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Ephesians 6:10-20

	Bland Clark was 90 years old when we met and lived for another 4 or 5 years.  I remember that Bland had lost half of one hand in some kind of farm accident which left him with just a thumb and one finger.   I also remember that Bland had made something of a name for himself by memorizing poems and stories and going around entertaining people at church dinners and other small town-type events.   Even at 90 years old his mind was plenty sharp and he had no trouble at all entertaining me with stories and poems that he had learned many decades before.   That was something of a problem as Bland expected that when I stopped by that I was going to stay for a while – like all afternoon – which I never really had the time to do.  
	Shortly before his death Bland was stricken by a strange ailment that caused incredible pain but for which there was no apparent cause or treatment.   And in those days I’d go and sit a little while by his bedside – which seemed enough for him.  
	One of these last visits could have been something out of a funny movie.  As we were talking Bland motioned for me to come closer.  When I had leaned closer Bland whispered to me, “Preacher, preach more about sin.”  I then looked Bland in the eye and said, “Bland, I look those people in the face every week and I can assure you that they know all they need to know about sin.”   By the way, I could say the same thing about you…..
	
	As I read this morning’s scripture I am aware of about a thousand unanswerable theological questions leap out at me. I am tempted to try and use this morning’s scripture to answer some of them.   Is there really a Satan that roams the earth trying to tempt people?  Why does God allow evil in the world?   What is the source of evil?  
	Those questions are unanswerable – but the truth is that those questions are all at least partially irrelevant.   The reality of the situation is that regardless of the source all of us hear the voice of evil.  The reality is that all of us know what temptation feels like.  Evil is a part of all our lives and certainly a part of the world.   On the practical level it doesn’t matter too much where evil comes from or why it exists – it is a reality.  
	Allow me for a moment to offer some definitions.   Sin and evil aren’t about breaking a bunch of rules.   Sin isn’t about driving 40 miles and hour when the posted limit is 35.  Sin and evil are about breaking or damaging relationships.  The greatest commandments are that we love God with all our being and that we love each other as much as we love ourselves.   Love denotes relationship.   God’s desire is that all of creation live in an honest, nurturing relationship with everyone else and with God.   Sin is when relationships are damaged or broken.  
	I’ve tried to do some research in our congregation on the subject of temptation but no one would tell me about their temptations.   My suspicion is that admitting our temptations to the preacher is more personal than most of want to get.  That means that unless I want to talk about my own temptations I’ll have to speak in generalities.   
· We sin any time that we see any other person as anything less than a child of God – equal to ourselves.  That means that all kinds of prejudice and discrimination are sinful.   
· We sin whenever we don’t live up to our promises, or fail to live as people of integrity who can be always trusted.  
· We sin anytime we refuse to care about the needs of others.  That means it’s sinful for us not to care about the 38,000 people in the world who will starve to death today or those who are dying of AIDS because they can’t afford twenty cents a day for medication.  
· We sin any time we are content with broken relationships in our lives and don’t try to bring about healing.   The goal of our life should be loving relationships with everyone.  
· We sin any time we make anything more important than God’s dreams for us and the world.  
· We sin any time we believe that violence and war are the way to build God’s world.   
· We sin any time we see ourselves as anything less than children of God who are always beloved by God.   By the way, this may be the most powerful temptation of all.  
· We sin any time we see the world as anything less than God’s creation and gift to us.  

My list of sins could go on and on.  And you get my point.   Unless you are a truly remarkable person I have just “stepped on your toes” and made clear that you are a sinner who has done more that hear the voice of temptation.   It’s funny how that whole business of temptation works.   Few of us are attracted to evil and sin as evil and sin – it’s just that at the time it seems so attractive and wonderful.   I am mindful of the phrase in this morning’s scripture that talks about the “wiles” of the devil.   Temptation and sin come to us not as dark evil but as the easy way, the better way, the way to faster gratification, the way to get what we really want.   And then, afterwards, we discover the truth about what we’ve done.   Maybe.  Hopefully.  
If we were a more liturgical church we would open our service with a prayer of confession.   It would be a brief prayer in which we would admit our sinfulness and ask for God’s forgiveness.  One of those prayers begins, “Most merciful God, we confess that we have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done, and by what we have left undone.  We have not loved you with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves.”[footnoteRef:2]  I’ve often wondered why we Disciples don’t include that prayer in any of our services, because the truth is that evil and sin are realities in each of our lives – and maybe we ought to admit it more often.   [2:  Chalice Worship, p 306.] 

	Maybe the reason why we don’t include a prayer of confession is that it can become groveling.  A couple of Christmas’ ago one of my children gave me an interesting present.  It was the Monty Python movie, The Meaning of Life, which is guaranteed to offend everyone who might watch it.  One of the scenes is set in the chapel of an English boy’s school in which everyone sings a hymn about what a worm they are.   From my perspective that kind of confession is seldom appropriate and seldom very helpful.    Few of us need to grovel before God admitting our sinfulness over and over.  I have to wonder if groveling misses the point of confession which is to admit to ourselves the reality of sin in our lives and to learn from those mistakes.   What if the point of confession isn’t groveling but growth?   Maybe if we admitted more often the reality of sin in our lives we’d be less likely to listen to the voice of evil……

	But stopping at that point would do a real disservice to this morning’s scripture.   In the second half of the scripture the author begins to talk about our defense against evil.   It’s a famous passage in which the author describes each of the pieces of armor and weaponry used by a Roman solider of the day.  Then the author relates each of those items to a defense that you and I have against evil.   Taken together it’s an impressive group of defenses.  There is truth – insisting on being a person of integrity; righteousness – insisting on doing the “right” thing”; Faith which reminds us that there is more to life than what we can see or what we can have now; Salvation which reminds us that we are God’s beloved children and the gift of the Holy Spirit which gives us power beyond ourselves.  
	Taken all together I am reminded of a verse in 1st Corinthians in which Paul wrote, “No testing has overtaken you that is not common to everyone.  God is faithful, and he will not let you be tested beyond your strength, but with the testing he will also provide the way out so that you may be able to endure it.”   I’ve given this passage a lot over the years wondering whether it was right.   I’ve spent some time wondering if you and I really never have to give into temptation – that we can always resist the call of evil and sin. Comedian Flip Wilson portrayed Geraldine who did some pretty bad things explaining in her own defense, “The devil made me do it.”   I’ve decided that we never have to give in to evil.  We are always stronger and smarter than evil.   
	But when I think of my defenses against evil I have to admit the image of a soldier, even a modern day solider doesn’t connect with me.  That isn’t a part of my world.   As I was riding my bike thinking about this occurred to me that to use the image of my bicycle trunk bag.  We carry this on our tandem bicycle and while it can contain things like wallets and sunscreen, its primary use is to carry things that we would need in case of a mechanical breakdown.  Now, lest you think that I’m being flip, let me point out that being broken down on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere wearing nothing but spandex could put us in a very vulnerable position that could be dangerous.  It’s important for us to carry the stuff that we might need.  
	As I think about this scripture I am mindful that in my struggle against evil I have the spare tire of community.  At the top of that list for me is the community of faith – you people – you welcome me, encourage me and shape me.  Because of my relationship with is congregation, I am a different person.  Spending time with you is part of my defense against evil.  I don’t think we always take that very seriously.   Sometimes I think we see congregations as just a group of people that are thrown together for a while.   That isn’t how it is.   The church community has the power to shape the lives and to shape faith.   The church community has the power to help us defend ourselves against evil.  	
	Closely related is the tool kit of the Lord’s Supper.  Every week we come together at the Lord’s Table.   I know it’s a ritual.  I know that there is very little substance to the food that we share.   But there is something there that feeds me.  There is something there that reminds me of God’s love and God’s presence.  And there is something there that reminds me of the kind of life that I am supposed to live.   In recent months the most powerful part of the Lord’s Supper for me is that we practice an open table – saying over and over again that everyone is welcome – because that reminds me that one day God’s dream will come true and the world will be filled with hospitality and justice.   The Lord’s Table reminds me of how God wants the world to be and how it will be.  
	Also in my bag are spare tubes that represent my own experience of God.   The Spiritual Formation Group to which I belong is reading Henri Nouwen’s book Spiritual Direction.  The first chapter contains an interesting exercise.   We were directed to make a list of the persistent questions that we had about life.  And so I started writing down my questions and found that I had a really long list.  There is a lot about life and faith and God and church that I just don’t understand – and don’t believe that anyone understands.  And I scared myself.  The picture I had was that I was dangling over an abyss of despair hanging onto a slender thread – and the largest part of that thread was my belief that I have felt God’s presence and heard God’s voice – that God has given me direction and wisdom – and that I have seen God work in the world and in the lives of people.    And that experience of God has been so wonderful, so nourishing, so refreshing that I want more – and sin only makes that harder, it moves me in the wrong direction.   My own experience of God is a part of my defense against evil.  
	And always, always in the trunk bag is the cell phone of scripture.  A couple of weeks ago we were in far northeast Portland and our rear derailleur self-destructed.   No wrench in anyone’s trunk bag was going to fix the problem.   It was going to be a long walk even to the nearest bus line.  But we had our cell phone – and we called Chip Pierson who drove his pickup all the way out and rescued us.   Scripture is like that for me.  You see the Bible is the most amazing, miraculous, resource for us Christians.   The miracle is not what was written down centuries ago.   The miracle is that if you and I approach the Bible with the right mind set – openly and honestly – God speaks through the Bible – often directly to our situation.   And that is a powerful defense against temptation.

	Thanks for allowing me to have fun with my bicycle trunk bag metaphor.   Here’s my challenge to you – come up with a better metaphor.  I was hesitant to use my own metaphor because I thought you’d think it was silly – and evil isn’t silly.  The evil that is part of our lives destroys relationships and runs counter to the dreams of God.   Evil is serious business.  But in our struggle against evil we are not defenseless.  God has provided resources to help us, to make us stronger, to give us direction.   The struggle is real – but in the struggle we are not alone.  
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