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ONCE WE WERE SOLDIERS 
God’s Heart for Men & Their Mission 

Text: Ephesians 6:10-20 
 

We Were Soldiers Once… and Young 
 
“You’ve got to see it,” a friend said to me with that tone in his voice and that look in his 
eye that speaks volumes between men.  The “it” of which he spoke was – in one sense 
– fairly trivial; it was just a movie.  It was the film We Were Soldiers1 -- the story of the 
450 men of the 1st Battalion’s 7th Calvary who laid their lives on the line in the first 
significant conflict of what was to become the Vietnam War.  In truth, however, the “it” 
my friend was speaking of was much more than a film.  It was the heart of the men 
portrayed in that story – a heart of uncommon valor and blood-bound brotherhood, of 
creative leadership and stunning sacrifice against opposition and amidst chaos that 
boggles the mind. 
 
It is this same vision that has, interestingly, characterized the films that seem to have 
appealed most to men over the past several years.  In record numbers, males of all 
ages have flocked to see stories like Saving Private Ryan and Braveheart, Gladiator 
and Black Hawk Down.  Something more than the well-documented male appetite for 
action pictures is being touched by these films – something much, much deeper, 
something better, something very close to our heart. 
 
You see, WE were soldiers once and young.  Whether or not we ever wore a military 
uniform or fired an actual gun, most of us grew up playing games of daring-do, 
imagining battles that demanded our blood, sweat and tears, eager to boldly go where 
no one has gone before.  When we were young we dreamed of going on great 
adventures, of defeating dragons and rescuing beauties.  I’ve never taken my boys out 
hunting or consciously glorified aggression, but I came down for breakfast last week and 
found my 9 and 6 year-old in army fatigues, one wearing a helmet, eyes sparkling as 
they did battle with the army of Soviets that threatened the Statue of Liberty on our 
computer screen.  Our 3 year-old son turns Hot Wheels track into light sabers and 
scales our furniture like fences in a Marine Corps obstacle course.   
 

Domesticating the Warrior 
 
For decades now, our society has expressed considerable uneasiness about this aspect 
of the male psyche.  Perhaps embarrassed by the experience of Vietnam or feeling too 
civilized now for such “primitive” instincts, we’ve sought to train up our boys in a 
different way.  We’ve been appropriately concerned by the violence on our streets, in 
our schools, in some of our homes, and all over our media and assumed that the most 
creative way to stop this sort of thing was to deny or domesticate our boys’ aggressive 
instincts.  We’ve behaved as if this love of danger and passion for conflict was simply 
something that could be socialized into or out of a soul.   
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And we’ve been partly right.  We’ve raised men who no longer dream so much of 
winning battles for virtue, freedom, and beauty and now content or resign themselves 
with merely making a killing in the market or defeating the enemy on the golf course.  As 
one writer puts it: “The swords and castles of boyhood have been replaced with pencils 
and cubicles; the six-shooters and cowboy hats laid aside for minivans and 
mortgages… There is no battle to fight, unless it’s traffic and meetings and hassles and 
bills.”2 
 
The church has participated in this domestication process too.  Many churches have 
stripped out of their hymnbooks and preaching programs those texts perceived to be too 
militaristic in tone or aggressive.  The Jesus that is preached is often the Master of 
Moderation and the Prince of Politeness -- a rather cerebral and pacific fellow very at 
home at committee meetings and Bible studies.  Or else he is a cross between a Jewish 
Ghandi and Mother Theresa with a beard.  
 
Subtly, maybe unconsciously or unintentionally, we have left many men with the 
impression – as John Eldredge suggests – that “God put them on the earth to be a good 
boy… We don’t smoke, drink, or swear; that’s what makes us [Christian] men… The 
problem with [us], we are told, is that [we] don’t know how to keep [our] promises, be 
spiritual leaders, talk to [our] wives, or raise [our] children.  But if we will try really hard 
[we] can reach the lofty summit of becoming… a nice guy.  That’s what we hold up as 
models of Christian maturity [in some of our  churches]: Really Nice Guys.”3 
 
Now let me ask my male listeners:  In all your days of growing up, was your imagination 
and passion ever fired by the dream of becoming a Nice Guy?  Women, was your 
dream to marry a man who was merely “nice”?  I’m betting that your answer is NO.  
Your original vision was to be or be with a knight in shining armor – to be or be with a 
genuinely Good Warrior.  And I’ll tell you what: that was God’s dream for you too. 
 

God Is A Soldier 
 
God’s dream for us is this simple and this challenging: That we be like Him.  Genesis 
1:27 reads “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created 
them; male and female he created them.”  I believe that what that means is that 
within the heart of women we can expect to find clues to the very nature of God – and 
I’ll explore those with you some other day.  But as I’ve covenanted to speak particularly 
with men today, let me dare to identify what I think is one crucial characteristic of God’s 
own nature imprinted upon the interior of men that we dare not try to mute or modify: It 
is the heart of the Soldier. 
 
The book of Exodus says: “The LORD is a warrior.”4  The prophet Job describes the 
heart of God as like that of a valiant war stallion: “He paws fiercely, rejoicing in his 
strength, and charges into the fray.”5  Images of God as a mighty combatant fill the 
pages of the Old Testament, and yet it is not just there that we find these 
characteristics.  John Eldredge reminds us that when we meet God in the New 
Testament: “Jesus is not some pale-faced altar boy with his hair parted in the middle, 



© Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook /06-16-02 3

speaking softly, avoiding confrontation, who at last gets himself killed because he has 
no way out.”  The true Jesus works wood with his bare hands, “he commands the 
loyalty of dockworkers,” he wins the awed admiration of battle-hardened Roman 
centurions.  He is the Lord of hosts, the captain of angel armies.  He storms the hill of 
Calvary and dies there for his men and his women.  And when Christ returns it is not 
with a church committee that he comes: “He is at the head of a dreadful company, 
mounted on a white horse, with a double-edge sword, his robe dipped in blood.”6   
 
In other words -- and alongside all of his more tender virtues -- Jesus is far more like 
William Wallace of Braveheart fame or the Spaniard Maximus of Gladiator glory or Hal 
Moore of We Were Soldiers repute than the pale projections too often offered in 
churches these days.  We dare not forget this.  Before we too quickly strip our boys and 
men of their zeal for danger, adventure, and combat, we had best remember that these 
are qualities of Godly character every bit as important as love, patience, kindness, and 
the rest.  We need these vigorous virtues in our time and may literally depend upon 
them to defend ourselves and save our lives in days ahead.  But even beyond that we 
must remember that these qualities are indispensable for those that Jesus has called 
out to be soldiers of his Kingdom’s cause.  
 

Marching As To War 
 
When we gather again in the Fall, we will be mustering the men of this church to come 
consider the implications of this calling in a personal and practical way.  But let me 
leave you today with just five brief thoughts as what it means, men, for us to reclaim our 
calling to be soldiers in this time.   
 
First of all, we need a vision of the size and stakes of this war.  Humanity cannot live 
apart from the one true God and in its blind effort to do so, millions are dying.  What 
Christians are about is fighting for nothing less than the salvation of the human race.  
This is the sacred cause to which we are called.  We cannot be mercenaries in this war.  
We cannot be part-time warriors.  We cannot fight for our own benefit alone.  We must 
be willing to sacrifice our style, our safety, our substance after the example of our 
Commander himself.  It is worth dying for; more than that – it’s worth living for. 
   
Secondly, we need to know who and what we are fighting against.  We will be battling 
against the traitorous spirit in our own “flesh” – against our own sin and selfishness, 
against the false self we developed to cover the wounds we’ve been dealt in the past.  
We’ll be up against the “world” – the great systems that have been created by the 
combined sins of many other people.  And we’ll be facing “forces” we cannot even see.  
”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.”   
 
But we must remember that those forces are nothing compared to the strength and 
airpower of the God who is warring on our side.  That is why, thirdly, we need to keep 
our communication with the Commander constant.  Some of us view the command to 



© Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook /06-16-02 4

pray constantly and study the Bible faithfully the way we view our dentist’s advice to 
floss daily.  We think, “Yeah, if I can get around to it.”  The Enemy, however, will be like 
Tokyo Rose, constantly sending us messages to decay our confidence. He’ll send up 
flares to distract our attention, then penetrate our perimeter.  If we don’t stay connected 
to Headquarters, we’re prisoners or dead in no time.  
 
Fourth, we need to stay close to our comrades-in-arms.  If you don’t have a group of 
guys covering your flank, watching your back, telling you when you’re bleeding, carrying 
you when you are, you’ll be a victim and not a victor in this battle.  Get a squad or at 
least a buddy.  Let the church help if you can’t find one on your own.  If you’re young, 
make sure you’re close enough to a mature warrior to see how one lives out his faith 
under fire.  If you’re on the seasoned side, make sure you’re mentoring a boy or a 
younger man, teaching battle truths and tactics to children or youth so there will still be 
soldiers when its time for you to be called back home. 
 
Finally, we need the right uniform and weaponry.   Some of us think we’ve already got it.  
We’ve got our smarts, our resources, our various insurance policies.  But these things 
are not enough against the artillery the enemies are sporting.  We need the kind of 
armor and armaments  that enable a soldier not only to hold his position but to advance 
against the enemy.  And for that, I invite you to follow the counsel of General Paul and 
join me in prayer… 
 
O God, we were soldiers once and young.  Many of us started out in life wanting so 
passionately to use our gifts in the service of a great and noble campaign.  Somehow, 
along the way, many of us have settled into much lesser contests or lost the vision and 
courage to be good warriors at all.  Wherever we have misspent our energies in anger 
or selfishness or trivial pursuits forgive us, we pray. Enable us now to hear your voice 
commanding us anew…    
  
“Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you 
may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. 
Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist…” Lord, we put 
on the belt of truth today.  We choose a lifestyle of honesty and integrity. We ask you to 
show us where we’ve missed a belt-loop and believed a lie of any kind.   
 
“Stand with the breastplate of righteousness in place.” And yes, Lord, fit us with 
your holiness and purity – defend us from every assault against our heart in days 
ahead.  
 
”Stand with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the good news of 
peace.”  We commit ourselves anew, God, to living for the gospel every where we go.  
Keep us from being caught up in the lesser news of this world.  Show us where the 
larger story is unfolding so that we can join your work there.  
 
“In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish 
all the flaming arrows of the evil one.”  Jesus, we lift against every attack of the 
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Enemy the impenetrable confidence that you are good, and that you have good in store 
for those who love you and are called according to your purpose.  
 
”Take the helmet of salvation…”  Thank you, Lord, for our salvation.  We cover our 
heads with your promise that nothing can separate us now from the love of Christ and 
the place you have given us in your kingdom.  
 
“And take the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” Holy Spirit, keep our 
grip tight on your Word throughout this week ahead. Bring to our minds those particular 
truths of your Word that we will need to counter the strikes and snares that will come 
against us.   
 
“And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. 
With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints.”  Finally, 
God, we agree to walk in step with you in everything – in all prayer as our spirit 
communes with you and our fellow soldiers throughout each day, in the name of Jesus 
Christ.  Amen.7 
                                                           
1 A Paramount Pictures film based on the book, We Were Soldiers Once… and Young by Harold G. Moore and 
Joseph L. Galloway. 
2 John Eldredge, Wild At Heart, pp.41-42. 
3 Ibid, p.7. 
4 Exodus 15:3 
5 Job 39:19-25 
6 Eldredge, op.cit., 29. 
7 A paraphrase of Eldredge, pp.173-174. 


