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Every summer, Becky and I drive to our family’s vacation home in western 

Massachusetts, on Lake Pontoosuc in the Berkshire Mountains.  It is our happy 

place. 
  

When we drive there from Ohio, it is an 11-hour drive.  It didn’t use to be that way.  

When we lived in Connecticut and New Jersey, it only took 2½ hours to get there.  

So, we used to go there more often than just in the summer.  We always celebrated 

Thanksgiving in the Berkshires–a tradition I really miss.  We used to spend a week 

after Christmas in the Berkshires–that’s when we taught our kids how to ski.  And 

every three or four years, we’d go up on Columbus Day weekend and drive the 

Mohawk Trail to see the beautiful New England leaves changing color.  (I still 

can’t figure out why Columbus, Ohio–which is named after Christopher 

Columbus–doesn’t observe Columbus Day as a legal holiday!). 
  

Since we used to drive to the Berkshires three or four times a year, the route 

became very familiar to the whole family.  Very familiar.  We always took the 

same route that we all had memorized – with the same landmarks; the same 

Friendly’s we always stopped at for lunch; the same places we would stop to let 

our dog, Emmit, out to pee.  But when we drove this familiar route in the summer 

of 1998, something had changed.  When we were about five miles away from our 

place, I saw something that I had never seen before.  In fact, not only had I never 

seen it on this route that I’d driven more than 50 times, I’d never seen anything like 

it before or since. 
  

It was a sign, a traffic sign.  It was one of those yellow, diamond-shaped signs, the 

signs that usually indicate a sharp turn or an approaching traffic light or a hidden 

intersection.  I remember from driver education days that a yellow diamond 

indicates a warning, a caution.  When you see a yellow diamond, you’re supposed 

to:  

• Look out!   

• Proceed with caution!   

• Pay close attention!   

• Watch out!   
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But instead of a sharp turn or an approaching traffic light or a hidden intersection, 

there was just one word printed across this yellow diamond traffic sign: “Church”.  
  

And I can remember thinking to myself, “Of all the bizarre things, why in the 

world do the police of Pittsfield, Massachusetts want to warn me there’s a church 

ahead?  What could possibly be less dangerous than a church?  A church?!?  

You’ve got to be kidding!  How could anyone keep a straight face driving by that 

sign: 

• Look out – it’s a church! 

• Proceed with caution –- church ahead! 

• Watch out – church! 
 

Because what could possibly be less scary, less hazardous, less threatening; more 

innocent, more harmless, more innocuous than a church? 
 

*   *   * 
  

In the final passage we’ll be looking at in Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, the 

Apostle Paul is fully in sync with the traffic commissioner of Pittsfield, 

Massachusetts, because, in today’s passage he paints an image of what the Church 

of Christ is – and the picture he paints is that the Church is “armed and dangerous”.  

Listen to God’s word from Ephesians, chapter 6: 
 

 

   A final word: Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  Put on all of God’s 

armor so that you will be able to stand firm against all strategies of the devil.  For we 

are not fighting against flesh-and-blood enemies, but against evil rulers and 

authorities of the unseen world, against mighty powers in this dark world, and 

against evil spirits in the heavenly places. 

   Therefore, put on every piece of God’s armor so you will be able to resist the enemy 

in the time of evil. Then after the battle you will still be standing firm.  Stand your 

ground, putting on the belt of truth and the body armor of God’s righteousness.  For 

shoes, put on the peace that comes from the Good News so that you will be fully 

prepared.  In addition to all of these, hold up the shield of faith to stop the fiery 

arrows of the devil.  Put on salvation as your helmet, and take the sword of the Spirit, 

which is the word of God.  And pray in the Spirit at all times and on every occasion.  
  

In this passage, Paul flashes a yellow diamond traffic sign at the Christians in 

Ephesus by describing the Church as an army – the Church is the army of God, and 

therefore every Christian is a soldier of Christ.   
 

This military image would be very vivid to the Ephesians, because they lived 

in the Roman Empire – an Empire that was held together by a formidable and 

omnipresent army.  This military image was also vivid for Paul, because he’s 

writing this letter from a Roman prison, surrounded by Roman soldiers. 
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In our passage, Paul walks the Ephesians through the various pieces of a Roman 

soldier’s armor, in the same order a soldier would actually put it on.  Gather up 

your long robe and cinch it in your belt.  Put on your breastplate and tighten your 

sandals.  Put on your helmet, pick up your shield, and grab your sword.  Because 

then you’re ready to do what you have been called to do. 
  

Paul’s point is that the Church should be like trained, effective, fully-armed 

soldiers.  Because the Church’s mission involves a battle – the battle for the Good 

News of Jesus Christ against all the bad news and counterfeit news and misleading 

news that weakens our communities and threatens our families and corrupts our 

souls.  Paul says, “Do you want to be a Church?  Then come prepared for what the 

Church is called to do.  Put on the whole armor of God so that you will be an 

effective Christian in a faithful Church.” 
  

Paul goes on to point out how God arms us.  The “weapons” that God supplies us 

with for the Church’s battle are His gifts of truth and rightness, and peace and 

faith, and salvation and God’s word and prayer.  Maybe they don’t sound as 

impressive as a soldier’s armor, but Paul is certain that if we arm ourselves with 

God’s gifts every day, we will be able to be useful to God. 
  

You see, the meaning of Paul’s armored image of the Church is that God blesses us 

with truth and rightness and peace and faith and salvation and His word and prayer 

not simply to bless us – to give us a warm, fuzzy, religious experience.  No.  God 

arms us with these blessings so that we will use them.  The great Reformer John 

Calvin puts it this way: 
 

God offers us arms for resisting every kind of attack.  But it remains for us to use 

them, and not to leave them hanging on the wall.1 
 

*   *   * 
  

The Church is like an army – it’s a vivid image.  Of course, we all know that 

throughout the Church’s history this metaphorical image has sometimes been taken 

as literal truth, and we are at least embarrassed, if not ashamed, of the times the 

Church has tried to wage “holy war”.  But, although Paul talks about Christians as 

soldiers in an army, he’s not in the least talking about some holy war.  In fact, it’s 

clear throughout this passage that the orders for a soldier of Christ are not to go out 

and capture enemy territory, but, rather, to hold ground already taken: 
 

Be strong in the Lord … so that you will be able to stand firm … [P]ut on every piece 

of God’s armor so you will be able to resist the enemy … then after the battle you will 

still be standing firm. … Stand your ground… 
 

                                                 
1 Commentaries on The Epistles of Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians, translated by William Pringle, in Calvin's 

Commentaries, vol. 21 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989), pp 1-383 (334). 
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I’m sure all of us have seen the great World War II movie, “Saving Private Ryan”, 

which gives us a picture of exactly what Paul is talking about.  The final part of 

“Saving Private Ryan” is about a group of two dozen American soldiers trying to 

hold a bridge in a liberated French village about 10 miles south of Normandy 

Beach.  To prevent a quick and disabling counter-attack by the Germans, this small 

group of soldiers is given the mission of holding ground already taken. 
  

In the same way, Paul is calling us, not to a holy war, but to hold ground already 

taken.  Because, in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has won this 

world for Himself.  We don’t need to win Delaware County for God, because 

Delaware County already belongs to God.  Because the cross and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ was God’s “D-Day”, the day that God established a beachhead in 

territory that had been lost.  The cross and resurrection of Jesus was the day that 

battle turned decisively.  And as the Church, as God’s army, He’s deploying us in a 

holding operation. 
  

And that’s a battle we can join in because, unlike in “Saving Private Ryan”, we’re 

not outgunned, we don’t have to come up with improvised weapons like “sticky 

bombs” and Molotov cocktails.  Because God has fully armed us – armed us with 

faith, and God’s word, and the Holy Spirit, and prayer. 
 

*   *   * 
  

So what does it mean for us that the Church is like an army?  How does this image 

of the Church impact what we do here at Liberty?  Well, it means at least three 

things. 
  

First, Paul is calling each of us to be trained and equipped soldiers of Christ.  

What’s the old line – an army is only as strong as it’s weakest link?  We need to 

change our thinking from “I come to church”, as if we are one thing and church is 

another thing.  Rather, our mindset should be, “I am the Church, I am a vital link in 

this chain, and so I need to equip myself so that God can accomplish what He 

wants to do through us.” 
  

Second, when we think of soldiers, we usually think of front-line soldiers.  Sure, an 

army needs other kinds of soldiers – supply sergeants and intelligence officers, and 

I suppose there are even soldiers assigned to the laundry.  But when Paul paints his 

image of a soldier of God, he’s talking about a front-line soldier, a soldier who’s 

doing what a soldier is trained to do – standing his ground, fighting the fight.  In 

the same way, the Church is made up of front-line Christians: Christians who own 

their faith, so that they’re prepared to do the front-line tasks of the Church – 

sharing God’s Word, spreading God’s love, helping those in need, caring for the 
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sick, building up the Church.  These are the front-line missions of the front-line 

Christian – and each of us lives under these standing orders. 
  

Finally, as the clothes make the man, so arms make the soldier.  As God’s soldiers, 

we need to arm ourselves with the gifts we’ve been issued.  Prayer, God’s Word, 

faith, the power of the Spirit – these aren’t optional accessories for the Christian 

life, they are what train us to be a Christian.  If we are to become soldiers of Christ, 

then we need to immerse ourselves in the message of Scripture; we need to make 

prayer a daily, living reality in our lives; we need to constantly open ourselves to 

the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit; we need to have a faith that is growing 

in active trust in the Lord. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The Church is the army of God.  We are soldiers of Christ.   
 

Yeah, it does seem a bit far-fetched.  But all armies are a bit far-fetched.  

One of the great themes of “Saving Private Ryan” is that these soldiers, these 

warriors, are just regular guys – schoolteachers, farm-boys, clerks.  They aren’t 

some different breed, some special kind of Spartan fighting race – they’re just 

regular people, they’re just like you and me.  But properly armed, and following 

their superior’s orders, and given an achievable mission, an army of regular Joes 

can do amazing things.   
 

In the same way, Liberty Presbyterian Church – you and me, empowered 

and directed by the God who wants to use us – even we can become a Church that 

is “armed and dangerous” in the cause of the love of Jesus Christ.  So watch out!  

AMEN 
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