
 
  
 

 It’s my weekly practice to scour the internet for images related to the text for the 
upcoming Sunday. I keep them in a file on my computer as I run across them, and then on 
Saturday morning choose among them for the one that will go on Facebook and 
Instagram inviting people to join us in worship and explore the text. I’ve never had a 
problem finding an image, until this past week. 
 
 Not that there aren’t plenty from which to choose. Type in “whole armor of God” 
and Google will treat you to hundreds of images. Most of them show a single massive 
figure covered in armor, with just enough of his arms and legs showing to indicate his 
muscular strength, brandishing a sword in one powerful hand and a large shield in the 
other, poised to strike, a look of intensity on his face, fierce and foreboding. In one, the 
armored soldier is kneeling, head bowed, giant sword in the ground in front of him, and 
the caption says, “The Devil saw me with my head down and thought he’d won. Until I 
said ‘Amen.’” 
 
 David Buttrick, my preaching professor in divinity school, used to tell us to be 
careful with metaphors in sermons, because they can take on a life of their own and get 
away from you. “Never underestimate the power of literalism,” he said. I must admit, I 
wonder if this Ephesians metaphor has not gotten away from us. We see the leather belt 
cinched tight around a waist with zero percent body fat, but not the truth it represents. We 
gawk at the magnificent, impenetrable breastplate, and ignore the righteousness it is 
meant to evoke. We admire the intricate leather shoes rather than the gospel of peace they 
make us ready to proclaim. We imagine the shield and forego the faith, the helmet gleams 
in our mind’s eye, but the salvation it points to is lost. We’re positively infatuated with 
the sword, but the Word of God it signals falls on deaf ears.  
 
 If internet images tell the tale, then the metaphor of the whole armor of God has 
gone rogue. 
 

I attended a preaching conference at Montreat several years ago. My friend John 
and I were in the packed auditorium for morning worship, close to the front. The preacher 
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for the day, when it came time to read the text, asked how many of us had brought our 
Bibles to the service. Somebody forgot to tell her this is a Presbyterian conference, I 
thought, and sure enough, only a few hands went up. I had brought my Bible, which I 
suddenly realized gave me the opportunity to look over at John, who had not, with 
judgment, and raise my hand high. The leader then said, “Repeat after me like you mean 
it: ‘Devil, I am armed and should be considered dangerous.’”  
 
 Now John was looking at me with sheer delight, waiting for me to utter those 
words, which seemed seemed corny and forced and, yes, a little too militant for me. The 
Bible as a sword is a metaphor gone rogue. 
 
 Dr. Buttrick counseled us that a literalized metaphor is best dealt with by putting it 
back in context. And here that context is clear. In this part of Ephesians, the Christian life 
of discipleship has been put forward in such a way that no serious follower of Christ can 
deny it’s countercultural thrust. If Ephesians is, as most scholars believe, a letter that was 
circulated to all the churches of Asia Minor, and not just Ephesus, then it was being read 
by Jesus-followers in places where their lifestyle of peace and righteousness is under 
assault by meta-human forces Paul variously refers to as “rulers, authorities, cosmic 
powers of this present darkness, spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” What is 
the follower of Jesus to do when all of this is arrayed against him or her? 
 
 Stand. Withstand. Some version of this word is used four times in these ten verses. 
Be strong and stand strong. Do not imagine for a moment that any kind of armor you can 
construct, or the armor of the Roman centurion, or the strength that comes from projected 
power so preferred by the rulers and authorities of the world will for a moment help you. 
You need God’s armor. And that armor is of a wholly different kind, a radical undoing of 
Roman, worldly power. Ephesians deconstructs the Roman armor and lifts up an entirely 
different way to stand. 
 
 What a joy it was to see all these students and their backpacks, to be able to speak 
words of blessing over them. The blessing continues now, through the words of 
Ephesians, and not just for our students, teachers, administrators, and others in schools, 
but for all of us. God has given you all you need to stand, to withstand, to follow Jesus in 
faith in your school, at your work, in your home, in the marketplace, in your politics. 
Because we go into a world where the rulers, the authorities, the cosmic powers of this 
present darkness, these spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places, are real. 
 
 Let us go from this place clothed in truth, the kind of truth that exposes lies, the 
kind of truth that can point us home. Let us go from this place in the garb of 
righteousness, which is another word for justice, which exposes oppression and gives a 



voice to the voiceless. Let us go from this place wearing peace, which opposes the 
violence and hate that so infests our common life. Let us go from this place clad in faith, 
which refuses to give up trust in the One who is bringing the world to life, which 
quenches the barbs of cynicism. Let us go from this place dressed in salvation, knowing 
ourselves beloved of God, no matter what the rulers, authorities, and cosmic powers may 
say about us. Let us go from this place with the Word of God, which brings hope and life 
and love to all who hear it and has the power to transform this present darkness.   
 
 William Loader says about this text, "Prayer and solidarity, ongoing connectedness 
with God and mutual support, belong to the kind of spirituality we need to sustain 
courageous and authentic Christianity."  
 
 The letter is addressed to the church, surrounded by the Roman Empire, with its 
love of power, telling the church they were no longer part of that. The Christians are to be 
a different kind of community. No more violent talk, he says. Use only words that build 
up and encourage. Set aside all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander 
and malice. Just put it away. That’s the way of Rome, and you belong to Christ. Instead, 
put in its place kindness, tenderness, forgiveness, and live in love as Christ loved us. 
 
 Kindness, tenderness, and forgiveness are always at risk in a world that holds other 
values. Those who practice these things in this world will have to do a lot of 
withstanding, a lot of enduring. But your armor is the practice of peace, the cultivation of 
righteousness, to lean on faith in something higher than yourself, to remember who it is 
that truly saves. This is the truth about the world, and it never needs defending at the 
point of a sword. The way you defend it is to live it.  
 
 The other thing that struck me about these “whole armor of God” images on the 
web was their isolation. They were always standing alone – one warrior against the 
onslaught of the powers. Almost as dangerous as the rogue metaphor of the Roman 
centurion as a model of faith is the image of the isolated Jesus-follower, with nothing but 
his own prayers, her own ability to withstand in this present darkness.  
 
 Ephesians is a letter to the church, to the body, and not just to the individual 
members of it. We stand together, we live this life of following together. We sing and 
pray and learn and serve together. Ephesians reminds us that we laugh with those who 
laugh and weep with those who weep.  
 
 The German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who knew something of 
the cosmic powers of this present darkness as part of the resistance to Hitler, wrote of the 
need for that resistance as grounded in Christ and in community. He writes, “The more 



genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more will everything else between 
us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and 
only thing that is vital between us. We have one another only through Christ, but through 
Christ we do have one another, wholly, and for all eternity.” 
  
 Sometimes, when a metaphor goes rogue, it is helpful to replace it with another 
one. A couple of months ago, our congregation gathered at the Boyce Pavilion to do a 
simple thing – bag green beans for the Society of Saint Andrew. In the humidity of a July 
in Tennessee, folks from 3 to 83 worked side-by-side unloading and bagging green beans 
that several of our members had driven hours to receive. Hunger agencies pulled their 
vans and trucks up to receive these beans and interacted with our members.  
 
 I was able to take a photograph that day. A little girl, three years old, picking up 
these large bags and taking them to the waiting truck. Occasionally, one of our older 
members would reach down and help her hoist the bag up to the truck. There she was, 
joined with us, one body, standing against the present darkness of hunger, holding a bag 
half as big as she was. If that’s not strength, what is? If that is not truth, what is? If that is 
not justice, and peace, and faith, salvation, the Word of God enacted, right there, what is? 
It is the work of Jesus Christ, and through Christ we do have one another. 
 

Put that picture up on the web, boldly call it the whole armor of God, let us go 
from this place garbed in this way, and having done everything…stand. Amen. 
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