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Protecting Our Identity 
Ephesians 6: 10-20 

Don Lincoln 
 
 
My family has twelve letters written by my great-great-grandfather, Jerome B Root, who enlisted 
in the Army at 20 years of age in 1864 for service in the Civil War.  They are scattered 
throughout the family but we all have a transcription of them.  I have one of them.  And like the 

letters of the Apostle Paul, they have no 
punctuation.  They are run on sentences.  
Jerome writes to his ma and pa weekly – you 
can see one letter on the screen, although you 
won’t be able to read it.  
 
It’s enlightening to read what Jerome writes.  
He writes frequently how upset he is he hasn’t 
gotten more letters from his mother.  He writes 
about his joy at finding tobacco.  He writes 
about the shooting of a deserter.  He asks his 
mother about his horse.  And writes about his 
lieutenant being killed by cannon shot right 
next to him.  But one of his last letters reads 
this way: 

 
Virginia Camp Near Appomattox Courthouse, April 12, 1865 
 
Dear Father and mother 
 
I now take my pen in hand to let you know I well and hope this will find you the same   ma 
I suppose you all thought that I was dead by this time but I am all right   I have been in 
three fights since I left the old Camp and haint got a mark to show yet and I don’t want 
any   ma my brigade have just been over and took their arms from them and they are all 
agoin home     I think it is about time for them to give up their arms    old Lee surrendered 
his army the 9 day of this month   we got him in a whole that he could not pull in after him    
 
my Regt was in the first line of battle   one of the Johnneys generrals rode in with a flag of 
truce   our men was fighting on our right when they come in with the flag but they soon 
stoped when they see the flag    if he had been five minutes later my Regt would have 
been a fighting but everything stop at ounce and there was a calm   the next day I went 
over and see the Johnneys they was as good as pie    
 

Five minutes more of fighting and his regiment would have been in the thick of it.  Enemies.  
Fighting.  Combat.  Determined to kill. 
 



The next day, “I went to see the Johnneys they was as good as pie.”  Human beings.  Young 
men.  (Average age of a Confederate soldier was 25.8 years.)  Some of them maybe even 
relatives.  One day enemies; the next, “….as good as pie.” 
 
What consumes us to do the things that we do to one another?  To engage in war?  Disputes 
over land, or state’s rights, or slavery?  But what is behind those things?  Greed?  The belief 
that power over others is the way to get ahead?  The need to increase production no matter 
what the human cost might be?  Behind the actual conflicts are always the more deeply seated 
outworkings of sin and evil at work in the world. 
 
That’s what the apostle Paul is writing about.  Finally he recognizes the reality of spiritual 
warfare in which the believer will be engaged, “Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be 
able to stand against the schemes – the wiles - of the devil.  For we do not wrestle against flesh 
and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this 
present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”  
 
The truth is, even when we DO wrestle against flesh and blood – perhaps especially when we 
wrestle against flesh and blood – we are battling with even deeper forces – the power of evil and 
the cosmic powers of this present darkness that age in and age out get human beings into such 
conflict with each other. 
 
Today’s text speaks of that evil – evil forces against which the church and the believer must fight – 
against which you and I must protect ourselves.  The language describes superhuman forces – 

principalities, powers – literally, the Greek “”” translates as “cosmocrats” – like 

autocrats, bureaucrats – cosmocrats – powers that rule the cosmos – the world.  Evil at work. 
 
Do you listen to the first question we ask new members?  “Trusting in the gracious mercy of 
God, do you turn from the ways of sin and renounce evil and its power in the world?”  We just 
said it with the Lord’s Prayer as well.  “Deliver us from evil….” – literally in Greek means, 
“…deliver us from the evil one.”   
 
But many of us ignore those words, in the same way we dismiss passages like this one from 
Paul that writes about these cosmic powers of evil.  We think of first century people as primitive.  
After all, they believed the air was filled with evil spirits and the whole universe a battleground.  
We are enlightened 21st century folks who know better.  Nevermind our good luck charms or 
superstitious habits, like the double-triple-back-step-side-hop-jump-lean every time done by 
every place kicker active today in the NFL.  We laugh and say evil forces are ancient history.   
 
But pick any time in history and you will find a witness to evil forces at work in human beings – 
wreaking havoc and destruction.  We – who are capable of extending acts of love and 
neighborliness, sacrifice and community, are also the very people from whom can arise Nazi 
fascism, slavery, segregation, apartheid, the Mafia, gangs, totalitarian states, chemical warfare, 
unbridled nationalism, violence, hunger, racism, pornography, addiction, trafficking…….   The 
outworkings of evil in every age are the realities to which Paul speaks.   
 
“Put on the whole armor of God,” Paul wrote.  The people of Ephesus would have been used to 
seeing the helmets, breastplates, shields and swords of the Roman Legionnaires patrolling the 
streets of the city, demonstrating authority and keeping public order.   
 



Paul knew the church, representing the truth of the gospel, was in a war with hostile, cosmic 
forces, “Spiritual forces of evil,” forces opposed to the reign of God and their work in our lives 
and in the world.  Paul takes the equipment of the legionnaire and uses it as a metaphor for as 
Paul advises us to take evil seriously and to do battle with an arsenal – but it’s an alternate 
arsenal.1   
 
We miss this part mostly.  The church has certainly missed it through the ages when we used to 
put the cross on our shields behind which we kept our swords.  Paul describes for us an 
alternate arsenal.  An arsenal marked by the truth—which is often the first casualty of conflict 
and war.  Truth, like the belt around your waist which holds everything together.  Make that first. 
 
The breastplate of righteousness, which isn’t a personal virtue, but is alignment with what 
God longs to do in the world in the face of evil – the evil which denies, cajoles, threatens or 
tempts you to do that which is hurtful, harmful, oppressive or worse.  Put on righteousness, 
align yourself with God’s way. 
 
The Gospel of the people of God is peace.  THAT is the good news with which our feet are 
shod.  So that no matter where we go; however we go, whatever it takes – we will put on 
peace as our shoes – striding into the midst of the evil warfare that consumes humanity.  
And for those gunning for a fight, peace is a truly subversive weapon – peace and its 
advance is a threat to power, to rulers and authorities who wish to lord it over others.  
 
When the South African government canceled a political rally in the marketplace against 
apartheid, Bishop Desmond Tutu led the people in a worship service in St. George’s 
Cathedral.  The walls were lined with soldiers and riot police carrying guns and bayonets, 
ready to close it down.  Bishop Tutu began to speak of the evils of the apartheid system—
how the rulers and authorities that propped it up were doomed to fail.  He pointed a finger at 
the police along the walls who were there to record his words: “You may be powerful—very 
powerful—but you are not God.  God cannot be mocked. You have already lost.” 
 
Then, in that moment of silent tension, the Bishop seemed to soften.  Coming out from 
behind the pulpit to the center of the chancel, he flashed that radiant Tutu smile and began 
to bounce up and down with glee. “Therefore,” he said, “Since you have already lost, we are 
inviting you to stay and join the winning side.”  The crowd roared, the police melted away 
and the people began to dance.2  The gospel of peace. 
 
This arsenal includes the shield of faith – confidence that God is LORD, and the politics of 
fear will not sway us, cannot conquer us.  Confidence in Jesus’ utter loyalty to us enables us 
to fend off whatever doubt and despair and hopelessness arises in adverse circumstances.  
The enemy cannot pierce what the pierced one has done for us. 
 
The helmet of Salvation.  Salvation – health and wholeness – rather than body bags.  The sword 
of the spirit which is the Word of God – the word made flesh.  Not a word about Jesus – but Jesus 
himself.  Jesus and His ways.  That’s the sword – the living Word of God at work in us. 
 
The heart of Christianity, whenever and wherever it does battle, is the radical, counterintuitive 
suggestion that the most powerful force in the world is vulnerable, sacrificial love, love that looks 
weak and helpless but which, finally, as St. Paul promised, still stands when all else has fallen.   
 



Living the values of Jesus, which are often in conflict with the policies of the empire, is how you 
and I do battle with the forces of evil. 
 
But doing such battle is not easy.  Some of you may remember photos like this. 
 

 
 
A white man and a white woman are sitting with an African-American woman at a lunch 
counter in Mississippi.  A whites-only counter.  Their waiter has poured a bottle of ketchup 
over the man’s head, which looks like blood as it drips down the man’s jacket.  His jaw is 
clenched, his shoulders braced.  He’s not sure what is coming next. 
 
He might want nothing more than to turn and attack the jeering crowd, to pick up a sword 
and wade into battle.  But he sits still.  In the world’s terms he is weak; armed with nothing 
but the gospel of peace.   
 
If you look closely at the photo you can see, the eyes of the crowd are lit up by the cosmic 
powers of that dark time.  One man has a sugar jar in his hand and a smile on his face.   You 
can’t really see his smile because of his arm but you can tell by the wrinkle in his eyes.  He’s 
smiling because he has poured the contents of the jar over the protesters’ heads.  You can 
see it, it’s white, on each of the three heads of the protesters.  A middle-aged man in the 
back with the hat above him looks on approvingly.  But at the top right corner, is that a 
member of the mob who has grown ashamed at this ugly scene?  A man with his eyes 
downcast, his face tormented.  Is he in pain? 
 



Maybe he walked in that day ready to attack, or at least to cheer on some violence.  If one of the 
protesters had carried anything but God’s weapons, perhaps he would have fought back with 
pleasure.  Or maybe he just happened to be there – caught by the crowd, couldn’t get out.   
 
But the weapons used by the mob proved no match for the armor of God.  Perhaps the 
photo caught the precise instant when some part of that man in the corner was killed – slain 
by the Spirit of God, splayed wide open by the power of peace, faith, and love for all sisters 
and brothers defined in the face of evil. 
 
I doubt those three protesters felt triumphant when they returned to their living quarters to 
shower and wash off the day’s trauma.  More often than not, God’s victories emerge years 
later.  But the armor of God is shining brightly in that photo.  Though the flaming arrows have 
been sent, grace will win.  As Paul promised the Ephesians – while he himself was in chains 
– in a jail cell…..the spiritual forces of God will win. 
 
Grace always wins.   
 

 
 
Some of you will recall our series last fall – “Be The Church.”  I continue to look at this regularly 
because it reminds me of who we are.  We talked about identity theft, protecting our identity, 
securing our identity.  THAT is our identity. 
 
Truth, righteousness, peace, faith, salvation and the ways of Jesus.  That’s what our identity 
looks like.  Put them on.  Every day.  That the things we too often do to one another, can be 
overcome by what God, who by His power at work within us, is able to do in and through us – 
infinitely more than we dare to ask or imagine – to His glory – and for the sake and salvation of 
the world.   
 
“Church……..Church……Be The Church!” 
 
May it be so.  AMEN. 
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