spirit came to live inside of you, and wherever he is, there is light.
And then Paul tells us what to do with the darkness:
“Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them” (Ephesians 5:11).
Have you ever walked through one of those haunted houses at a fall festival? They turn the lights way down low, play spooky music, and hide people in the corners to jump out and scare you. In the dark, your heart pounds, and you grab the arm of whoever is next to you.
But if you were to see one of those places with the lights turned on, it would actually be a little embarrassing. That ghost is nothing but a bedsheet on a fishing line. The monster is a teenager in a costume. The walls are plywood painted black. Everything that seems so terrifying in the dark is exposed for what it really is the moment the lights come on.
That is what the light of Jesus does; it exposes the lies of the enemy. The lie that you will never change. The lie that you are too far gone to be saved. The lie that the occult offers real power or real answers. And when the light of the gospel comes on, those lies are revealed as nothing but cheap props.
And here is something else about the light: the darkness doesn’t have the power to resist or push it back. In other words, you can’t open a closet door in your bedroom and have darkness spill out into a bright room. It doesn’t work that way, does it? But when you light even a single candle in a dark room, the darkness must give way. Light always wins.
That’s why Jesus could say to a small group of ordinary men and women on a Galilean hillside:
"You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden" (Matthew 5:14).
Notice that he didn’t say you might become light or that it might happen someday. He didn’t even encourage them to do their best to shine. He said, “You are the light of the world.” For everyone who is filled with the Spirit of God, that is your identity in Christ. “You are the light of the world.”
As we close, think about this for a moment. We live in a world full of fear. This week, our culture will celebrate it. People will pay to be scared, lining up for haunted houses, corn mazes, and even moviemakers will try their best to give you nightmares and keep you up at night. But after the costumes are packed away, many of the people around us will still be living with real fear. They are afraid about money, about their health, about their kids, about the future, and even about death itself.
The thing is, this atmosphere of fear, this environment that we’ve created this time of year, trying to control our fear, shaking our fist at death, making a mockery of the spiritual realm- none of that takes away the truths of the spiritual realm, or the sting of death. And that is why God did something about it, because he never intended for his children to live that way. Paul told Timothy:
"For God did not give us a spirit of timidity…" (2 Timothy 1:7).
Now, some of you grew up reading this verse in the King James, where it says God has not given us “the spirit of fear.” And both timidity and fear are right, because the Greek word Paul used describes a fear that makes you cower and shrink back. In other words, it is not the healthy fear of the Lord but the kind of fear that brings terror to your heart, keeps you quiet when you should speak, or makes you hide when you should stand. Paul tells Timothy that this kind of fear doesn’t come from God. What he gives us is his Spirit, and his Spirit fills us with power, love, and self-discipline (2 Timothy 1:7).
The apostle John gave us one of the Bible's greatest promises about his indwelling Spirit. He said,
"You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world" (1 John 4:4).
You need to know that the One who lives in you is greater. Greater than the roaring lion. Greater than the powers of this dark world. Greater than every fear that tries to grip your heart. That is the great promise of Scripture: if you belong to Jesus, the Holy Spirit lives inside of you, and there is no power in hell that can match him.
Therefore, we don’t hide from the darkness. We don’t obsess over it. And we certainly don’t celebrate it. We are the light shining in it, praying for our neighbors, walking in holiness, speaking the name of Jesus with confidence, and living fearlessly because we know how the story ends.
Our Lord Jesus said it Himself, the night before he went to the cross:
"I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world" (John 16:33).
Those skeletons and ghouls in the yard are nothing more than plastic. The darkness is real, but it has already been defeated. Grace has taken away the accuser's weapons, and the gospel has made you a light in this world. And here's the best news of all: you're not fighting to find out who wins, because the light has already won!
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